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RECENf INfRASf ATE NET MIGRATION FLOWS 
OF TilE ELDERLY IN CALIFORNIA 

Richard K. Ormrod* 

Intrastate movement of the elderly has received little 
attention in migration literature.! Yet, such movements 
are important, for most elderly migrants relocate within 
their state of origin.2 This study, utilizing data from the 
Bureau of the Census' public use microdata sample, ex
plores what has been a neglected scale of migration 
through a reconstruction of California's major internal 
streams of elderly net migration for the period from 1975 
to 1980. 

Most studies of elderly migration flows have focused 
on interstate movements.3 This situation exists pri
marily because, as Bohland and Treps have noted, 
origin/destination data collected by the census have been 
published only at the state or census region level.4 As 
they further note, however, reliance upon these published 
data sources ensures continuing ignorance of major as
pects of elderly migration systems. Such ignorance limits 
the ability of local communities to anticipate and plan for 
important shifts in their population structures, which, in 
tum, trigger shifts in tax bases and consumer patterns, as 
well as in demands for housing and social services. Many 
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California communities, in particular, face major, poten
tial elderly migration impacts because this state has more 
elderly persons than any other. 

Data Base and Methodology 

The data used to identify the migration streams are a 
2.5 percent sample of individual responses to census ques
tionnaire items. This information is found in unpublished 
form on computer-readable magnetic tapes at the Cali
fornia Census Data Center (Sacramento), which holds the 
public access copy of the state's public use microdata 
sample. The data tabulation unit used by the Bureau of 
the Census for this sample does limit the spatial detail 
available to researchers, since only counties of 100,000 
population are reported individually. Smaller counties 
are lumped together into county groups, which function 
as additional data units. In the case of California, this 
pattern of aggregation does not create a major problem 
because many of the state's counties meet the minimum 
size criterion. Aggregation reduced the available data 
units from an initial fifty-eight counties for the state to 
thirty-six counties and county groups, a number consid
ered to be adequate for capturing the main dimensions of 
the intrastate migration system. 

The specific questionnaire item which produced infor
mation on migration streams reports a county resident's 
place-of-residence at a date five years previously. Al
though these data allow identification of a move from one 
location to another, they do suffer some shortcomings as a 
source of migration information. In particular, critics 
have noted that (1) multiple moves within the five-year 
period are not identified, (2) persons who moved within 
the five-year period but died before the census are not 
counted, and (3) data do not include institutionalized per-
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sons.s As a consequence under-reporting occurs. Never

theless, as the purpose of this study was not to project 
numbers of migrants, but rather to identify the major 
streams of net movement, these data were considered ade
quate. Estimates of the relative value of flows are con
sidered reliable. 

Data on all intrastate movements of sample respond
ents age sixty-five years and older were obtained through 
a request to the California Census Data Center. They 
were inserted into a 36-by-36 cell matrix summarizing 
the flows from each county or county group to all other 
counties or county groups and then converted to net 
migration values. Although the movement of elderly 
migrants can be specified by this matrix, an analysis of all 
intrastate flows between all counties and county groups 
would produce a complex and confusing spatial pattern. 
In this study, a reduction has been sought by focusing on 
the state's primary out-migration sources and on the mi
gration streams which linked those sources to specific 
destinations. In this way the major migration streams 
which account for the bulk of California's recent elderly 
net migration can be isolated. Net migration patterns, 
rather than gross migration patterns, are described be
cause they identify the resultant population shifts brought 
about by the overall movement. 

Net Migration Patterns 

The major in-state sources and destinations of elderly 
migrants were determined by examining each data unit's 
overall migration balance. The spatial patterning of the 
leading in- and out-migration centers suggests a strong 
flow of elderly migrants from north to south in the state, 
as most of the major net out-migration units are found 
in northern California and most of the major net in-
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migration units are located in the far south. An important 
exception to this apparently simple regional pattern is 
the presence of the foremost net out-migration unit, Los 
Angeles County, in southern California. Furthermore, 
the fact that the two leading net out-migration counties 
are Los Angeles County and San Francisco County, re
spectively, suggests that there is also an important urban 
dimension to the migration pattern. 

