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Young working age households are vital for both regional economic development and longer run 
growth. Oregon is a national leader in attracting workers in their root-setting years, particularly so 
among college graduates. The majority of such migrants in recent years hold degrees in STEM+ fields 
and do have higher labor force participation rates and earn higher average wages. These trends bode 
well for Oregon’s economic future. 



Oregon Migration and the Importance of Root-Setting Years 

People have been moving to Oregon in droves ever since Lewis and Clark. Migration and the people it 

brings are vital to the Oregon economy. Strong population gains and the state’s industrial structure are 

the two primary reasons Oregon outperforms the typical state during economic expansions. The state’s 

economic future depends upon both the number of and quality of its businesses and residents. As such, 

it is important to understand just who these newly-minted Oregonians are and what potential skills they 

bring to the state. 

In general, migration is for the young.1 While 

Oregon sees net population gains among all 

age groups, most new migrants into Oregon 

are in their 20’s and 30’s, primarily in their 

root-setting years. One’s mid-20s through 

their mid-30s represents a time when most 

people settle down, begin their careers in 

earnest, get married, buy a house and have 

kids. This age group is also vital for longer run 

economic growth. Once a regional economy 

is able to attract such workers, they rarely 

leave, as migration rates decline considerably 

as an individual ages into mid-life. As such, a 

place like Oregon is able to grow its working age population through migration and raise the productive 

capacity of the regional economy.  

Besides youth, another defining feature of 

migrants are high levels of educational 

attainment. Nationwide and in Oregon, the 

higher the level of educational attainment, the 

higher the probability of moving, generally in 

search of the best job opportunities. College 

graduates account for a disproportionate 

share of individuals moving into and out of 

Oregon. Given that in-migrants outnumber 

out-migrants, migration raises the state’s 

overall educational attainment.  

Being able to attract young, skilled workers is very important for the health and future growth of 

Oregon’s economy. Much of this is due to what economists call agglomeration. Essentially, if a regional 

economy can attract a large number of skilled, productive and/or innovative workers, huge economic 

gains follow, through processes like network effects, knowledge spillovers, and the like. Labor costs are 

also reduced for employers, and innovation is fostered. 

                                                           
1 For a summary of the recent migrant characteristics see: Benetsky, Megan J., Charlynn Burd, and Melanie Rapino, 

“Young Adult Migration: 2007–2009 to 2010–2012,” American Community Survey Reports, ACS-31, U.S. Census Bureau, 

Washington, DC, 2015. http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2015/acs/acs-31.pdf 
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The Educated Influx and STEM+ Degrees 

Since young, college educated migrants form the backbone of the growing population in Oregon’s 

metropolitan areas, it is important to examine the skills they bring. Particularly so in a state where the 

conventional wisdom seems to adhere closely to the infamous Portlandia quote that its namesake is “a 

place where young people go to retire.” For those concerned about the specific field of study (college 

major) of Oregon’s college graduates, recent trends bring good news. 

Among recent 20- and 30-something college 

educated migrants into the state, a majority 

hold degrees in STEM+ fields2. This refers to 

degrees in science, technology, engineering, 

and math plus business and health. Such a 

grouping refers to what many consider 

degrees with better job prospects in today’s 

polarizing and knowledge-driven economy. 

However, examining the current mix of 

degrees held by the overall resident 

population reveals that, relative to other 

states and the nation, Oregon does have a 

higher concentration in non-STEM+ fields. This 

lends some credence to the stereotype and 

conventional wisdom, however the fears of liberal arts degree-wielding baristas are overblown. 

Particularly so given that incoming STEM+ degree holders among the root-setting population outnumber 

all other degree types.  

Across the nation, Oregon’s migration 

trends are among the strongest for all 

college graduates. This holds true for both 

the outright number of such migrants, but 

particularly so for migration rates which 

adjusts for an individual state’s population 

size. While Oregon’s non-STEM+ migration 

trends rank relatively higher than for 

STEM+ migration, this is largely due to the 

more balanced numbers across both 

groupings in Oregon. There are a handful 

of states – California, Connecticut, Hawaii, 

Texas and Virginia – that see slightly 

stronger STEM+ migration trends, but 

significantly slower migration rates in all 

other degrees. This impacts the relative 

                                                           
2 Nationwide 52% of young college graduates hold STEM+ degrees. This means Oregon’ net migration patterns do 
not differ considerably from the underlying population. What makes Oregon a national leader is not necessarily 
the mix of migrants – which are well balanced – but the size of the overall net gains. 
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rankings considerably. Overall, Oregon’s sees the 12th largest influx of young, college educated migrants, 

which ranked 6th fastest in terms of migration rates in 2014. 

