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USDA-National Research 
Initiative Grant 

Conducted U. S. Census Research
 Surveyed over 300 new Panhandle residents about 

their decision to move 
Conducted 12 focus group sessions 
 78 new residents participated

 Implemented an on-line 3 step survey for community 
developers in Nebraska
 1st – 60; 2nd and 3rd = 30 participants
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Survey results from those who moved within the panhandle and those who had moved prior to 5 years were eliminated.  So the results give a snapshot from people who had moved within 5 years from outside of the 11 counties of the region.The focus groups were conducted in Scottsbluff, Sidney, Kimball, Morrill, Alliance and Chadron but they included people from every county in the region except Sioux County.
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Focused on Three Questions

 Who are the new residents?
 Why did they move here?
 Are they likely to stay?
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One in every eight residents of Nebraska’s 11 western county region had 
arrived there from another state or country during the previous five years

Net out-migration in 1990’s =  0.7%

Yet, in-migration = 10,500 people to the Panhandle

Scottsbluff/Gering

Sidney

Alliance

Chadron
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Presentation Notes
Population – approximately 85,000.  The largest population is in Scottsbluff/Gering with approx 22,000.  Sidney, 6,500, Alliance, 10,000; Chadron – 5,500 --- all other communities are under 3,000. … total pop 85,803One in every eight residents of Nebraska’s 11 western county region had arrived there from another state or country during the previous five yearsNet out-migration in 1990’s =  0.7%Yet, in-migration = 10,500 people to the Panhandle



Who are the New Residents?

Younger than general Panhandle population 
 Average age = 46 yrs
 41% between ages 20-40 compared to only 23% of region’s 

population

Higher incomes than the general population 
 48% above $50,000 vs. 28%

Higher education level 
 40% reporting at least B.S. vs. 18%
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New residents are younger than the regional average. The median age of new residents is 46-years (not particularly youthful). But, 41% are between the ages of 20 and 40-years (prime working age), compared to only 23% of region on average.New residents have higher incomes than the general population. Among new residents, 48% reported their annual household income to be above $50,000. This was true of only 28% of the general population.Newcomers are on average better educated, with 40% reporting having attained at least a bachelor’s degree compared to only 18% of the general population.



Newcomers bring important 
occupational skills

 Professional and related occupation 
skills (44%) 

 Management, business and financial 
operations skills (41%). 

 Sales and related skills (28%)
 Office and administrative support 

skills (24%) 
 Agriculture skills (23%)
 Owned a business, farm or ranch in 

their previous community (21%)
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Most newcomers arrive with families
 67% moved with a spouse or family
 25% moved alone
 37% brought children with them

(a higher percentage of households
with children than is found in
the region on average 32.8%).

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most newcomers arrive with familiesAbout two-thirds (67%) moved here with a spouse/partnerWith a quarter of them (25%) who moved alone A little over a third (37%) brought children with them(which is a higher percentage of households with children than is found in the Panhandle on average, at 32.8%).



New Residents Consider 
Other Locations – They Shop Around

We spent 6 months looking at different communities …   
50% job, 25% community, 25% schools”

2%

23%

16%
45%

14% Other

Other Locations in both
Nebraska and other states
Other locations in other
states
Only this location

Other locations in Nebraska
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Prior contact is important... But also important to note is that about half (54%) of the respondents and 50% of the spouses/partners had previously lived in NE – that also means that about 50% had NOT lived in Nebraska before... 



What motivated the new residents to move to 
the Nebraska Panhandle? 

To what extent are residents satisfied that their 
new communities meet their expectations and 
provide a welcoming environment?

Research Questions



 Sampling Procedure – 11 counties, postcards returned 
initial mail survey, focus groups determined by size.

 Sample – 78 participants, 12 focus groups, Ages 21-81, 
61% first time residents and 24 states represented

 Data Collection – Followed Krueger’s Framework
 Data Analysis – Charsm’s Constructivist Grounded 

Theory.  Used AtlasTI – close to data, in vivo and 
concept.  Comparison and interpretation.  Biases 
limited – debriefing, intercoder agreement, 
memberchecking.

