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Retirement, Health, and Migration from Nonmetro Counties: 
Evidence from the Health and Retirement Survey

ABSTRACT

     Using an Event History Analysis of six biennia l waves of the

Health and Retirement Survey (1994 - 2004), I exami ned the pre-

migration characteristics of older adults living in  nonmetro

counties in 1994 to see who stayed, who migrated, w here they went

(a metro or nonmetro county), and why. Retirement w ithin the past

year was the most powerful predictor of migration f rom a nonmetro

origin, but did not predict the destination (metro vs. nonmetro).

Consistently with Litwak and Longino’s theory, nonm etro migrants

who went to live nearer, or with, kin and friends w ere more

likely to go to metro than nonmetro destinations. C ontrary to the

theory, prior changes in four measures of health co uld not

distinguish nonmetro nonmigrants from nonmetro outm igrants nor

discriminate their destinations (metro from nonmetr o). Thus, the

first observable migration by nonmetro-origin older  adults may

have been in expectation of future needs for assist ance.
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INTRODUCTION

In the 1960s, older adults began migrating more hea vily into

than out of nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) counties. Th is trend has

persisted into the twenty-first century (Johnson an d Cromartie,

2006). Because earlier migration studies had focuse d on nonmetro-

to-metro migration by job-seeking young adults, it is not well

understood why older-adult migrants favor nonmetro destinations. 

Litwak and Longino (1987) provided a theoretical fr amework.

When young-old adults first retire from the labor f orce, they are

released from the need to live near a job (usually in a metro

area). If they choose, they may move into nonmetro counties to

pursue leisure activities in amenity-rich natural e nvironments.

The popularity of nonmetro destinations among young -old adults

should be highest when they are healthy enough to p articipate in

outdoor activities. It is reasonable to think that these migrants

could choose a nonmetro destination where they had grown up or

previously vacationed (Litwak and Longino, 198, p. 267). 

Eventually, older adults will develop chronic disab ilities

that make it hard for them to carry out such daily routines as

shopping, cooking, and cleaning. If they have no ch ildren living

with them or near them who will offer informal assi stance, then

the stage is set for “the second move” (Litwak and Longino, 1987,

p. 267). This help-seeking relocation would more of ten than not

be nonmetro-to-metro (Litwak and Longino 1987: 270) . However, the
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second move may be unnecessary if the first move br ings the older

adult closer to the next-of-kin. 

A “third move” (Litwak and Longino, 1987, p. 269) m ight

become necessary if the older adult changes from a moderate to a

severe level of disability and makes heavier demand s for informal

help by the next-of-kin than the latter can meet. I n this case,

the older adult might move into an institutional se tting nearby

so that the next-of-kin can visit often and provide  complementary

services (Litwak and Longino, 1987, p. 269). Howeve r, this third

move is usually not picked up as a “migration” in s tudies of

geographic mobility, since the U.S. Census Bureau r ecognizes

migration as occurring only when the mover relocate s across a

county line. (Litwak and Longino, 1987, p. 269).  

The literature review (next section) reveals at lea st four

limitations in testing this theory: a failure to ta ke the

migrant’s nonmetro/metro origin and destination int o account; a

narrow focus on only one or two measures of health;  a failure to

assess the timing of retirement and health transiti ons relative

to the timing of the migration; and an absence of r ecent,

national analyses of the reasons why migrants say t hey migrate.

To close these gaps, I derive three working hypothe ses from

Litwak and Longino’s theory which I test with 10-ye ars worth of

recent longitudinal data. I focus on nonmetro count ies, since

declining health is theorized to impel older adults  to leave
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these areas (Litwak and Longino 1987). The final se ction

discusses the implications for Litwak and Longino’s  developmental

theory of older adult migration, for future studies , and for

nonmetro community developers. 

THE EVIDENCE

Until recently, studies based on longitudinal surve ys of

older adults have not examined the health-based sel ection of

older adults into migration streams. An important e xception is

Halliday and Kimmitt’s (2008) analysis of the effec ts of self-

rated health status (SRHS) on the annual probabilit y of migration

in 1984 - 1993 by adults in the Panel Study of Inco me Dynamics.

Men aged 60 or older had a higher propensity to bec ome an

interstate migrant in year “t” if they had rated th eir health

either above average or below average (rather than average) in

year “t-1.” The authors speculated that being above  average in

health can reduce men’s costs of interstate migrati on, but being

below average in health can increase the benefits, if the

relocation brings men closer to family members who can care for

them. Women’s own SRHS was unrelated to their prope nsity to

become interstate migrants, but having an unhealthy  husband

increased the propensity. Nevertheless, the small a mounts of

variance explained by the full Probit models are un persuasive

that health statuses strongly select older people i nto interstate
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migration streams. 

Sabia (2008) used the Panel Study of Income Dynamic s to

track household heads and their spouses ages 50 or older in 1972

- 1992. The dependent variable was the hazard rate of making the

first housing move during that 21-year period. Havi ng a physical

limitation consistently throughout membership in th e study was

associated with a higher hazard rate of making the first move. In

addition, for those initially aged 71 or older, exp eriencing the

onset of a physical limitation after starting the s tudy

limitation-free raised the hazard rate of a subsequ ent move. In

short, this study offers stronger evidence than Hal liday and

Kimmitt (2008) that becoming physically disabled ca uses older

adults to become residentially mobile. But Sabia st udied any kind

of mobility, while Halliday and Kimmitt focused on interstate

migration.

