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Abstract

Environmental factors motivate migration across the globe, calling for better planning.
Although the US experienced such movements during the COVID-19 pandemic, literature
on population mobility and outcomes for receiving communities in the US is scarce. We use
a mixed-methods case study approach to explore the COVID-era population movement
trends in the US Northeast (NE) Region and their outcomes for receiving communities to
draw lessons for strategic regional planning aiming to achieve sustainable and equitable
outcomes of disaster-induced movements. Utilizing the Statistics of Income data and focus
group data collected from 27 local experts in 22 rural counties of NE, which experienced
the highest relative numbers of in-movers between 2016 and 2020, the findings revealed the
top receiving counties were predominantly rural areas where urbanites moved from within
NE. This movement challenged the housing market and services, disproportionately bur-
dening socioeconomically disadvantaged groups in receiving communities. The COVID-19
experience opened a window of opportunity for regional planning to prepare desirable
outcomes of such mobilities by addressing existing issues in receiving communities while
incorporating pulse and slow population movements into the agenda. The right policy
timing and communication among communities are keys to building trust and ensuring
integration of newcomers into receiving communities.

Keywords: COVID-19; migration; affordable housing; attainable housing; receiving
communities

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unique conditions leading to rapid population
movement from urban to rural and suburban areas, better documented internationally [1-5]
than in the U.S., with a few in the planning literature addressing this period (see [6] as
a counterexample). This movement of urban residents to rural areas—also referred to
as counterurbanization—may bring economic and cultural liveliness to receiving com-
munities [7]. It can be viewed as an opportunity for sustainable growth, especially in
small towns when communities strategize for adaptive policies such as retrofitting existing
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buildings, integrating mixed-use zoning, and prioritizing demand-side management [8].
Receiving communities can even expand their capacity to address climate adaptation and
mitigation through strategic planning that navigates this growth [6]. On the other hand,
the influx may challenge the existing systems in rural communities that already struggle
with higher poverty rates than urban areas and limited infrastructure, governance, housing,
and resilience capacity [9]. While some slow-growth and declining areas welcome the
prospects of newcomers replacing an aging and shrinking workforce, the sudden and
large-scale influx of new people can tax environmental and human infrastructure systems.
Rapid in-migration can also stress the socioeconomic well-being of the host communities by
increasing costs and competition for housing and other scarce goods. Without preparatory
planning, rapid in-migration brings greater pressure on existing social and built infrastruc-
ture and significant risks of landscape fragmentation and ecological harm [10]. For these
reasons, it is crucial to understand what happened during the peak COVID-19 period—in
terms of the numbers and locational choices of the movers—and explore the outcomes of
these movements for receiving communities.

While COVID-19 was a singular event, increased and often rapid population move-
ments are likely to grow over this century as climate change worsens [11]. In 2018, more
than 16 million people globally were displaced due to weather-related disasters, including
1.2 million people in the US. Sea level rise (SLR) alone is projected to put 13.1 million US
residents at risk of migration by 2100 [12]. An increasing number of people live in areas at
growing risk from both extreme heat and wildfires [13]. Considering this growing number
of movements driven by various hazards, we adopt a broader approach to the population
mobility problem to better understand the dynamics and outcomes of mobilities under
environmental change.

The Northeast region (NE) is an ideal case to explore the on-the-ground experience of
COVID-era migration as an example of disaster-induced population mobility on a larger
scale. Major metropolitan areas in the region—e.g., the New York Metro Area—experienced
outmigration after the outbreak of the pandemic [14]. Studying this region is also im-
portant, as in the longer run the region is expected to receive migrants from SLR- and
coastal flooding-experiencing areas [15] as well as from extreme heat-impacted communi-
ties [13,16]. Northern states—e.g., Vermont and upstate New York—are anticipated to be
safer destinations for people who relocate due to climate-related disturbances [17], with
cities such as Syracuse, Rochester, and Buffalo receiving media attention as climate havens
or climate refuges [18-20].

This study adopts a holistic approach to the problem by analyzing peak COVID-19
years’ mobility through a mixed-methods case study. Our analysis first takes a retrospective
approach to review the pre-COVID-19 years, starting from 2010 until 2020, when the
outbreak began. Then we focus specifically on the COVID-19 years between the beginning
of 2020 and summer 2023, when the immediate impacts faded, and the remaining impacts
of population mobility could still be observed. It examines the population movement
trends based on US federal Statistics of Income (SOI) data and presents ground-truth
information acquired from focus groups with key informants (n = 27)—housing experts
from highly impacted receiving communities in NE. The demographic modeling was over
the whole region, while the focus groups centered on more rural areas that experienced
rapid in-migration.