 Theories used in discussion – migration, community 
interaction, social capital

Model

Methodology



Considering 
a Move

Opportunity
to Move

Community 
Image 
Desired

Strategies 

Decision to 
Move

Once Move –
Likelihood of Staying

Community
Size

Community
Size

Attraction and 
Retention to 

Rural 
Communities
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Considering a Move (Causal Conditions)  - the pre-existing situations that influenced individuals to bein looking for another location to live.  �These conditions alone do not determine that an individual will move to a particular rural community; however, they do suggest that an individual will consider a potential opportunity to move.  Causal conditions in this study include life cycle changes, healthier quality of life and being pushed away.    Life cycle refers to the times in a person’s life that individuals reflect on their current situation and determine whether they want to make a change (i.e., marriage, starting a family, aging parents, retirement, death, divorce, graduating college).  Healthier quality of life – broad condition that includes safety, quality time for family, simpler life, healthier climate and dreams for a better life.  Being pushed away – participants that actually felt like they were pushed out of previous community (i.e., having lived in the outskirts of an metro area and as city grew, they become part of urban community; congestion)…similar to healthier quality of life; however, so many individuals identified separated).Intervening Conditions – The situations that created the opportunity or need to begin considering the rural community as a place to live.  Although most participants said there were many factors each individual had one dominant factor that prevailed.  The dominant factors identified through the focus group were job opportunity (47.4%), family and friends (17.9%) and location (34.6%).Community size influenced whether the job opportunity, family or location was the dominant reason.  For those moving to a farm or ranch, the location opportunity (purchasing a ranch or house) was the dominant reason.  For communities less than 3,500, the job opportunity (50%) and location (45%) were the primary reason.  For communities 5,000 – 10,000, nearly 70% moved for a job opportunity and approximately 25% for family and friends.  For communities over 10,000 it was more balanced job opportunity (36%), family friend (27%) and location (36%)Strategies to Learn About Community – how did the participants find out about the community --- family friend connection, previously lived, the internet and visiting the community were identified.  While the internet was identified as a strategy, participants did not find information from community Web sites as valuable as sites with facts such as ACT scores and rating of hospitals.  When asked, the participants identified that it was important for community to market – know who you are, know who you want.  To the participants, the strategy was not as important if a community did not know who they were.  Quote:  “It behooves the cities, the small town cities to really get together as a group and individually say what really are the things that their cities want to market.  What are their strong points, what are their weak points?  If we did this, how would that increase our attraction?”Community Context – Image – While there were a couple of individuals that indicated the “community did not matter” most did.  For the majority of the focus group participants, community context, relative to this study, is the image of what new residents are looking for when they moved to a rural community.  Safety, family oriented, faith oriented, free of congestion and proximity to family were all identified.  Proximity to family was relative for some it meant being within a days drive.  The small town atmosphere was related to individuals looking for a small town where people know each other, support each other and represent the other factors (i.e., safety) that were identified.Decision to Move – If the factors are in order, the decision to move will occur.How to use ---  how can you use the model….where does your community fit….ask the questions.  If you are a community under 3,500, are you marketing your location or do you have the location?  Are you honestly representing who you are as community?  What can you work on?



Considering a Move

 Life Cycle Changes
 Healthier Quality of Life
 Being Pushed Away

“I think it was climate and 
… health reasons.”

“I put 40,000 miles on a car 
in one year because I had 
three kids involved, and my 
husband worked … our 
lifestyle was not, it wasn’t 
family.”

“I am retired.”