Unlike the preceding researchers, De Jong et al. (1 995) used

two dimensions of physical disability in their anal ysis of the

Longitudinal Study of Aging (LSOA, 1984-90). They m easured

Physical Activities of Daily Living (PADLs; such as  difficulty in

bathing, toileting, dressing, eating, or walking, e tc., without

assistance) and Instrumental Activities of Daily Li ving (IADLs;

such as difficulty in preparing meals, shopping, or  doing

housework) at the baseline interview. They also mea sured change

in the PADLs or IADLs after the baseline. The depen dent variable
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was the first (if any) change in residence. The levels of the two

dimensions of disability in 1984 were unrelated to the chance of

making a first move. However, those who had a change in the PADL

score were 4% more likely than those with a stable score to move

than to age in place. Contrary to Litwak and Longin o’s theory and

Sabia’s findings, having a metropolitan (metro) res idence in 1984

did not affect the risk of moving.

Longino et al. (2008) used the most recent national  data set

(the 1994 - 2002 waves of the Health and Retirement  Survey) to

explore a large number of predictors of “non-local moves” by

older adults. Respondents with local community ties , as reflected

in being home owners or natives of the area or havi ng children or

parents living with them or within 10 miles, had mu ch lower odds

of making a subsequent non-local move, in compariso n to other

respondents. In addition, travel experience, as ind exed by having

a secondary residence/condo or a regular vacation s pot (other

than a secondary home), increased the odds of a non -local change

in residence. One innovation was examining whether the recency of

retirement raised the chance of a non-local move; a nd it did so,

but more strongly in the first year after retiremen t than later.

However, contrary to the findings in the other stud ies cited

above, Longino et al. saw no relationship between t heir only

measure of health (self-rated health status) and th e risk of a

non-local move.
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All of these longitudinal studies report important

demographic characteristics of older individuals th at raise their

chances of a subsequent move/migration. Complementi ng these works

are a sparse number of analyses of the reasons actu ally reported

by the movers for why they had moved to their curre nt address.

For example, the Cornell Retirement Migration Study  (Brown and

Glasgow 2008) found that life-course transitions (r etirement,

divorce, or widowhood) were mentioned almost as oft en as desires

to locate nearer children, grandchildren, siblings,  or aging

parents. For at least one-third of these inmigrants  to nonmetro

counties, the motives seemed to combine amenity-see king with

assistance-seeking. Perhaps a significant share of older adults

migrate to minimize the number of their later-life moves by

choosing a location that provides access to both na tural

amenities and significant people in their personal lives. This

special combination of goals may have been specific  to the older

adults going to the 14 “retirement-destination coun ties” non-

randomly selected for inclusion in the Cornell Stud y. In

addition, the Cornell Study cannot show the reasons  why older

adults leave nonmetro counties, as it focused exclu sively on

older adults who migrate into nonmetro counties.

The next phase of research to test Litwak and Longi no’s

theory should analyze a recent, nationally represen tative data

set on older adults that contrasts their reasons fo r migrating
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into any type of county (nonmetro or metro) and sho uld expressly

include their reported economic motives. Plausibly,  many late-

middle-aged people start to think about where they will want to

live after retirement and will select a location wh ere their

retirement income will stretch.

This idea is supported by Farnham and Sevak’s (2006 )

analysis of inter-county migration recorded in the U.S. Health

and Retirement Survey (HRS). They found a stronger tendency for

older adults to migrate into counties with lower pr operty taxes.

Farnham and Sevak’s study, unlike Brown and Glasgow ’s work,

represents all kinds of nonmetro counties but infer s economic

motives rather than asking directly for these. 

AIMS OF THE STUDY

Litwak and Longino’s theory remains untested for at  least

four reasons. First, the nonmetro or metro origins and

destinations of older-adult migrants are not analyz ed

simultaneously. Second, health is a multi-dimension al phenomenon,

but only one of the above-cited studies (De Jong et  al., 1995)

uses more than one measure of health to predict a c hange in

residence. Third, Litwak and Longino emphasize transitions in

health or retirement-status that should trigger mig ration by

older adults; but only two studies (De Jong et al, 1995; Sabia,

2008) examine a change in health; and only one study (Longino et
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al., 2008)looks at the recency of retirement in rel ation to

mobility. Fourth, no nationally representative stud y of older-

adult migrants has yet looked at a range reasons th ey report for

favoring a metro v. nonmetro destination. To fill t hese gaps in

the literature, the current investigation will test  three working

hypotheses. Due to page limitations, this study rep ort will be

limited to testing Litwak and Longino’s theory abou t the “first

move” made by older adults who originate in a nonme tro county. In

taking this focus, the current study will break new  ground by

looking at the previously ignored nonmetro-to-nonme tro migration

stream of older adults as well as at their nonmetro -to-metro

migration stream. 

Hypothesis 1: (a) Worsening health reduces the risk  that a

nonmetro older adult will become a nonmetro-to-nonm etro

migrant rather than to stay in the same nonmetro co unty, but

(b) retiring from the labor force increases that ri sk.

Rationale: Litwak and Longino’s (1987) hypothesis l inks good

health and recent retirement to migration to a nonm etro

destination.

Hypothesis 2: (a) For older nonmetro adults who dec ide to

migrate, worsening health exerts a stronger pull in to a metro (v.

nonmetro) destination; but (b) retiring from the la bor force

exerts a stronger pull into a nonmetro (v. metro) d estination.
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Rationale: Litwak and Longino (1987: 269), link hel p-seeking to a

move into metro destinations, and retirement migrat ion to amenity

seeking, thus nonmetro destinations. In addition, t he medical

infrastructure is more complex in metro than nonmet ro counties

and should reinforce the decision to migrate to met ro counties

when health is failing.

Hypothesis 3: Nonmetro-origin older-adult migrants are more

likely to migrate to metro than nonmetro destinatio ns (a) because

of a desire to get closer to children, other relati ves, or close

friends; (b) due to worsening health; or (c) in ord er to return

to a previous place of residence.  On the other han d, these

migrants are less likely to migrate to metro than n onmetro

destinations (d) in search of natural amenities or (e) for

positive or negative economic reasons.