This article first reviews our current knowledge about drivers of COVID-era mobilities
and potential outcomes observed in similar cases that have been reported in the literature
and briefly introduces strategic regional planning. It then presents the two-stage research
design, followed by the findings of migration trends in NE and the outcomes for receiving
communities of these migrations. Our findings reveal significant challenges faced in
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receiving communities—i.e., housing crunch, overloaded infrastructure, and growing
burden on socioeconomically disadvantaged communities. Taking these findings into
account, we argue that the COVID-19 experience provides lessons for recent rapid-onset
population mobility trends and their potential outcomes for receiving communities. Big
cities and metro areas, the traditional hubs of resources, are no longer the only attraction
points. Movements driven by various environmental disasters and repetitive or slow-onset
environmental hazards, such as wildfires, drought, and socioeconomic factors (e.g., housing
crises) may push populations towards destinations that are not historically accustomed to
population influxes—smaller, more remote communities. These changes can significantly
challenge the infrastructure and social systems in small communities that typically have
limited resources to adapt. Receiving communities may benefit from regional planning
that addresses already-existing problems in rural communities and understands evolving
drivers and outcomes of population mobility.

We argue here that COVID-19-related migration can be understood as a specific
instance of the broader category of environmental/disaster-related migration, which is a
well-studied field [21,22] and historically important, with experiences such as the US Dust
Bowl of the 1930s, which led to over 350,000 rural migrants moving to cities and towns
largely in California [23]. There is potential for strategic regional planning to be an active
voice in preparing for and responding to similar events. It may be difficult for municipalities
to address potential disaster-related migration in their standard comprehensive plans, given
the complexity and uncertainty inherent in disasters and the often legally specified nature
of municipal comprehensive plans. Strategic planning, however, may provide an avenue
for addressing this, in that it is designed to address a more specific set of issues to arrive
at policy priorities [24,25], and can be used in policy and engagement arenas that center
social and environmental justice [26]. A focus on justice is important for environmental
and social disasters generally, as their impact is highly uneven based on socioeconomic
status [27,28]. These issues were also apparent in COVID-19 impacts [29,30]. Strategic
planning, with its more narrow focus compared to comprehensive plans, pairs well with
the use of scenarios [31] as a way to manage uncertainty [32]. To date, the use of scenario
planning for disaster-related migration has largely been at the national level (see, e.g., [33]),
but there does not appear to be a particular reason why it could not be applied at a
metropolitan or at least multi-state level, and examples of this exist [34]. Scenario planning
at the regional, local or even census track scale is common (see, e.g., [35,36]). Strategic
planning and scenario analysis rest on projecting possible future trends and understanding
their impacts. Our findings below on the extent and impact of COVID-19 population
mobility in the US Northeast provide helpful information for both goals.

Understanding Migration During the COVID-19 Era: What We Know and What We Do Not Know

For the last thirty years, urbanization has explained most migration [37]. City centers
and metropolitan areas have been the predominant destinations of internal migrants
across the world [37-39]. However, the COVID-19 pandemic transformed the population
migration dynamics around the world [38,40], especially because the cities were more
severely affected in the early stages of the pandemic [40]. Some manufacturing cities that
have typically attracted migration (e.g., Dongguan, China) were reported to shrink during
the COVID-19 years [41].

The pandemic greatly complicated existing mobility patterns. While international
migration declined by 27% [42], the United States saw a notable shift where rural and
peripheral areas became relatively more attractive to migrants fleeing metropolitan areas
with higher infection and mortality rates [43-45]. The outbreak raised concerns around
population density in cities—density in the home, neighborhood, and wider city [46]—
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which worsened infection and mortality rates, although lockdown policies alleviated the
impacts [47]. As opposed to bigger cities, rural territories generally exercised lighter
pandemic-imposed isolation and economic controls [45]. The availability of rural broad-
band was an important facilitator of remote work opportunities, enabling population
spread [48]. Hence, rural counties and low-density, small communities experienced pop-
ulation growth and/or lower out-migration compared to their historical trends [49,50].
In the specific context of the New England region of the United States, studies (see, for
example, [51]) reported notable population shifts from the metropolitan core areas to the
micropolitan or noncore locations in late summer and fall 2020 [51,52].