Opportunity to Move

A Job Opportunity (47.4%)
Family (17.9%)
Location – including ability to purchase property, 
climate, region (34.6%)



Focus Group Participants - General Demographic 

Information by Location 

Pop Size
Community Job Family
Moved To Opportunity Friend Location
Farm or Ranch (9) 11% 89%
< 3,500 (20) 50% 5% 45%
> 5,000 (27) 67% 26% 7%
> 10,000 (22) 36% 27% 36%
Total Sample 47% 18% 35%

Note:  Gering/Scottsbluff is only area over 10,000.  There are not any 
communities in Panhandle in the 3,500-5,000 population range.
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45 years – average age of new residents55.7 – Farm or Ranch51.7 - <3,50037.9 - >5000 <9,99944.0 - >10,000 Quotes --- new resident community under 3,500 ---What attracted me to [the community]?  Cost of housing was significantly lower – half the cost of where the job is at – that is the primary reason.Recently retired woman moving to town under 3,500 – We were looking at a rural acreage property in certain price range.Climate…humidity, bugs and pollen.Job Opportunity – was not the only factor --- only 5 out of the 37 people who indicated that the job opportunity was the only factor. 



Strategies to Learn 
About Community

Strategies to learn about communities:
Family/Friend Connections
Previously Lived
Internet
Visiting Community

Advice - Market Community – Know Who You Are, Know 
Who You Want



New Residents Looked Around

“We spent about six months looking at different 
communities all throughout the Midwest … we were in 
the position of being able to move where we wanted to, 
to the job we wanted to … we developed a little formula 
that it was 50% job for me … 25% community, 25% 
school.  [This] … was the first place where all the pieces of 
the pie seemed to be right.”



Know Who You Want

 “It behooves the cities, the small town cities to really get 
together as a group and individually say what really are the 
things that their cities want to market.  What are their strong 
points, what are their weak points?  If we did this, how 
would that increase our attraction.”

 “A number of years ago, the phrase was coined ‘ecotourism’. 
.. we are talking about eco-residentialism.  One of the things 
that can pull people here is just the climate, the ecology, the 
outdoors, the slow pace of life all rolled up into one.”



Safe
Family Oriented
Faith Oriented
Small Town Atmosphere
Free of Congestion
Proximity to Family

Community Image Desired



Situations 
Influencing 
Satisfaction

Community 
Image –

The Reality

Strategies 
to Belong 

Likelihood 
of Staying

Attraction and 
Retention to 

Rural 
Communities

Immediate 
Concerns
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Once the move has been made the community is the context….hence, the model displays the community as a context around the conditions impacting satisfaction with the move.Causal Conditions  - The causal conditions identified in the retention part of the model emerged as the participants identified situations that were a priority once the decision was made to move.  For example, the job opportunity may bring a person to the community, but once they accept they must find a home.  Or, if they moved to be closer to family, the need to find a job emerged or perhaps a job opportunity for a spouse.  For those that moved for location (primarily ranching) they needed to connect to services immediately.  All participants had a need to get connected.Intervening Conditions – The intervening conditions are those situations that have occurred in the process of the move that created a positive image of the community as well as situations that occur that leave the new resident wondering about the community.  Many people identified positive people experiences which reflect well.  While focus group participants shared heart warming stories of positive people experiences, many struggled with transition to the community.  Transitions mean really connecting – people are friendly but distant, really understanding what it is like live in a small town where everyone knows each other.  Services available was identified as difficult and part of transitions but enough individual identified that it became a factor.  Housing was an issue in all communities over 5,000.  Information sharing --- just knowing simple things and finding out information was a struggle for many.  While there were not that many small business owners in the group, the concerns and issues shared were so dominant for these individuals that it is identified.  Socio-economic were not identified consistently throughout the focus groups but for those that did they were very important issues.  Socio-economic issues include economic-race issues, social responsibilities and durg and alochol issues.Strategies to Learn About Community – When new residents move to the community, they make efforts to learn what is available and become connected to the community.  Welcome programs were identified but through focus groups found they were very inconsistent and ineffective.  Many people received welcome packets after residing in community for 6 months to a year.  When a community had a local news media source, this was a plus and very appreciated.  Main way people connected was to get involved.  Advice shared about important to retention --- community vision (supported by community), comprehensive welcome program (may include packets but newcomer welcoming picnics and information about the community), a perception of an open-minded attitude.  The obvious is career opportunities.Community Context – Image – New residents identified an image that they desired in the attraction.  The context of the community is compared to the attraction.  In all focus groups, residents were satisfied with safety, the family oriented community, a faith oriented community.  They were pleased with the lack of congestion and satisfied with living closer to family.  While a number of individuals were pleased with the small town atmosphere others found that their image did not match the reality.  See intervening conditions to review factors that influenced the dissatisfaction with the community.Satisfaction with move – The more an individual is connected the more satisfied…the intervening conditions influence.How to use ---  discussion in community about where there community is in helping to welcome new residents….what can the community influence to help retain…can the community do things to influence the retention of new residents.