METHODS   

The Data

This investigation uses the 1992 - 2004 waves of th e Health

and Retirement Survey (HRS). The original target re spondents were

a national systematic random sample of people born in 1931 - 1941

(thus aged 51 - 61 at Wave 1 in 1992), plus their s pouses,

regardless of the latter’s year of birth. To the ma ximum extent

possible, the original respondents (Rs) have been r e-interviewed

every two years since 1992. For details of the samp ling design,
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see Juster and Suzman (1993).

At each interview, the numerical Federal Informatio n

Processing Standards (FIPS) code, uniquely identify ing the county

and the state of the interview, was entered into ea ch R’s record.

In 1996, R was asked for the first time: “In what m onth and year

did you move to your current home in [ASSIGN MAIN R ESIDENCE]”;

and this question has appeared in every subsequent wave.

Following the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition of “m igration” as a

residential relocation across a county line, I defi ned a migrant

as a respondent who affirmed moving to a new main r esidence since

the previous interview, who stated a valid month an d year as the

date of that move, and whose FIPS codes were differ ent for the

current and the previous wave.  

Of the 8,606 respondents to the HRS in 1994, 1,114 (= 13%)

reported migrating at least once between January 1,  1994 -

December 31, 2003. This is consistent with the 13% of older

adults reported by Longino et al. (2008) to make at  least one

“non-local” move in 1994 - 2002.

To discern the nonmetro/metro origin and destinatio n of

migration, I matched the FIPS code for each year of  interview to

the 2004 County Typology Codes, downloadable from t he website of

the U.S. Department of Agriculture

( www.ers.usda.gov/Data/TypologyCodes/ ,last accessed on May 16,

2008). The 2004 County Typology Codes define a coun ty as



Page 13 of  40

“nonmetro” or “metro” according to the results of t he 2000 U.S.

Census of Population. Thus, of the 8,606 respondent s to the 1994

wave of the HRS, 2,107 (= 24.5%) were living in non metro

counties. That was higher than the 20.1% of the who le U.S.

population estimated to live in nonmetro counties i n 1994 (U.S.

Bureau of the Census 2001). In fact, nonmetro count ies were over-

sampled by the HRS in order to increase the represe ntation of

older Mexican Americans and African Americans. Ther efore, the

data in the tables below are weighted to take into account the

non-randomness of the sampling plan and the interco rrelation of

error terms for respondents clustering in the same household. The

post-stratification weights were based on the March , 1994,

Current Population Survey.

The Dependent Variables

For Hypotheses 1 and 2, the dependent variable cons ists of

four mutually exclusive and jointly exhausted categ ories: (1)

nonmetro-to-nonmetro migrant; (2) nonmetro-to-metro  migrant; (3)

nonmetro nonmigrant; or (4) attriter (decedent or d rop-out). For

Hypothesis 3, the dependent variable is the migrant ’s

destination, dichotomized as a nonmetro (“0") or a metro county

(“1"). 

Only the first observed migration is studied. The s urvey

data set, described below, tracked 2,107 nonmetro r esidents with
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an average age of 58.7 in 1994 from 1994-2003. This  yielded an

unweighted count of 109 nonmetro-to-nonmetro migran ts and 120

nonmetro-to-metro migrants.

The Independent Variables

Hypotheses 1 and 2. At each wave, respondents were asked if

they had any trouble performing - or could not or d id not do -

any of 12 activities (running/jogging about a mile;  walking

several blocks; walking one block; sitting for abou t two hours;

getting up from a chair after sitting for long peri ods; climbing

several flights of stairs without resting; climbing  one flight of

stairs without resting; stooping/kneeling/crouching ;

reaching/extending arms above shoulder level; pushi ng/pulling

large objects, like a livingroom chair; lifting or carrying

weights over 10 pounds, like a heavy bag of groceri es; and

picking up a dime from a table). The affirmative re sponses were

summed to compute the number of functional limitati ons, which

ranged from 0 to 12. In 1994, respondents had an av erage of 2.92

functional limitations (Table 1). Since interviews were conducted

in even-numbered years between 1994 - 2003, the tot al number of

functional limitations was updated biennially. Ther efore, for an

even-numbered year, t, the change in the total number of

functional limitations was the remainder obtained b y subtracting

that number reported in year t-2 from the number re ported in year
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t; and this remainder was also assigned to year (t+ 1) as the

measure of change in the number of functional limit ations. The

typical respondent reported 1.14 more functional li mitations in

1994 than he/she had reported in 1992 (Table 1).

(Table 1 about here)  

At each wave, respondents were asked to compare the ir health

then to what it had been at the previous wave (two years ago) and

to classify it as: (1) much better; (2) somewhat be tter; (3)

about the same; (4) somewhat worse; or (5) much wor se. Thus, a

higher score meant worsening health during the inte rwave

interval. This change score was updated every two y ears, at the

next wave. The typical respondent rated his/her hea lth about the

same in 1994 as in 1992 (mean score = 3.08; Table 1 ), but about

5% rated it somewhat or much worse in 1994.  

Moreover, each R was asked at each wave to rate his /her

eyesight and hearing (with a hearing aid, if worn).  The possible

replies were: (1) excellent; (2) very good; (3) goo d; (4) fair;

and (5) poor. Change in vision/hearing between two consecutive

waves was calculated by subtracting the self-rated vision/hearing

at the previous wave from the self-rated vision/hea ring at the

present wave. The higher the result from the subtra ction, the

worse was the change. These change scores were upda ted every two

years, at the next wave. Most respondents reported no shift in

vision or hearing between 1992 - 1994 (Table 1). Bu t about 30%
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reported a worse vision score in 1994; and about 26 %, a worse

hearing score.

