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t h eg r i d

A s a nati on , we are get ti n g
s m a rter. Ne a rly a qu a rter of
Am erican adults have a co l-
l ege edu c a ti on—a record

h i gh . As edu c a ti on remains a stron g
pri ori ty for parents and their ch i l d ren ,
i t’s also a No. 1 goal for govern ors and
m ayors who see attracting the best and
the bri gh test to their states and cities as
e s s en tial to en ri ching their tax bases
and staying com peti tive . Fact is, com-
peti ti on among places for smart
m i gra n t s — recent co ll ege grad s , m i d -
c a reer workers or reti ree s — c re a te s
wi n n ers and losers .

Recen t ly rel e a s ed migra ti on data
f rom the 2000 cen sus all ows us to keep
s core . Th ere are su rpri s e s . Some of t h e
most co s m opo l i t a n , gray matter- ri ch
s ecti ons of the co u n try appear to be
losing their gri p, even as many sun and
fun areas are shedding the “du m b
bl on de” i m a ge . An o t h er wild card is the
f l ow of degreed immigrants from
a broad . Brain drain areas lu re them to
try to of fs et the dep a rtu re of h om e-
grown talen t ; while on the urb a n i zed
coa s t s , h i gh ly edu c a ted immigrants are
balancing out the influx of the lesser
edu c a ted .

“BRIGHT FLIGHT” TO THE SUN BELT
A bi g - p i ctu re con trast bet ween the old
and em er ging “s m a rt bel t s” can be seen
by com p a ring the state map of h i gh con-
cen tra ti ons of the co ll ege edu c a ted , wi t h
one of recent smart mover de s ti n a ti on s .
E l i te coastal states sti ll have the ed ge as
b a s ti ons of the edu c a ted . In Ma s s achu-
s et t s , the nati on’s co ll ege capital, 1 in
every 3 adults has a bach el or ’s degree .
The top ti er of h i gh ly edu c a ted state s
ex tends from New England stra i gh t
down the Bo s . - Wa s h .m ega l opolis on the
At l a n tic coa s t ; it inclu des Ca l i fornia and
Wa s h i n g ton along the Pacific coa s t , a n d
also two flyover haven s , Co l orado and
Mi n n e s o t a . No ti ce a bly absent from this
el i te list are most of the states in the
i n teri or West and So ut h .

This situ a ti on is abo ut to flip. Wh i l e
it is no sec ret that the Sun Belt attract s
m i grants in drove s , the new nu m bers
s h ow that co ll ege gradu a tes are lead i n g
the way. The Sunshine state leads all
o t h ers in attracting co ll ege grad s , a net
gain of 150,000 over the last half of t h e
1 9 9 0 s . It is fo ll owed by Geor gi a , Ari zon a
and North Ca ro l i n a — s t a tes gen era lly
k n own for their mild cl i m a tes and out-
door rec re a ti on opportu n i ti e s . The top

ti er of brain gaining states also inclu de s
Nevada and Oregon in the West (alon g
with establ i s h ed brain ga i n ers , Ca l i for-
n i a , Wa s h i n g ton and Co l orado) as well
as Texas and Vi r ginia in the So ut h .
Mi gra ti on - d riven “s m a rt growt h” i n
these states goes hand in hand wi t h
booming job markets that attract yo u n g
profe s s i on a l s . Couples and parents are
a t tracted to their newly minted family
su bu rb s . Even the hip, s o - c a ll ed cre a tive
class single set may find en o u gh cap-
p u ccino cultu re in At l a n t a , Ch a rl o t te or
Denver to con s i der adopting these
p l aces as hom e .

Mi grants to the Sun Belt are com i n g
f rom all over the co u n try but “bri gh t
f l i gh t” m o s t ly hits a handful of s t a tes in
the Northeast and in the Rust Bel t . New
York lost nearly 190,000 degreed adu l t s
in the late 1990s. Ill i n oi s , Pen n s ylva n i a ,
O h i o, Mi ch i ga n , Indiana and Iowa fo l-
l ow (along with Lo u i s i a n a , a peren n i a l
Deep So uth out - m i gra ti on state ) . Even
s h eepskin mecc a , Ma s s achu s etts ra n k s
a m ong brain drain state s . Di m i n i s h i n g
econ omic pro s pects propels a lot of
m ovem en t , but the Sun Bel t’s cl i m a te ,
opportu n i ties and overa ll newness are
i m portant attracti on s .

