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Nebraska has consistently 
faced net brain drain 
since the 1970s. In 2017, 

11.8% more individuals 

with a higher education left 
the state than chose to stay.

The LOCATION where individuals 
obtain EMPLOYMENT influences 

long-term state vitality. 
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Employment location is the geographic location 
where individuals obtain employment. This is 
often understood through migration patterns of 
state residents and college graduates, wherein 
these individuals seek and find employment in 
other states. Out-of-state migration of educated 
individuals can be referred to as “brain drain,” 
and is detrimental to a state’s investment in its 
residents and the development of human capital 
(i.e., economic value of a worker’s experience 
and skills). Consequences of brain drain include 
(a) diminishing professional expertise, which can 
impact employment quality, and (b) reduced 
consumer spending and loss of revenue, leading 
to economic stagnation.1, 2 In-to-state migration of 
educated individuals can be referred to as “brain 
gain,” and is beneficial to a state’s human capital. 
Brain gain can lead to high returns such as skill 
acquisition and industry expansion.3

Nebraska invests in its residents, and tracking 
employment location can be used to understand 
the state’s return on investment. While Americans 
are historically and uniquely mobile, more so than 
other countries,1 the Midwest is the highest out-
of-state migration region in the United States, 
with a 28.7 percent out-of-state migration rate.4 

In particular, Nebraska has consistently faced net 
brain drain (i.e., share of leavers who are highly 
educated minus the share of entrants to a state who 
are highly educated) since the 1970s.1 In 2017, 11.8 
percent more individuals with a higher education 
left the state than chose to stay, and a 7.8 percent 
gap remained between leavers and stayers even 
when accounting for those who entered the state 
with a higher education.1 This gap is noteworthy, 
as 81.3 percent of Nebraska residents pursue 
postsecondary education in their home state.5 

Further, Nebraska postsecondary institutions fall 
within the national expectation, such that 75.6 
percent of first-year students are state residents 
and 24.4 percent are non-residents.5, 6 
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Nebraska heavily invests in these postsecondary 
students. As one example, in the 2018–2019 
fiscal year, Nebraska residents invested $219.5 
million into the Nebraska State College System.7 
In turn, the Nebraska economy earned a total of 
$563.8 million related to state college education, 
resulting in the support of 10,593 jobs.7 This 
sum comprises $15.3 million contributed from 
Nebraska state college students, $481.7 million 
from Nebraska state college alumni who are 
employed in state, and $67.8 million in economic 
returns (e.g., rent, mortgage, groceries) from 
state college employees and operations.7 In the 
2020-2021 fiscal year, the University of Nebraska 
System generated a $5.2 billion economic impact 
for the state, yielding $163.8 million in state 
and local tax revenues. In that same year, the 
University of Nebraska System supported 47,324 
jobs in Nebraska, with one out of 27 Nebraskans 
employed directly or indirectly by the NU System.8 

However, the return on investment in students’ 

higher education only benefits Nebraska for as 
long as the alumni remain employed in state.7 
Thus, tracking employment location is essential 
to glean a better understanding of return on the 
state’s investment.   

Understanding influences on employment location 
can aid in attracting and retaining Nebraska 
residents. Migration patterns are a complex supply-
and-demand function of economic opportunity 
and amenities.4 Economic factors such as high 
job growth, low unemployment, higher pay, and 
lower housing costs, must be balanced with non-
economic factors such as amenities, outdoor 
recreation, access to cultural institutions, aesthetic 
community environment, and healthcare facilities 
in order to attract and retain educated, skilled 
employees.4,9 Because workers’ employment 
location impacts the state economy, it is critical 
to understand what factors influence workers’ 
employment location decisions.10

Employment Location and Brain Drain

Obtaining employment out of state, or brain drain, is driven by a multitude of factors, such as 
nationwide economic conditions, personal ties and community belonging, education and career 
opportunity, and demographic characteristics. 

NATIONWIDE ECONOMIC CONDITIONS. There is a strong association between 
nationwide economic conditions and labor mobility.11 Recessions, in particular, 
cause individuals to be less mobile.10, 12 Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic caused 
a sudden drop in migration,10 partially due to the unprecedented job loss (9.4 
million decline in nonfarm employment in 2020), government restrictions, and 
associated social and behavioral changes.13 However, epidemics have been found 
to be largely inconsequential to migration tendencies, due to their consistent 
effect across states.11 Indeed, COVID-19’s impact on the overall economic 
condition leveled out. Following the initial decline, there was an increase in jobs 
and labor mobility following COVID-19, with rates surpassing prior records.10
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PERSONAL TIES AND COMMUNITY BELONGING. A discrepancy between desired 
sense of community and actual, experienced sense of community was found to 
have a direct influence on young professionals’ intention to move out of state 
within the next five years.9 That is, individuals are more likely to move out of 
state when their high desire for community isn’t met with an actual experience of 
community. In contrast, when an individual’s desire for community matches what 
they actually experience, the intention to move out of state is lower. 