In addition,  respondents were asked their work status at

each interview. If they affirmed they had ever reti red, they were

asked the month and year of that retirement. I scor ed their

retirement status as whether they had ever retired more than 12

months prior to the interview date (1 = “yes”; 0 = “otherwise”)

or during the 12 months leading up to the interview  (1 = “yes”; 0

= “otherwise”). In 1994, 22% of the respondents had  ever retired,

4% having done so within the past year (Table 1).

Hypothesis 3. Starting in 1996, those who changed t heir main

residence during an interwave interval were asked t he open-ended

question of what motivated them to do so. They were  allowed to

state up to five reasons in the 1996 and 2000 waves , up to six

reasons in the 1998 wave, and up to two reasons in the 2002 and

2004 waves. Their replies have been used to constru ct six

discrete categories of reasons, which are the indep endent

variables for Hypothesis 3: affiliation, amenity-se eking, health,

returnee, positive economic motivations, and negati ve economic

motivations. The migrant was scored “1" if he/she m entioned a

reason that fell into a category of response and “0 " otherwise.

The reasons for migration occurring in an odd-numbe red year were

reported in the wave conducted the following year. The reasons

for migration occurring in an even-numbered year we re taken from
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the wave conducted in that year if the migration mo nth preceded

or equalled the interview month and from the wave c onducted two

years later if the migration month was after the in terview month.

Control Variables: Demographic Factors

Each respondent’s age in completed years was calcul ated as

the difference between the interview date in 1994 a nd the birth

date and was not allowed to vary across the 10 year s of the

observation period. The ages of all respondents in 1994 ranged

from 42 to 67 and averaged 57.8 years (Table 1).

Other demographic control variables that were const ant

across the decade of observation were gender and ra ce. The study

sample was 91% white and 51% female (Table 1).

The marital status of the respondent was updated at  each new

wave. In 1994, 10% were divorced or separated, 8% w ere widowed,

nearly 3% were never-married, and 79% were currentl y married

(Table 1).

  

Control Variables: Resources

Lee (1970) argued that higher education causes migr ation by

placing the educated person into regional, national , or

international labor markets. Respondents reported t heir number of

years of schooling at the beginning of the survey i n 1992, and

this education score was held constant throughout t he observation
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interval (1994-2003) of the current study.

The value of the respondent’s net household wealth was

calculated by subtracting the sum of all household debts from the

sum of all household assets. The respondents’ house holds averaged

$166,922 in net wealth (Table 1) in 1994. I used th e natural

logarithm of net wealth (taken after adding unity t o it) in the

regressions below. The household’s net wealth was u pdated at each

new wave.  

Control Variables: Travel Experience   

In comparison to those who seldom travel, experienc ed

travelers might find it easier to formulate intenti ons to migrate

and to act on those intentions (Longino et al. 2008 ). Three

measures of travel experience were available in the  household

module only for the 1992 wave. A representative fro m each sampled

household was asked if he/she or the spouse/partner  owned a

second home or condo. In addition, he/she was asked  if there were

some place where he/she/they vacationed regularly ( other than the

second home or condo). Likewise, he/she were asked:  “Do you own a

recreation vehicle or a motor home?” Having a regul ar vacation

spot was more common than owning a second home/cond o or a

recreation vehicle (respectively, 23.55%, 11.80%, a nd 10.34%;

Table 1).
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Control Variables: Community and Personal Ties

People with a lot of location-specific social capit al must

find it more difficult to migrate than people with a little. In

1992, respondents were asked how many adult neighbo rs they knew

by name. The great majority knew at least some (Tab le 1).

Frequency of attendance at religious services symbo lizes the

degree of commitment to a religious community. In 1 994, most

respondents said they attended two-to-three times m onthly (Table

1). Since this question was not asked at every wave , the 1994

reply was assigned at each new wave.

In 1994, Rs were asked: “Are you living in the same  general

area where you were born?” Almost 61% replied affir matively

(Table 1). 

Longino et al. (2008) demonstrated that home owners hip

discourages residential mobility by older adults. I n 1994, about

85% of respondents owned their residence (Table 1).  The

respondent’s status as a home owner was updated at each new wave.

Previous work has shown that the presence of childr en or

parents in a respondent’s household or nearby deter s migration

(Longino et al. 2008). I developed separate counts of the number

of children, step-children, or children-in-law livi ng in the same

household with the respondent and living within 10 miles (but not

in the same household). The respondent averaged 0.3  child living

in the same household and 1.02 children living with in 10 miles
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(Table 1). These data were updated at each new wave . 

Finally, the presence of elderly parents in the sam e

household as the respondent or nearby could discour age migration.

I counted the number of parents, step-parents, pare nts-in-law and

step-parents-in-law living with the respondent or w ithin 10

miles. The average was 0.44 (Table 1). This variabl e was updated

at each new wave.

Statistical Approaches

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, a discrete-time Event H istory

Analysis was used. The time unit of analysis was a person-year.

Each of the 2,107 nonmetro respondents to the surve y in 1994

contributed one person-year of observation every ye ar up through,

but not after, the year when they died, dropped out , or migrated,

whichever event occurred first between January 1, 1 994 - December

31, 2003. Those who did not die, drop out, or migra te between

1994 - 2003 contributed the maximum of 10 person-ye ars each; and

they were right-censored by the close of the observ ation decade. 