MAPPING CONSUMER MARKETS BY WILLIAM H. FREY  

The winners, the losers, the cities and towns not even in the ferocious game of trying to attract Americans of higher degree. 

BRAIN GAINS, BRAIN DRAINS 
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METRO AREA BRAIN GAINS
AND DRAINS
Atlanta drew the largest nu m ber of co l-
l ege gradu a tes of a ll 48 major metropo l i-
tan areas in the co u n try (see Ta ble 1) . Th e
u n official capital of the New So ut h , it is
one of the most degreed metros in the
regi on (after Ra l ei gh - Du rh a m , N . C . ,
Wa s h i n g ton , D. C . and Au s ti n , Tex a s ) ,
wh ere nearly on e - t h i rd of a ll adults are
co ll ege gradu a te s . Ma ny of its in-
m i grants are Af rican Am eri c a n s , a s
Atlanta was the dominant de s ti n a ti on for
bl acks in the 1990s.

And while one ex pects econ om i c a lly
d iverse areas like Dall a s , San Fra n c i s co,
Denver and Seattle to draw co ll ege grad-
u a te s , vi rtual newcom er, P h oen i x , ra n k s
as the No. 2 brain gain metro. Reti ree s ,
n ow more edu c a ted than in the past, a n d
the city ’s prox i m i ty to Ca l i forn i a’s
expanding su bu rbs con tri bute to
P h oen i x ’s ga i n s . The high ranking of L a s
Vegas as a “brain gain magn et” m ay be
even more startling to som e , bo t h
because of its Sin Ci ty image , and the rel-
a tive paucity of co ll ege gradu a tes amon g
its ex i s ting re s i den t s . (With on ly 1 in 6
holding a co ll ege degree , the Las Vega s
m etro area ranks last of a ll major metro-
politan areas in edu c a ti onal attainmen t . )
Yet , l i ke Phoen i x , Las Vegas is ben ef i ti n g
f rom Ca l i fornia spill over, f u n cti oning as a
vi rtual su bu rb of Los An geles wh i ch is
becoming incre a s i n gly unafford a ble for
m a ny middl e - i n come co ll ege gradu a te s .

Brain gain de s ti n a ti ons dot the interi or
West and So ut h e a s t . F l orida and Tex a s
e ach host three of the top 15 brain ga i n ers ,
while there are two each in North Ca ro l i-
n a , and five We s tern areas out s i de of Ca l i-
forn i a . In con tra s t , 12 of the 15 gre a te s t
l o s ers of co ll ege degreed migrants are
l oc a ted in the Northeast and Mi dwest led

by the New York metro regi on (see Ta bl e
1) . Al ong with Ch i c a go, P h i l adel phia and
Bo s ton , the list inclu des a string of o l d
i n du s trial metros including Pittsbu r gh ,
Detroi t , Bu f f a l o, Cl evel a n d , S t . Louis and
Mi lw a u kee ; as well as So ut h ern metro s ,
New Orleans and Oklahoma Ci ty. S prawl-

ing Los An geles is also on the list as co ll ege
gradu a te re s i dents disperse to areas bo t h
within and out s i de of Ca l i forn i a .

BRAINS VERSUS BRAW N
The impact of m i gra ti on patterns on indi-
vi dual areas is best assessed in the form of
ra tes of m i grants per ex i s ting pop u l a ti on s
(see Ta ble 2) . Using this measu re , i t
becomes clear that the new flow of edu c a t-
ed adults has the bi ggest impact on co ll ege
gradu a te - poor Las Vega s . In a five ye a r
peri od (1995-2000), Las Vega s’s sheep-
skin-holding pop u l a ti on incre a s ed by
m ore than 20 percen t . Ot h er fast-ri s i n g
brain ga i n ers , Ch a rl o t te , P h oenix and
West Palm Be ach incre a s ed their degreed
pop u l a ti on by more than 10 percen t . O n
the other side of the led ger, the bi gge s t
n ega tive impacts of co ll ege gradu a te out -

G R E ATEST BRAIN G A I N I N G
METRO REGIONS*
NET DOMESTIC MIGRATION GAINS AMONG COLLEGE GRADUAT E S
AGED 25 AND OLDER, 1995-2000
1 Atlanta, GA MSA 7 6 , 4 4 3
2 Phoenix-Mesa, AZ MSA 6 3 , 0 8 4
3 D a l l a s - Fort Worth, TX CMSA 5 4 , 8 1 4
4 San Fra n c i s c o - O a k l a n d -