STEM+ and the Labor Market 

College graduates have better labor 

market outcomes than those with less 

formal schooling. At each step along the 

educational attainment spectrum, an 

individual has a higher rate of labor force 

participation, a higher rate of being 

employed (and lower rate of 

unemployment) and higher average 

wages. STEM+ degree holders even more 

so than their college graduate 

counterparts in other fields. 

This pattern is true when looking at the types of jobs individuals have at different levels of educational 

attainment. In particular, STEM+ graduates have the highest rate of being employed in degree jobs. This 

category includes all individual occupations that require at least a Bachelor’s degree or more for an entry-

level hire, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

As Oregon is able to attract both STEM+ and all other degree holders at very high rates, it bodes well for 

future economic growth in the state and the types of jobs being created and filled in the regional economy.  

Oregon’s ability to attract STEM+ and other college educated workers at a discount relative to other states 

is evidence of positive agglomeration effects at work. 

Of course a college degree is not the be all and end all of either economic development or job 

opportunities for residents. As our office’s Job Polarization in Oregon report details, opportunities remain 

for middle-wage jobs that do not require a college degree. In particular, median salaries for both 

construction, and installation, maintenance and repair occupations are effectively the same as for 

teachers, community service, and arts, design and entertainment occupations, even as formal education 

requirements could not be more different. The 

reason being is that all require skilled labor, yet 

some is learned on the job or through 

apprenticeships, not necessarily in the 

classroom on a university campus. 

Yet the surest path to obtaining a high-wage job 

is earning a college degree, particularly as 

middle-wage jobs become a smaller and smaller 

share of the labor market. In fact, job growth in 

Oregon in recent years has been strongest at the 

high-wage category and many of these positions 

are being filled by college graduates. 
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Additional Resources from the Oregon Office of Economic Analysis 
Job Polarization in Oregon 
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2013/10/24/report-job-polarization-in-oregon/ 
 

Education and Student Debt 
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2013/03/14/education-and-student-debt/ 
 

The Educated Service Class 
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2014/12/03/the-educated-service-class/ 
 

Education, Migration and the Service Class 
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2014/12/11/education-migration-and-the-service-class/ 
 

Contact: 

Josh Lehner, Economist    www.OregonEconomicAnalysis.com 
joshua.lehner@oregon.gov 
(503) 378-4052    @OR_EconAnalysis 
 

Appendix 

Additional factors influencing migration rates 

Other individual characteristics that lead to higher migration rates into Oregon include: being single, not 

being employed and earning lower amounts of income. Combined all of these characteristics paint a 

clear picture of the state’s new residents. It is largely a story of being unattached, at least not yet, but 

looking for a place to call home. Younger individuals are less likely to be married, less likely to be 

employed and if they are, they earn lower wages as they are still early in their careers. This holds true 

even as Oregon also sees an influx of retirees, particularly to the state’s central and southern regions. 

Defining STEM+ and all other degrees by college major 

STEM+ : Agriculture, Biology and Life Sciences, Business, Computer and Information Sciences, 

Economics, Engineering, Engineering Technologies, Mathematics and Statistics, Medical 

and Health Sciences and Services, Physical Sciences, Transportation Sciences and 

Technologies 

All Other: Architecture, Area, Ethnic and Civilization Studies, Communication Technologies, 

Communications, Construction Services, Cosmetology Services and Culinary Arts, 

Criminal Justice and Fire Protection, Education Administration and Teaching, English 

Language, Literature and Composition, Environment and Natural Resources, Family and 

Consumer Sciences, Fine Arts, History, Interdisciplinary and Multi-Disciplinary Studies, 

Liberal Arts and Humanities, Linguistics and Foreign Languages, Philosophy and Religious 

Studies, Physical Fitness, Parks, Recreation and Leisure, Psychology, Public Affairs, Policy 

and Social Work, Social Sciences other than Economics, Theology and Religious 

Vocations 

http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2013/10/24/report-job-polarization-in-oregon/
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2013/03/14/education-and-student-debt/
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2014/12/03/the-educated-service-class/
http://oregoneconomicanalysis.com/2014/12/11/education-migration-and-the-service-class/
http://www.oregoneconomicanalysis.com/
mailto:joshua.lehner@oregon.gov
https://twitter.com/OR_EconAnalysis