Because the person-year(s) contributed by each resp ondent

from 1994 - 2003 were a discrete, ordered number of  years, these

units of observation were entered into a multinomia l logistic

regression that predicted the four possible categor ies of the

dependent variable. The regression was computed wit h the “mlogit”

routine in the STATA 9.0 software package, and the “cluster”
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function was used to correct standard errors for th e inter-

correlations of variables from respondents from the  same

households. For discussions of the statistical theo ry

undergirding discrete-time Event History Analysis, see Allison

(1984) and Blossfeld et al. (1989). Other examples of discrete-

time Event History Analyses of longitudinal data ca n be found in

De Jong et al. (1995), Rogers et al. (2000), Sabia (2008), and

Zhang et al. (2008).

To test Hypothesis 3, I constructed six two-way tab les of a

category of reason for migrating (stated or not sta ted) by the

type of destination county (metro or nonmetro). Unl ike the data

to test Hypotheses 1 and 2, these data have not bee n weighted,

since the unweighted numbers in several cells were so small. A

Pearson chi-square statistic was used to determine if the

observed and expected cells means were significantl y different.   

      

FINDINGS

Hypothesis 1: (a) Worsening health reduces the risk of becoming a

nonmetro-to-nonmetro migrant rather than staying in the same

nonmetro county, but (b) retiring from the labor force increases

that risk.

An odds ratio that is not significantly different f rom unity

means that a change in a value of the predictor var iable has no

effect (even odds) on a change in the category of t he dependent
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variable. Thus, worsening health on any of the four  dimensions of

health was unrelated to the risk that a nonmetro re sident would

become a nonmetro-nonmetro migrant (col. 1, rows 1- 4; Table 2) or

a nonmetro-metro migrant (col. 3, rows 1-4; Table 2 ) rather than

to remain living in the same county. Hypothesis 1a is rejected.

(Table 2 about here)  

On the other hand, retirees had almost four times t he odds

of non-retirees of migrating to another nonmetro co unty (OR =

3.77, P < .001; Table 2) and about five times the o dds of non-

retirees of migrating to a metro county (OR = 5.17,  P < .001)

rather than continuing to live in the same nonmetro  county. The

effect of retirement on the propensity to migrate t o either type

of destination disappeared after the first year of retirement

(respective ORs = .85 and -.54, n.s.; Table 2). Hyp othesis 1b

cannot be rejected. 

Place-based social and financial ties were related to the

risk of leaving a main home in a nonmetro county to  become a

nonmetro-to-nonmetro migrant. For example, each par ent or parent-

in-law living with the respondent or within 10 mile s reduced the

odds of becoming a nonmetro-nonmetro migrant or a n onmetro-metro

migrant (rather than remaining a nonmetro nonmigran t) by 40% (OR

= .60, P < .10; last row, cols. 1 and 3 of Table 2) . Furthermore,

nonmetro residents who owned a second home in 1992 had a higher

risk than others of becoming a nonmetro-nonmetro mi grant. It
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cannot be determined whether the second home was, l ike the main

residence, in a nonmetro county or whether the nonm etro-nonmetro

migration observed in 1994-2003 was to this second home. These

questions await future research.

   

Hypothesis 2. (a) Worsening health makes the odds of becoming a

nonmetro-to-metro migrant greater than the odds of becoming a

nonmetro-to-nonmetro migrant, but retiring from the labor force

has the opposite effect.

Table 3 is Table 2 reorganized so that nonmetro-non metro

migrants are the comparison (omitted) group. The od ds ratios

representing the four dimensions of health change a nd the two

measures of retirement timing are not significantly  different

from unity (Table 3, col. 1, rows 1-6). These resul ts refute 

Hypotheses 2a and 2b.

(Table 3 about here)

One factor that distinguished the risk of entering one

migration stream rather than the other was race. Wh ites had a

higher risk than nonwhites of becoming nonmetro-met ro migrants

rather than nonmetro-nonmetro migrants. If the purp ose of

nonmetro-metro migration is to get closer proximity  to children

(Litwak and Longino 1987), then the historically lo wer fertility

of nonmetro whites than nonmetro nonwhites (Rindfus s and Sweet

1977) may have left the former with fewer children living close
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by in the nonmetro county.

In addition, ownership of a second home in 1992 mor e

strongly selected nonmetro residents into a nonmetr o-nonmetro

migration stream than into a nonmetro-metro migrati on stream. A

second home may be an attempt by young-old adults t o try out

another area as a future main home, or it may repre sent a family

dwelling inherited from a relative. Future migratio n research

should explore how and why second homes are acquire d by  nonmetro

residents.

Hypothesis 3: Nonmetro-origin older-adult migrants have a greater

probability of reporting that they migrate to metro instead of

nonmetro counties due to (a) desires to get closer to children,

other relatives, or close friends, (b) worsening health, or (c)

to return to a previous place of residence, and (d) a much lower

probability of reporting a quest for natural amenities or

economic reasons.

For the 229 older adults migrating from a nonmetro origin,

the most popularly reported reason was to get close r to children,

other relatives, or friends (Table 4). Of the 69 mi grants who

volunteered this reason, a significantly larger sha re went to a

metro than a nonmetro destination (68.12% v. 31.88% , p < .01).

This result is consistent with the much smaller odd s that

nonmetro residents living with their children or wi thin 10 miles
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of them had of migrating to a metro county than of staying within

their nonmetro county (Table 2). This result cannot  contradict

Hypothesis 3a.

(Table 4 about here)

Health or medical reasons for migrating were cited by only

14 of the 229 nonmetro outmigrants. However, the od ds of citing

health/medical reasons were six times as high among  those who

migrated to a metro as to a nonmetro county (85.71%  v. 14.29%, p

< .01; Table 4). These results are congruent with H ypothesis 3b

but incongruent with the failure of four measures o f health

change to predict the odds of migrating to either t ype of

destination county (Table 2) rather than continuing  to live in

the nonmetro origin county. A possible reason is th at the data in

Table 4 are bivariate, while the data on Table 2 ho ld constant

the effects of a large number of control variables.