The spatial patterning of the state's net out-migration 
counties and county groups suggests that three primary 
source regions can be identified. The first of these is Los 
Angeles County, a highly urbanized, relatively densely 
populated county that, by itself, produced 35 percent of 
the state's elderly net out-migrants (Figure 1). The sec
ond source region consists of San Francisco and Alameda 
Counties, which constitute the older, urban core of Cali
fornia's Bay Area metropolitan cluster (Figure 2). This 
region produced 15 percent of the state's elderly net out
migrants. The third important source region is composed 
of nearly all the counties and county groups located in the 
northern third of the state (Figure 3). With the exception 
of Sacramento County, members of this regional group
ing are either smaller metropolitan or nonmetropolitan 
counties. This region contributed 29 percent of the state's 
elderly net out-migrants. Altogether these three source 
regions account for 79 percent of the total intrastate net 
migration identified by the sample. 

The net migration which occurred between each of 
these primary source regions and remaining counties and 
county groups was calculated from the migration matrix 
described above, and the major destinations associated 
with each source region were identified. A major desti
nation was considered to be any county or county group 
which received at least 3 percent of a source region's total 
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net out-migration. A 3 percent threshold ensures that 
only the upper half (or less) of the destinations for each 
source are identified, focusing attention on the major 
flows. 

In each case, when the major destinations and the asso
ciated net migration volumes were mapped, clear-cut out
migration fields were apparent. The great majority of 
Los Angeles County net out-migrants remained in south
ern California, moving to nearby suburban counties 
(Figure 1). Southern counties captured over 90 percent 
of this source's net out-migration. The pattern for the 
San Francisco-Alameda source region was a bit more 
complex (Figure 2). As was the case with Los Angeles 
County, the bulk of the net out-migrants moved to nearby 
counties with growing suburban communities. A signi
ficant minority, however, abandoned the local metropol
itan region and moved considerable distances to desti
nations in southern California. About 67 percent of the 
source region's net out-migrants relocated to Bay Area 
destinations, while an additional 20 percent went south. 
In contrast to the Los Angeles and San Francisco
Alameda source areas, the out-migration field of the 
northern source region was dominated by long-distance 
movement (Figure 3). The majority of its net out
migrants, 81 percent, relocated in southern California. 

Discussion of Findings 

It is clear from this reconstruction of California's 
major internal elderly migration flows that two spatial 
trends were dominant during the study period: (1) a 
"Sunbelt" -type stream, as many elderly left northern 
counties and resettled in the far south, and (2) a net out
ward movement within the state's two major metropolitan 
regions, as many elderly left the older urban cores and 



50 THE CALIFORNIA GEOGRAPHER 

OUT -MIGRATION FIELD, 

LOS ANGELES SOURCE REGION 

5 20 

PERCENT OF SOURCE'S 
TOTAL NE1" OUT-MIGRATION 

ELD"ERL Y NET MIGRATION 

1975-80 

(only destinations receiving K· 
or more of total shown) 

0 100 

SCALE IN MILES 

Figure 1 

relocated in suburban counties. These intrastate flow� 
closely parallel and mirror trends reported at the national 
scale. 

The Sunbelt bias of much of the migration of the 
elderly at the national level is well-known and has been 
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documented.6 For example, Biggar found that, between 
1965 and 1970, 58.2 percent of all elderly interstate mi
grants were bound for Sunbelt states.? In the case of Cali
fornia, 79 percent of the elderly net migrants from the 
three primary source regions resettled in southern coun-
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ties, that is, in warmer, "Sunbelt" locations. Of course, 
the significance of this state figure is somewhat con
founded by the fact that one of the source regions is, 
itself, in the south. Nevertheless, when only the two 
northern source regions are considered, it is noteworthy 
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that 61  percent of their net out-migrants were southward 
bound. 