San Jose, CA CMSA 4 8 , 6 1 4
5 D e n ve r- B o u l d e r- G re e l e y, CO CMSA 4 0 , 9 7 3

G R E ATEST BRAIN D R A I N I N G
METRO REGIONS*
NET DOMESTIC MIGRATION GAINS AMONG COLLEGE GRADUAT E S
AGED 25 AND OLDER, 1995-2000
1 New Yo r k - N o r t h e rn New Jersey-

Long Island, NY- N J - C T- PA CMSA - 1 2 2 , 0 0 0
2 Chicago-Gary-Kenosha, IL-IN-

WI CMSA - 2 9 , 6 4 7
3 Pittsburgh, PA MSA - 2 0 , 0 6 5
4 D e t roit-Ann Arbor-Flint, MI CMSA - 1 7 , 2 4 4
5 B u ff a l o - N i a g a ra Falls, NY MSA - 1 7 , 1 7 1

SF’s increase in college
grads, but decrease in
other levels of educa-
tional attainment—due
to prohibitive housing
costs—stresses labor
force at lower wage-
earner level.

Across-the-board gains, thanks to
spillover from high-rent L.A., create a
diversely educated population of
workers at all earning levels.

*among major metropolitan areas (CMSAs, MDSAs, NECMAs) with populations greater than 1 million.



m i gra ti on were felt by two upstate New
York metro s , Buffalo and Roch e s ter, wh i ch
lost 9 percent and 7.5 percent of t h eir co l-
l ege gradu a tes in those ye a rs . The impact s
were less severe in bi gger place s .

Brain gains and brain drains do not
occur in isolati on , and it is important to

assess how migra ti on affects an are a’s less
s k i ll ed pop u l a ti on as well . In some place s ,
m i gra ti on con tri buti ons are largely dom i-
n a ted by the best and the bri gh test wi t h
little gains for other skill level s . This occ u rs
in areas with high housing co s t s , su ch as
San Fra n c i s co, wh i ch shows gains in co l-

l ege gradu a tes but losses of less    edu c a ted
gro u p s . In a sen s e , these high housing
costs make su ch areas seem like large ga ted
com mu n i ties since on ly the well - of f c a n
a f ford to live there . It is not su rprising that
n e a rly 2 in 5 San Fra n c i s co re s i dents are
co ll ege gradu a te s . The drawb ack is that,
l ow - s k i ll ed servi ce workers need to com-
mute long distances from  cen tral Ca l i for-
nia to work in this pri cey labor market .

A different pictu re em er ges for Las
Vegas wh ere the ex p l o s ive migra ti on
growth of co ll ege gradu a tes is accom p a-
n i ed by a growth at all other edu c a ti on lev-
el s . This more broad - b a s ed migra ti on can
be ex p l a i n ed by spill over of Ca l i forn i a’s
su bu rban pop u l a ti on into an area wh i ch
con ti nues to expand with afford a ble hous-
i n g. The movem ent is com po s ed of a ll
race - ethnic groups and all skill level s ,

FASTEST I N - M I G R AT I O N R AT E S
OF COLLEGE GRADS

M I G R ATION RATES PER 1,000
METRO C O L L E G E AT MOST
R E G I O N G R A D UAT E S HIGH SCHOOL

1 Las Vegas, NV-AZ MSA 2 0 6 . 8 1 4 6 . 4
2 C h a r l o t t e - G a s t o n i a -

Rock Hill, NC-SC MSA 1 2 3 . 4 3 5 . 9
3 Phoenix-Mesa, AZ MSA 1 2 2 . 5 6 5 . 5
4 West Palm Beach-

Boca Raton, FL MSA 1 1 1 . 8 4 9 . 9
5 Atlanta, GA MSA 9 0 . 7 2 9 . 8

FASTEST O U T- M I G R AT I O N
R ATES OF COLLEGE GRADS

M I G R ATION RATES PER 1,000
METRO C O L L E G E AT MOST
R E G I O N G R A D UAT E S HIGH SCHOOL

1 B u ff a l o - N i a g a ra Fa l l s ,
NY MSA - 9 4 . 3 - 2 3 . 4

2 R o c h e s t e r, NY MSA - 7 5 . 0 - 2 5 . 6
3 New Orleans, LA MSA - 6 5 . 5 - 3 2 . 5
4 Oklahoma City, OK MSA - 5 4 . 3 1 2 . 2
5 Pittsburgh, PA MSA - 5 1 . 2 - 1 2 . 6

DIPLOMAS ON THE MOVE
Net Domestic Migration of College Grad Adults, 1995-2000

Buffalo’s loss pattern
shows that while declines
are occurring overall, the
dramatic drop-off comes
as college grads take
their diplomas and run.