Johnson and Stewart’s (2005) study in WI found that  40% of

owners of second homes in Walworth County, Wisconsi n, a nonmetro

county, believed they would move there eventually. This statistic

matched the 40% of owners of secondary homes in six  nonmetro

Michigan counties who thought it was very likely th ey would 

convert their second home into their main home at a  later date

(Stynes et al., 1997). Thus, in the current study, I labelled

nonmetro outmigrants as “returnees” if they said a reason for

their migration was to go back to a place where the y had grown up
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or had previously lived or where they owned vacatio n property.

These were not common replies in the Health and Ret irement Survey

(two nonmetro-to-nonmetro migrants and four nonmetr o-to-metro

migrants; Table 4), and the difference was not stat istically

significant. This outcome refutes Hypothesis 3c. 

Twenty-five HRS migrants volunteered that they had relocated

because of climate, weather, or leisure activities.  Contrary to

Hypothesis 3d, these natural-amenity seekers did no t comprise a

significantly larger share of nonmetro-to-nonmetro migrants than

nonmetro-to-metro migrants (48% v. 52%, p > .10; Ta ble 4).

Forty-six nonmetro outmigrants mentioned economic r easons

for their migration. Positive economic reasons incl uded: moving

into a larger/better home or a better neighborhood;  getting a new

job or job transfer; moving from an apartment, mobi le home, or

condo into a house; wanting to own instead of rent;  buying one’s

own home or a new home; moving from temporary housi ng while

having a home built, fixed, or remodeled; or a posi tive change in

the economic status of the spouse/partner. Negative  economic

reasons included: moving into a smaller, cheaper ho me or cheaper

area; escaping a bad neighborhood; finding the prev ious home too

expensive; becoming dispossessed or desperate; or a  negative

change in the economic status of the spouse/partner . Contrary to

Hypothesis 3e, there were no statistically signific ant

differences in the proportions of nonmetro-to-nonme tro compared
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to nonmetro-to-metro migrants who stated either pos itive or

negative economic motivations for the migration.

DISCUSSION

Litwak and Longino hypothesized three sequential ty pes of

moves that older people might make and argued that the first move

(amenity-seeking) would be typically metro-to-nonme tro while the

second move (assistance-seeking) would be typically  nonmetro-to-

metro (pp. 270-271). The third move would likely be  from more or

less exclusive care by kin to institutional care. U sually local,

the third move would not be observed as a “migratio n” because it

would not cross a county line (p. 269).

In light of this theory, I examined the pre-migrati on

characteristics of older adult at risk of migrating  from a

nonmetro-origin county. I used six biennial waves ( 1994 - 2004)

of the Health and Retirement Survey to analyze the first

observable migration during that decade from a nonm etro-origin

county. Retirement within the previous year was the  most powerful

predictor of who migrated from a nonmetro origin bu t did not

determine where they went (a metro vs. nonmetro des tination). The

most-often mentioned reason volunteered for migrati ng was a

desire to live nearer, or with, kin or friends. And  consistently

with Litwak and Longino’s theory (1987), migrants w ho said they

had migrated for this reason were more likely to go  to metro than
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nonmetro destinations. But inconsistently with Litw ak and

Longino’s theory, recent changes in the number of p hysical

limitations, in self-rated health status, or in sel f-rated vision

or hearing could not distinguish nonmetro nonmigran ts from

nonmetro outmigrants nor discriminate their destina tions (metro

from nonmetro). To wit, the first observable migrat ion by

nonmetro-origin older adults resembled Litwak and L ongino’s

“first move,” involving no need for immediate assis tance with the

instrumental activities of daily living and no dist ancing from

immediate relatives. Perhaps older adults in nonmet ro areas

anticipate their future needs for assistance and ma y often

migrate towards their expected helpers in advance o f health

declines.

       While the present study looked at the first observable

migration only by nonmetro residents over a 10-year  period,

future investigations should examine older adults a t risk of

migrating from metro-county origins. This will show  whether

nonmetro- and metro-origin older adults undertake t he “first

move” for different reasons. In addition, future re search should

look at sequential migrations made by older adults to see whether

the “second move” and the “third move” are strongly  related to

health declines, as theorized by Litwak and Longino . Extending

the observation interval with newer waves of the He alth and

Retirement Survey will boost the number of second-t ime and third-
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time migrants available for this kind of analysis. 

The findings of this study can guide policies to de velop

nonmetro communities through population growth. A 6 1% majority of

the nonmetro older adults were natives of the gener al area where

they were interviewed in 1994, when they were at an  average age

of around 58 years (Table 1). Compared to their cou nterparts in

metro counties, these 1994 interviewees (born in 19 31 - 1941)

produced higher birth rates during the Baby Boom (1 946 -

1964)(Rindfuss and Sweet, 1977) and put themselves in a better

position to rear at least one or two children who w ould stay

nearby and at least one or two others who might mov e to distant

metro locales. 

Thus, nonmetro community developers can economic gr owth

through population growth by retaining the older-ad ult residents

while attracting their children to return. One sour ce of

attraction would be to encourage the former residen ts to buy

second homes there or to use the locale as a vacati on spot

(Tables 2 and 3). However, it will become harder in  the future to

base community development on growth through remigr ation to

childhood homes in nonmetro locales, since the birt h rates in

nonmetro and metro counties are no longer different .   
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Table 1. Study Variables at 1994 Baseline of Health  and Retirement Survey.                
Variable                      Description                Mean          Standard Error      
Health Statuses:
# functional limitations t      0 to 12                     2.92               2.90   
Self-rated health t          1 (exc.) to 5 (poor)           2.70               1.15
Hearing acuity t             1 (exc.) to 5 (poor)           2.52               1.05 
Vision acuity t              1 (exc.) to 5 (poor)           2.43               1.05 