This southern flow is congruent with data from sev
eral Bureau of the Census Annual Housing Surveys which 
report "wanting a change of climate" as a reason for 
moving often specified by elderly migrants. s A com
posite total of 39 percent of respondents to those surveys 
gave "change of climate" as their primary reason for 
moving, which made it the second ranking reason, fol
lowing "to be closer to relative," reported by 43 percent. 
Although the surveys focused on interstate migrants, it 
seems reasonable to expect climate-oriented intrastate 
migration within states which possess their own areas of 
climatic contrast. 

The general migration of elderly to the suburbs and 
beyond at the national level is also well documented.9 For 
example, this trend has been effectively described by 
Golant, using aggregate census data on previous place of 
residence, by residential category, for elderly movers for 
the 1970-75 period.lO He demonstrated that the dominant 
pattern of residential category change for the nation's 
elderly was from central city locations to suburban and 
nonmetropolitan locations. Furthermore, he found that a 
large majority of elderly movers remained within the 
same metropolitan region. Clearly, the net out-migration 
systems of the Los Angeles and San Francisco-Alameda 
source regions mirror this dominant national pattern. 
Presumably, they also reflect the effects of the same 
"push" and "pull" factors Golant identified as important in 
shaping the national urban decentralization pattern, in
cluding, among other factors, unacceptable social changes 
occurring in central cities, perceptions of central cities as 
unsafe locations, problems of maintaining the older struc
tures prevalent in central cities, perceptions of suburbs as 
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safer and less congested, and the high probability that 
one's children or other relatives will be in the nearby 
suburbs .II 

It is not clear which of the two trends was dominant 
within California. Strictly speaking, there were more 
intrastate elderly migrants moving from city to suburbs 
than from north to south. As noted above, however, the 
southern location of Los Angeles County eliminates any 
potential for a clearly identifiable Sunbelt migration 
stream from that source region. It seems likely that many 
of Los Angeles County's elderly out-migrants were en
couraged to stay within the metropolitan region because 
of its warmer climate. Thus, simply dividing the state's 
elderly migrants into an urban-to-suburbs stream and a 
Sunbelt stream, and then comparing the relative numbers 
found in each, is likely to be misleading. In fact, com
parison of net out-migration rates for the three source 
regions indicates that migrants leaving the northern 
source region were the ones most strongly motivated to 
move; and most of them went south. Specifically, the 
northern source region had a net out-migration rate, 
based on the public use microdata sample, of thirty-two 
per thousand elderly in the base population, compared to 
rates of sixteen per thousand and thirteen per thousand 
for the San Francisco-Alameda and Los Angeles source 
regions respectively. It thus appears that within Cali
fornia, the Sunbelt exerts a stronger pull than do the 
suburbs. 

In any case, there is a concentration of elderly net 
migration flows into and out of a limited set of California 
counties, with a consequent concentration of local im
pacts. The potential local effects of elderly in- or out
migration are diverse, ranging from increases in basic 
income via transfer payments to retirees, to increases in 
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demands for social services. It is generally assumed that 
an increased elderly population means greater social 

service consumption, although Crown has shown that in 

some situations elderly in-migrants generate more in
come than costs.l2 On the other hand, selective out
migration of affluent elderly may undercut local tax 
bases. The local nature of impacts will depend on the 
number of migrants, their characteristics, and the direc
tion of net movement. This study has not attempted to 
specify those migration impacts, but it has identified the 
places in California most likely to feel their weight. 

This reconstruction of intrastate net migration flows 
of elderly persons has permitted a look at a scale of events 
which has been very little studied. Nevertheless, it is 
noteworthy that California's experience closely mirrors 
the dominant national patterns, with major migrant 
streams apparently reflecting strong desires for improved 
comfort, increased access to amenities, and an overall 
enhancement of the quality of life.I3 In California, these 
goals are being sought in the nearby suburbs or in sub
urban environments in the state's warmer, southern re
gion, producing net shifts in elderly population to those 
locations. 
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