Drain across the
board in places like
Milwaukee portend
business and econom-
ic development prob-
lems.

Source for all charts and maps: William H. Frey analysis of census data
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making Las Vegas a more rac i a lly and eco-
n om i c a lly diverse com mu n i ty. The prof i l e
of most brain gaining metro areas fall s
bet ween the ex tremes of San Fra n c i s co
and Las Vega s , a l t h o u gh the growth of
t h eir co ll ege gradu a te pop u l a ti ons typ i-
c a lly outp aces the unskill ed .

By the same to ken , the edu c a ti on
profiles of brain drain metros can skew
h e avi ly tow a rd co ll ege gradu a te loss, as in
Bu f f a l o, or a more broad - b a s ed out -
m i gra ti on , as in Mi lw a u kee . The form er is
e s pec i a lly deva s t a ting since it dispropor-
ti on a tely robs the com mu n i ty of its most
edu c a ted re s i den t s .

THE IMMIGRATION CUSHION
The brain gains and drains discussed
above pertain to migration within the
United States. Over the past decade in
particular, immigration from abroad has
proved to be a significant factor in affect-
ing the talent pool and tax base in many
communities, often serving as a cushion
for areas that were losing dom e s ti c
m i gra n t s . Na ti on a lly, m i grants from
a broad are overrepre s en ted at bo t h
extremes of the educational spectrum.
There are more immigrant adults with
college degrees than in the general popu-
lation (33 percent versus 24 percent), but
a larger share of them, also have not
received high school diplomas (30 per-
cent versus 20 percent). Yet, both the size
and edu c a ti on profile of i m m i gra n t
flows vary widely across metropolitan
areas (see Table 3).

It tu rns out that the migra ti on flows
with the highest shares of co ll ege gradu-
a tes are gen era lly small in size , and are
de s ti n ed to many old indu s trial bra i n
d rain are a s , l i ke Pittsbu r gh , Ci n c i n n a ti ,
Detroi t , Cl eveland and Roch e s ter, N . Y. By

rep l acing the hom egrown co ll ege gradu-
a tes who lef t , these immigrants provi de a
mu ch - n eeded infusion of “k n owl ed ge
workers” to these are a s . Ma ny su ch
m i grants from abroad were rec ru i ted
s pec i f i c a lly to work with companies in

these areas or to attend local univers i ti e s .
The list of h i gh ly edu c a ted immigra n t
f l ows also inclu des su ch immigrant mag-
n et metros as San Fra n c i s co and Wa s h-
i n g ton , D. C . , as well as univers i ty / s t a te
capital cen ters like Bo s ton , Co lu m bu s ,
Ohio and Au s ti n , Tex a s .

Metros that attract immigrant flows
with low shares of co ll ege gradu a te s
i n clu de some of the nati on’s large s t
i m m i grant magn ets (i.e. Los An gel e s ,
Mi a m i , D a llas) as well as those wh ere
i m m i grant pre s en ce is ra p i dly ri s i n g
( e . g. Las Vega s , P h oen i x , Ch a rl o t te ,
O rl a n do ) . The latter Sun Belt growt h
m etros are also “brain ga i n ers” for
dom e s tic migra n t s , who are cre a ti n g
em p l oym ent for less skill ed immigra n t s
for work in servi ce , retail and con s tru c-
ti on . In these are a s , the less skill ed

IMMIGRANT FLOWS WITH
H I G H E S T COLLEGE GRAD SHARES

COLLEGE GRAD SIZE OF
M E T R O SHARE  OF I M M I G R AT I O N
R E G I O N I M M I G R ATION FLOW F L OW *

1 Pittsburgh, PA MSA 5 8 % 1 4 , 3 5 6
2 C i n c i n n a t i - H a m i l t o n ,

O H - K Y-IN CMSA 5 2 % 1 3 , 7 1 2
3 San Fra n c i s c o - O a k l a n d -

San Jose, CA CMSA 4 9 % 2 4 3 , 9 1 4
4 Wa s h i n g t o n - B a l t i m o re ,

D C - M D - VA-WV CMSA 4 9 % 1 8 8 , 1 7 8
5 Columbus, OH MSA 4 7 % 1 9 , 4 1 7

IMMIGRANT FLOWS WITH
L OW E S T COLLEGE GRAD SHARES

COLLEGE GRAD SIZE OF
M E T R O SHARE OF I M M I G R AT I O N
R E G I O N I M M I G R ATION FLOW F L OW *

1 Las Vegas, NV-AZ MSA 1 7 % 3 5 , 3 8 5
2 G re e n s b o ro-Winston 

Salem-High Point, NC MSA 2 2 % 1 6 , 5 3 1
3 Phoenix-Mesa, AZ MSA 2 2 % 7 1 , 6 8 1
4 G rand Rapids-Muske g o n -