An important consideration in disaster-related migration is the rate of return—how
many households move permanently versus how many relocate temporarily. Some re-
searchers found little to no support for a long-term major exodus from the cities [39],
finding that trends returned to their pre-pandemic values in a couple of years [49,53]. In
the first year after COVID, Rowe et al. (2023) viewed COVID’s effect on mobility as a
“shock wave” leading to temporary changes rather than reshaping the existing structures in
Britain [40]. Evidence from six countries, for example, revealed that the out-migration from
cities seems to have been temporary, but some countries, such as Spain and Britain, faced
persistent losses in highly dense areas [40]. In the specific case of the New England region,
Nelson & Frost (2023), analyzing the data from mobile devices and a real estate brokerage
website, Redfin, argued that rural areas in the region gained population, but the trends
bounced back to their pre-pandemic conditions towards the end of 2020 [51]. The same
study also warned us about the initiation of a new wave of rural gentrification, as rural
areas have been experiencing an increase in real estate activity [51]. A key component of
migration to rural areas is often the search by urbanites for lifestyle amenities [54-56]. To
develop a deep understanding of the effects of these movements on receiving communities,
our study adopts a mixed-methods approach by first modeling migration trends in NE
at the peak of COVID-19 and then analyzing ground truth data collected from informed
experts in highly impacted areas.

Regardless of whether the rural influx has been a short-lived trend or a sign of a
more permanent change, literature is united on the toll it places on receiving communities.
Scholars repeatedly found rising housing prices and saturated public services [49,57],
and difficulty balancing the needs of current residents and newcomers [58] in receiving
communities. The COVID-19 migrants, being typically on the wealthier side, brought
higher sale prices into the housing market, leading to concerns about gentrification in rural
communities [51]. It is fair to expect various social and cultural mismatches, considering
that the movers typically have very limited and superficial interactions with the hosting
communities (see, for example, [59]). On the other hand, the influx may also be seen as an
opportunity for growth in rural areas” income, employment, and business. As experienced
in rural tourism after COVID-19—see, for example, [60,61]—a growing population may
stimulate the economy of structurally disadvantaged rural communities, especially when
initiatives are provided by the governments. Increased in-migration may help with the
problem of population aging and loss of young, educated people in the countryside [37].

In light of these debates and research gaps, this study contributes to the existing litera-
ture by quantitatively and qualitatively exploring the ground truth of COVID-19-induced
population movements in the US Northeast, their outcomes, and implications for regional
planning. It addresses the following questions:

R.Q.-1: What were the trends of COVID-era population movement in the NE region?
R.Q.-2: What were the infrastructure-related and socioeconomic outcomes of COVID-era
movements for receiving communities, based on housing experts’ perspectives in high-
inflow areas of the region?
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R.Q.-3: What lessons can be drawn for regional planning efforts aiming to achieve sustain-
able and just outcomes of disaster-induced population mobilities?

2. Materials and Methods

This study uses a multi-stage research design. First, to provide an overview of mobility,
we analyzed population trends in NE during 1999 and 2020—i.e., the year which we
generally call the ‘peak COVID-19" or COVID-19 era, comparing it to the previous years.
Based on these trends, we identified highly impacted areas for further qualitative work, as
described below.

2.1. Modeling

In this stage, we analyzed migration trends in the Northeastern U.S. immediately
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our primary goal was to identify places
within the study area that had a higher-than-expected net in-migration during the COVID
years. Our study area specifically encompasses seven states in NE: Connecticut (CT), Maine
(ME), Massachusetts (MA), Rhode Island (RI), New Hampshire (NH), New York (NY), and
Vermont (VT).

To identify in-migration “hot spots” within the Northeast, we calculated county in-
migration (inflow) rates in total as the number of people who moved into each county
between 2016 and 2020 [62], divided by its total population in 2020. Using this time frame
was instrumental to identifying the hot spots, because some predominantly rural NE states
(e.g., Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine) started showing a trend of net in-migration around
2016, which relapsed after the outbreak in the first quarter of 2020. Although our focus is on
COVID-19 era migrations, we specifically covered the five-year period to better understand
the longer-term experiences of receiving communities rather than merely capturing a
“snapshot” of COVID-19 movements.

We also distinguish US migrants coming from outside the Northeast region. Our
primary data source on domestic migration is the Internal Revenue Service’s (IRS) Statistics
of Income (SOI) series [63].

