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Abstract: Hurricanes are the most damaging natural disaster in the United
States and worldwide, and climate scientists predict the worst of these storms to
increase in frequency with climate change. In this study, we combine U.S.
county-to-county migration data from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) with
FEMA Presidential Disaster Declarations data, information on hurricane storm
surge risks, and county socioeconomic characteristics to analyze the extent to
which hurricanes cause internal migration in the U.S. and whether that migration
may result in better risk and socioeconomic outcomes. We find that hurricanes
cause an average increase of approximately 3% in a county’s overall out-
migration rate in each of the five years after a hurricane strikes and a 1.9%
increase in migration to a single other county. When we break down the county-
to-county effects, we find that migration is greater to counties with lower storm
surge risks. In the year following a hurricane, the migration rate to destination
counties that have a lower storm surge risk than the origin county rises by 2.7
percent compared to only 1.7 percent for destination counties with higher storm
surge risks. We also find that migration rates are higher to counties with better
socioeconomic conditions as measured by poverty rates, unemployment rates, a
social vulnerability index, and median household income, though the differences
are less pronounced than those for storm surge risks. Our analysis of differential
effects on migration by characteristics of origin and destination counties
provides some evidence that disasters may induce households to move to less
risky and more economically robust locations.
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