Immediate Concerns

Job Opportunities
Housing
Services
Getting Connected



Situations Influencing Satisfaction

Positive People Experiences
Transitioning to the Community
Services Available
Housing Availability and Affordability
Job Opportunities
Information Sharing
Small Business Struggles
Socio-Economic Issues



Transitioning to the Community

“Whenever I said that I had just moved here –
somebody would say “Why?” … Don’t you know what is 
going on over there where you have to wait.”
“I almost feel like people are friendly to you to the point 
of being cordial.”
“It’s hard as a new resident to really get to know 
people.”
“It’s a lot more conservative than I thought.”
“More laid back than I am used too.”



Strategies to Belong

Strategies to Belong to a Community:
Welcome Programs
Local News Media
Getting Involved

Advice – Community Vision, Comprehensive Welcome 
Programs, Open-Minded Attitude, Career 
Opportunities



Community Vision

75% of the new residents indicated a clear 
positive community vision for the future was 
important

86% would like to see an open minded 
attitude towards new resident ideas.



Open-Minded Attitude

“To listen … things could grow out of 
conversation … I don’t know what the 
conversation would be like if it were [the 
community] that listens to itself, not just 
newcomers … it might discover there’s more 
desire for change.”



Safe
Family Oriented
Faith Oriented
Small Town Atmosphere
Free of Congestion
Proximity to Family

Community Image – the Reality

The intervening 
conditions appear to 
influence whether a 

person plans to remain 
or move from the 

community. 
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The new residents indicated that they were satisfied with their move.  However, when asked if they planned to remain in the area long term only 25% indicated they hoped to stay in the community.  The majority by far were unsure.  The intervening conditions (transitions to the community) appear to influence whether a person plans to remain or moves.



Basic Conclusions

Individuals moving to varying community sizes are 
motivated by different factors.  Many identified one 
of DeJung’s 11 life cycle changes.  Agree with Barcus
noneconomic reasons to move.  

The context of the community is a factor in deciding 
to move to a rural community and to remain in the 
community.  “If development ends with jobs and 
income, it ends (Kaufman, 1985).  McGranahan & 
Beale (2002) identify Panhandle Region as Tier 2 
region.
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In our focus groups, we asked newcomers what advice they might have for communities wishing to attract new residents. 



Basic Conclusions
Community vision influences individuals to move to 

the community.  In addition, the visioning process 
builds social capital when existing and new 
residents are part of the process.  Castle (2003), 
Emery et.al. (2007), Wilkinson (1991)

Engaging new residents in the community through 
involvement increases social capital.  Keddy (2001), 
McDonough and Vachta (2005)
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Basic Conclusions
Comprehensive welcoming programs that create 

social interaction identify ways to become involved 
and provide information that can influence new 
resident’s ability to transition to their new 
communities.  New residents that are not 
connected with their new community may look for 
alternative locations to move.  Ruback (2004), 
Brown (2002) historical perspective, Furuesh (1998) 
satisfaction is not guaranteed.
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In our focus groups, we asked newcomers what advice they might have for communities wishing to attract new residents. 



For more information
http://cari.unl.edu/buffalo
http://websitesforgrowth.com

Charlotte Narjes, UNL CARI
402-472-1724
cnarjes@unl.edu
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