Changes in health statuses since 1992:
# functional limitations t      -12 to +12                  1.14               2.44
Self-rated health t      1 (much better) to 5 (much worse)  3.08                .67
Hearing acuity t                -4 to +4                     .08                .92
Vision acuity t                 -4 to +4                     .08               1.05

Changes in Retirement Status:
Retired before past 12 mo.? t    1=yes;0=no                17.65%               . 38
Retired within past 12 mo.? t    1=yes;0=no                 4.03%               . 20

Demographic Factors:
White                         1=yes;0=no                91.14%               .28
Female                        1=yes;0=no                51.43%               .50
Age (yrs.) In 1994                                      57.80               3.26
Divorced/separated t             1=yes;0=no                10.19%               .30
Widowed t                       1=yes;0=no                 8. 34%               .28
Never married t                  1=yes;0=no                 2.67%               .16   

Resources
Education (# yrs.)                                      11.77               3.04
Net wealth (all assets - all debts) t                $166,922.00         381,875.60
Total N = 2,107 nonmetro respondents to Health & Re tirement Survey in 1994. Subscript “t”
indicates the variables updatable at each wave (199 4, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, and 2004).
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Table 1, cont’d. Study Variables at 1994 Baseline o f Health and Retirement Survey.         
Variable                      Description                     Mean     Standard Error      
Travel Experiences:
Own a 2 nd home in 1992?      “Do you [or your                 11.80%              .32 
                            husband/wife/partner] o wn
                            a second home or condo?
                            1 = yes; 0 = otherwise.
Regular vacation            “Is there some place wh ere       23.55%              .42    
destination in 1992?        you vacation regularly
                            (other than your second
                            home)? 1 = yes; 0 = 
                            otherwise.
Own recreation vehicle      “Do you own a recreatio nal       10.34%              .30
in 1992?                    vehicle or motor home?”
                            1 = yes; 0 = otherwise.   

Community and Personal Ties:
No. of neighbors known in   “Among your nearby neig hbors...   2.46               .80
1992                        how many of the adults would you
                            know by name if you met  them on
                            the street?” (1) all; ( 2) most;
                            (3)some; (4) none
Frequency of attendance     (1) > once a wk.;(2) on ce a wk.;  3.20              1.44 
at religious services in    (3) 2-3 times a mo.; (4 ) 1 or
1994                        more times a yr.; (5) o therwise.
Own home?t                    1=yes; 0 = otherwise             84.80%              .36 
Area native in 1994?        “Are you living in the same 
                            general area where you were born?”
                            1=yes; 0=otherwise.              60.72%              .49
Total N = 2,107 nonmetro respondents to Health & Re tirement Survey in 1994. Subscript “t”
indicates the variables updatable at each wave (199 4, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, and 2004).
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Table 1, cont’d. Study Variables at 1994 Baseline o f Health and Retirement Survey.         
Variable                      Description                     Mean     Standard Error      
# children living with     Counts # of children, st ep-        .30                .59
respondent t                 children, and children-in-
                           law living with responde nt

# children living near     Counts # of children, st ep-       1.02               1.26   
respondent t                 children, and children-in-
                           law living within 10 mil es
                           but not with R

# parents living with      Counts # of parents, ste p-         .44                .73
or near respondent t         parents, parents-in-law,                     
                           and step-parents-in-law
                           living with R or within 
                           10 miles                                                       
Total N = 2,107 nonmetro respondents to Health & Re tirement Survey in 1994. Subscript “t”
indicates the variables updatable at each wave (199 4, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, and 2004).
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Table 2. Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting  Odds of a First Migration (1994 -
2003) from Nonmetro Co. Versus No Migration, Accord ing to County Type of Destination.      
                            Nonmetro Outmigrant to:                   
Predictor Variable           Nonmetro Co.     Metro Co .      Attrite r              
                           OR         t      OR       t       OR      t                    
Changes in:               
# functional limitations   1.05       .61   1.00    -.02    1.04     1.45                
Self-rated health           .92      -.29   1.18     .90    1.18*    2.01              
Hearing acuity             1.10       .65    .85   -1.35    1.08     1.32               
Vision acuity               .99      -.09    .87   -1.24     .93    -1.64

Change in Retirement Status:
R retired more than 12
   mos. ago?  (1=y)         .85      -.54   1.36    1.23    .80 ^    -1.79                
R retired within past 
   12 months? (1=y)        3.77***   3.24   5.17***  5.26   .25**    -2.92
                   
Demographic Factors
Observation year            .99      -.29    .95   -1.13    .91***  -4.31                
White (1=y)                 .86      -.28   3.70*   2.09   1.01       .07                
Female (1=y)                .67     -1.55    .81   -1.09    .81     -2.39                  
Age (yrs.) in 1994          .97      -.75    .91*  -2.32   1.03      1.64                
Divorced/separated (1=y)    .85      -.35   1.56   -1.25   1.32      1.61                
Widowed (1=y)              1.57       .94   1.61    1.48   1.31      1.49               

Resources
Education (yrs.)           1.07      1.39   1.05   1.16     .96     -1.78 ^              
Log. of net assets         1.02       .32   1.03    .52    1.00      -.12               
The omitted category is the nonmetro nonmigrant. OR  = odds ratio. Weights constructed from
the March, 1994 Current Population Survey are used to correct for over-sampling.
^P < .10; *P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.     
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Table 2, cont’d. Multinomial Logistic Regression Pr edicting Odds of a First Migration
(1994 - 2003) from Nonmetro Co. V. No Migration, Ac cording to County Type of Destination.  
                              Nonmetro Outmigrant t o:                    
Predictor Variable         Nonmetro Co.      Metro Co .      Attrite r     
                           OR         t      OR     t       OR      t                      
Travel Experiences  
Vac. des. in 1992 (1=y)    1.52      1.34   1.75*   2.01   .68**  -2.57               
2nd home in 1992 (1=y)      3.33***   3.62   1.13     .31    .85    -.82              
Rec. vehicle in 1992 (1=y)  .94      -.17    .92    -.20   1.60**  2.61              