Holland, MI MSA 2 4 % 9 , 9 6 9
5 Salt Lake City-Ogden,

UT MSA 2 6 % 2 3 , 5 0 2
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L.A. loses in domestic migration
at all levels, but those losses are
offset by the influx of immi-
grants at each educational
attainment extreme. This cre-
ates the demographic “barbell.”

Phoenix, which is attracting
immigrants at lower education-
al attainment levels to offset
declines in  lesser educated
domestic migrants, typifies met-
ros benefiting from immigration.



i m m i grant workers tend to com p l e-
m ent the brain gains from other part s
of the U. S .

The impact of i m m i grants on metro
a rea edu c a ti on profiles occ u rs most
cl e a rly in immigrant magn ets like Lo s
An geles and New York . Th ey ’re su s t a i n-
ing dom e s tic migra ti on losses at all edu-
c a ti on level s , and rely on immigrants for
t h eir dem ogra phic ga i n . Yet , it is here
that immigrant growth at the edu c a ti on
ex tremes is most dom i n a n t . So while Lo s
An geles is losing dom e s tic migrants at
a ll edu c a ti on level s , its immigrant flows
a re shaping a “b a rbell ” p a t tern wh ere
gains are gre a test for high sch oo l
d ropo uts and co ll ege gradu a te s . Th i s
m i rrors the rising cost of m i d dl e - cl a s s
l iving and dom e s tic migra ti on fligh t
f rom high ly urb a n i zed regi on s , and may

l e ad to more sharp ly divi ded edu c a ti on
and income profiles in these are a s .

WINNERS AND LOSERS
Wi n n ers and losers in the com peti ti on
for Am eri c a’s best and bri gh test migra n t s
a re sti ll undec i ded . But the new cen su s
m i gra ti on data provi de clu e s . Fa s t - grow-
i n g, su bu rbanizing Sun Belt hot spots like
At l a n t a ,P h oen i x , Las Vegas and Ch a rl o t te
a re making stri des in bri n ging the So ut h
and West into knowl ed ge - worker pari ty
with more trad i ti onal bra i n i ac cen ters on
the urb a n i zed coa s t s . While well - h eel ed
k n owl ed ge workers can sti ll afford to live
in San Fra n c i s co, Bo s ton , New York and
Los An gel e s , the allu re of m ore afford-
a bl e ,n ew and family fri en dly growth cen-
ters in the Sun Belt appe a rs to be tu rn i n g
the ti de sout hw a rd and inw a rd for yo u n g

profe s s i on a l s , m i d - c a reer tra n s p l a n t s ,
and well - of f reti ree s . If t h ere are losers ,
t h ey are areas that su f fer the do u bl e
wh a m my of being loc a ted in the less
a t tractive snowbel t , and maintaining ti e s
to the old econ omy. Yet , these areas have
s een su ccess in attracting well edu c a ted
i m m i grants who are more con cern ed
with econ omic opportu n i ty than su n ,f u n
and big box su bu rb s . As the chase con ti n-
u e s , as migrants become more discern-
i n g, and as the stakes con ti nue to ri s e , i t
wi ll be hard to track the game wi t h o ut a
s corec a rd . ■

Wi lliam H. Frey is a dem o gra p h er at the
B rook i n gs In s ti tu tion and Re se a rch Profe s-
sor at the Un ivers i ty of Mi ch i gan Popu l a ti o n
Studies Cen ter. His Web site is w w w. f rey -
d em o gra p h er. o rg
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EDUCATION, STATE-BY-STATE
Percent of Adults with College Degrees, 2000

Old line industrial metros like Pitts-
burgh are actively attracting immi -
grant “knowledge workers,” to offset
the brain drain among domestic
migrants. As a result, immigrant college
grads make up for losses in their
domestic counterparts.

S o u rce for all charts and maps: William H. Frey analysis of census data