EDUCATION AND CAREER OPPORTUNITY.
•	 Highly educated adults are more likely to leave their home state. College 

graduates migrate more than non-college graduates and are more likely to 
move farther away from their birth state.1, 14, 15 Migration tendencies of highly 
educated adults are influenced by their home state and attended institution. 
College students attending school outside of their home state are more 
likely than home-state students to leave the state of their institution after 
graduation.16 However, home-state location is conflated by institution level 
and selectivity, as higher-level institutions and those with higher selectivity 
tend to attract more out-of-state attendees. Indeed, geographic dispersion 
of alumni is generally greater for four-year institutions than two-year 
institutions, and institutions with higher admittance selectivity have greater 
geographic dispersion of alumni.16 Only 43 percent of graduates from the 
most selective four-year institutions live within the state of that institution 
after graduation (36 percent within the closest metro area), while less 
selective institutions have 78 percent of graduates living within the state of 
that institution after graduation (64 percent within the closest metro area).16 

•	 The increase in migration among highly educated adults is, in part, a 
byproduct of having an education. Those with higher education have more 
agency and ability to migrate,17 as well as a higher earning potential, which 
is associated with out-of-state migration.15 

•	 Education-related factors such as compensation and career opportunity 
also contribute to out-of-state migration. Average wage significantly 
contributes to where individuals opt to reside,18 with individuals who 
move out of state tending to go to places where they are better paid.14, 19 
Industries that attract more educated individuals are often based in urban 
areas, where job opportunities and higher average wages are concentrated  
(e.g., Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, Chicago, and Boston); in turn, 
these areas boast disproportionately high capital investment such that more 
educated individuals reside in the area, contributing to the workforce and 
economy.1 
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DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS. 
Age and race/ethnicity are two key demographic influences on brain drain. 
When considering age, younger individuals migrate more.14, 19 Seven of the last 
10 Midwestern rural poll reports have indicated 19–29 year olds as being the 
most likely age group to have out-of-state migration intentions.4 With regard to 
race and ethnicity, Black individuals are more likely to migrate out of Nebraska. 
In a survey of young professionals living in Omaha, 87 percent of Black young 
professionals indicated they would choose to live elsewhere (compared with 80 
percent of non-Black young professionals) and 23 percent intended to be living 
elsewhere (compared with 15 percent of non-Black young professionals) in the 
next five years.20 
•	 Racially influenced migration tendencies in Nebraska may be due to a 

concerning gap in satisfaction of economic-based factors. Black young 
professionals’ satisfaction with job opportunities (59 percent), income 
(46 percent), and affordable housing (54 percent) are lower than young 
professionals of other races’ satisfaction with job opportunities (80 
percent), income (60 percent), and affordable housing (69 percent).20 This 
discrepancy also exists for social factors, such as friendliness of neighbors 
(57 percent of Black young professionals satisfied compared with 80 
percent of young professionals of other races satisfied) and recreational 
opportunities (46 percent of Black young professionals satisfied compared 
with 61 percent of young professionals of other races satisfied).20 

Furthermore, Black young professionals feel less connected than non-Black 
young professionals to the Omaha community (44 percent compared with 
62 percent).20

Employment Location and Immobility,  
Retention, and Brain Gain

Individuals remain in state for four primary reasons: regulatory (i.e., legal limitations such as 
visa regulations or travel bans), occupational/organizational (i.e., job-specific barriers such 
as occupational licensing, non-compete clauses, and non-transferable benefits), personal  
(e.g., race, gender, geographic area, community embeddedness), and economic/environmental 
(e.g., wages, moving costs, housing costs).17

 
COMMUNITY AND PERSONAL TIES. In-state job seeking and employee retention 
can be encouraged by emphasizing a sense of community and personal ties or 
reasons to stay in the area.
•	 Young professionals are looking for attachment to their employment 

location. Focus groups of young professionals living in Omaha indicated 
that networking opportunities and events linking young professionals to 
mentors and management training would aid in their attachment to the 
area.20
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What Influences Nebraskans’  
Employment Location the Most?

•	 Nebraskans leave for jobs, family, and retirement/lifestyle. When polling individuals 
moving out of Nebraska, the top three reasons were job (50.91 percent), family (23.64 
percent), and retirement and lifestyle (20 percent each).21 Nebraskans leaving the state 
are largely educated (93 percent have a four-year degree or more); these individuals rated 
professional growth and development as a very important factor (78 percent).22 Over half 
of the individuals who left Nebraska note that job opportunities (61 percent) and pay (56 
percent) are better in the place they now live.22 Among rural Nebraskans, specifically, 
16 percent are actively seeking a better-paying job, especially younger individuals.23 Of 
those who leave Nebraska, the top five write-in reasons for being against moving back are: 
lack of diversity, political climate, weather, taxes, limited career opportunity, and limited 
salary.22 

•	 People move to Nebraska for family, jobs, and retirement. When polling individuals moving 
into Nebraska, the top three reasons were family (50 percent), job (42.86 percent), and 
retirement (16.07 percent).21 Migration intentions are significantly impacted by dimensions 
of community and attachment for both rural and urban areas.4, 21 Particularly for individuals 
in rural communities, a sense of belonging and environmental factors such as quality 
schools, community, and amenities are prioritized over job-related considerations.24–26 
Indeed, over half of rural Nebraskans (54 percent) indicate that leaving their communities 
of high trust, respect, and attachment would be difficult.27 Even among individuals who 
chose to leave Nebraska, 60 percent reported that they would consider moving back to the 
area, with 133 individuals indicating that they would consider moving back to Nebraska if 
there were a job opportunity available.22 

•	 Migration intentions are heavily career-based, but strongly influenced by 
non-economic factors such as family and community. In a study of former 
Millennial generation collegiate leadership mentors from Midwestern 
colleges, opportunity to make a difference was rated as one of the top 
five factors that would influence their migration decisions.4 Of the top five 
factors, three were career-related, one was family-related, and the other 
was community-related.4 Individuals who ranked family and community over 
career-related factors were more likely to stay in state. 4
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This is an NSWERS EXPLORE product, an overview and background of 
the current state of knowledge surrounding the factors that contribute 
to Employment Location in Nebraska.
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