Community & Personal Ties
Freq. religious attend.    1.08       .68    .99    -.08   1.09*   1.99                
Own home (1=y)              .34**   -2.79    .54   -1.61    .89    -.62                   
Native of 1994 area (1=y)   .64     -1.58    .63*  -1.99    .88   -1.19              
R’s # children living:
   with R                  1.03       .14    .61 ^  -1.72   .96     -.40              
   within 10 mi. of R       .90      -.74    .63** -2.79  .87**   -2.71               
R’s # parents living
   with or near R           .60 ^    -1.67    .60 ^  -1.66   1.09     .90                
No. of Person-Intervals = 15,817
Wald chi-square = 312.84, 69 degrees of freedom, p < .0001.                               
The omitted (comparison) category is the nonmetro n onmigrant. OR = odds ratio. Weights
constructed from the March, 1994 Current Population  Survey are used to correct for over-
sampling.      
^P < .10; *P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.
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Table 3. Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting  Odds of a First Nonmetro-Metro
Migration (1994-2003) Versus Other Outcomes for Non metro Residents in 1994.                
                            Nonmetro-        Nonmetro                 
Predictor Variable         Metro Migrant     Nonmigra nt     Attrite r              
                           OR         t      OR     t       OR      t                      
Changes in:               
# functional limitations    .96      -.48    .96    -.61     .99     -.13                
Self-rated health          1.29       .73   1.09     .29    1.29      .84               
Hearing acuity              .77     -1.39    .91    -.65     .99     -.10               
Vision acuity               .88      -.71   1.01     .09     .94     -.45

Change in Retirement Status:
R retired more than 12
   mos. ago?  (1=y)        1.61      1.21   1.18     .54     .95     -.17                 
Retired within past 
   12 months? (1=y)        1.37       .63    .27***  -3.24    .07*** -4.34
                   
Demographic Factors
Observation year            .97      -.61   1.01      .29    .92 ^   -1.78
White (1=y)                4.33 ^     1.77   1.17      .28   1.19      .29                
Female (1=y)               1.21       .58   1.49     1.55   1.21      .68                 
Age (yrs.) in 1994          .94     -1.18   1.02      .75   1.06     1.39               
Divorced/separated (1=y)   1.84      1.04   1.18      .35   1.57      .88               
Widowed (1=y)              1.03       .05    .64     -.94    .83     -.36            

Resources
Education (yrs.)            .98      -.25    .94    -1.39    .90*   -1.98               
Log. of net assets         1.01       .17    .98     -.32    .98     -.35               
The omitted category is the nonmetro-nonmetro migra nt. OR = odds ratio. Weights
constructed from the March, 1994 Current Population  Survey are used to correct for over-
sampling. ^P < .10; *P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.     
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Table 3, continued. Multinomial Logistic Regression  Predicting First Nonmetro-Metro
Migration (1994-2003) Versus Other Outcomes for Non metro Residents in 1994.                
                           Nonmetro-         Nonmet ro                
Predictor Variable         Metro Migrant     Nonmigrant      Attrite r     
                           OR         t      OR       t     OR        t                   
Travel Experiences  
Vac. des. in 1992 (1=y)    1.15       .34    .66    -1.34   .45*   -2.32               
2nd home in 1992 (1=y)       .34*    -2.10    .30*** - 3.62   .26*** -3.60              
Rec. vehicle in 1992 (1=y)  .99      -.02   1.07      .17  1.71     1.25              

Community & Personal Ties
Freq. religious attend.     .92      -.59    .93     -.68   1.01      .05                
Own home (1=y)             1.57       .85   2.92     2.79   2.60*    2.28                  
Native of 1994 area (1=y)   .98      -.04   1.57     1.58   1.39     1.09              
R’s # children living:
   with R                   .58     -1.41    .97     -.14    .93     -.28              
   within 10 mi. of R       .70     -1.58   1.12      .74    .98     -.16               
R’s # parents living
   with or near R          1.00      -.01   1.67 ^    1.67   1.82 ^    1.88                
No. of Person-Intervals = 15,817
Wald chi-square = 312.84, 69 degrees of freedom, p < .0001.                               
The omitted (comparison) category is the nonmetro-n onmetro migrant. OR = odds ratio.
Weights constructed from the March, 1994 Current Po pulation Survey are used to correct for
over-sampling.      
^P < .10; *P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.
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Table 4. Reasons for Nonmetro Outmigration in 1994 - 2003, by Destination: Health and
Retirement Survey.                                                                        
% Giving Reason For             Nonmetro           Metro         Pearson      Probability
Outmigration                  Destination        De stination    Chi-square
                                (N = 109)        (N  = 120)      (d.f.=1)                  
Affiliative: moving            31.88% (N=22)      6 8.12% (N=47)   9.78         P < .01
closer to, or in with,
children, other relatives
or friends

Health                         14.29% (N=2)       8 5.71% (N=12)   6.63         P < .01
 

Returnee: To previous home,    33.33% (N=2)       6 6.67%  (N=4)    .50         P=.48       
childhood home, vacation home

Amenity seeking: climate,      48.00% (N=12)      5 2.00% (N=13)    .002        P=.97
weather, leisure activities
               
Positive economic reasons      45.00% (N=18)      5 5.00% (N=22)    .13         P=.72      

Negative economic reasons      36.00% (N=9)       6 4.00% (N=16)   1.51         P = .22  
          

                                                            