The SOI series is commonly used in migration studies, as it is among the few public
sources on the yearly movement of people between counties within the United States.
Because it is based on tax returns, the SOI does not directly report the number of migrants,
but rather the number of exemptions (a proxy for people) that filed a tax return in a different
county from the previous year [63]. It also does not cover households that do not file taxes,
such as those living solely off social security, and may undercount moves where the filer
does not change their address on their return. This may be the case for those who viewed
their move as temporary or changed their place of residence but continue to work in their
former state. Because of these limitations, the SOI data is best interpreted as a proxy of the
flow of people between counties rather than as a direct count of migrants. Population totals
are taken from the 2020 Decennial Census [64].

Qualitative Data: Based on the methods above, we identified counties in the US
Northeast (NE) with measurable growth in in-migration. Within these areas, we conducted
focus groups and interviews with local experts to gauge their perception of the reasons
behind the increased inflow and the impacts of new residents on their communities. The
focus group discussions covered population mobilities in recent years, specifically the
five years starting from 2016 to the end of 2020 [62]. Based on our preliminary analysis,
some of these states had initially seen in-movers in 2016 and experienced a similar trend of
movements in the first quarter of 2020. Hence, this time frame was selected to understand
the long-term impacts on receiving communities in rural NE.
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We focused on inland (non-coastal) counties in Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont,
Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New York that were found to receive an
unprecedented migration in recent years (Figure 1). We further refine our focus to rural,

inland counties, as, respectively, identified through the US Department of Agriculture
(USDA)’s Rural-Urban Continuum Codes [65], and in the National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration (NOAA) Coastal Shoreline Counties database [66]. This allowed
us to concentrate on “outlier” communities that are likely to see a significant increase

in-migration by virtue of their relatively small size.
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Figure 1. Hotspots—Counties with highest inflow rate. The orange spots are the names of the

counties. (Source: [62-64]; Authors’ calculations).

The final study area encompasses 22 rural, inland counties that either had total inflow

rates of 8% or more overall or inflow in excess of 5% where more than 20% of movers came

from outside the Northeast region (Table 1).

Table 1. The List of Counties—22 rural inland hotspots for COVID-19-era in-migration.

Out-of-Region Inflow Within

State County Population (2020) [64]  Inflow Rate (%) [62,63] the Overall Inflow (%) [62,63]
MA Hampshire 162,308 10 17
Franklin 29,456 9 15
ME Penobscot 152,199 6 25
Grafton 91,118 9 37
Coos 31,268 8 24
NH Belknap 63,705 6 28
Carroll 50,107 6 25
Franklin 47,555 9 15
Jefferson 116,721 9 66
Saratoga 235,509 6 31
NY Allegany 46,456 6 25
Broome 198,683 5 25
Madison 68,016 5 23
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Table 1. Cont.

Out-of-Region Inflow Within

State County Population (2020) [64]  Inflow Rate (%) [62,63] the Overall Inflow (%) [62,63]
Lamoille 25,945 9 23
Addison 37,363 7 38
Essex 5920 7 34
Bennington 37,347 6 31
VT Caledonia 30,233 6 24
Grand Isle 7293 6 27
Windsor 57,753 6 22
Orange 29,277 6 24
Windham 45,905 5 28

2.2. Focus Groups

Within these 22 counties, we convened focus groups to understand more about pat-
terns of, motivations for, and outcomes of in-migration. We adopted a purposive sampling
design to identify focus group participants comprising local housing specialists. We iden-
tified prospective participants via web searches and contacted each potential participant
up to three times via email. Out of a total outreach sample of n = 1647, there were a
total of n = 27 confirmed focus group participants, including 22 real estate brokers, two
county-level housing experts, and three state-level housing experts (Table 2). Despite our
efforts, no mobile homeowners/managers agreed to the focus groups. This remains an
important group to consider for future research.

Table 2. Focus Group Participants by Role and Geography.

Total Number  Number of Number of Number Number
State  of Participants  State-Level County County-Level of Brokers of Housing
from Each State Participants Participants Experts
MA 8 Hampshire 8 7 1
1
ME 2 (State Housing Penobscot 1 1 1
Authority, ME)
1
(Workforce Housing
NH 3 Coalition of the Grafton 1 1 1
Greater Seacoast, NH)
Belknap 1 1
2 Saratoga 1 1
NY Broome 1 1
1
12 (Vermont Cent.er for Lamoille 5 5 5
Geographic
VT Information, VCGI)
Caledonia 2 2
Addison 3 2
Grand Isle 1 1
Windsor 3 3

We conducted seven focus group events via Zoom video conferencing, each includ-
ing from two to eight participants and lasting between 75 min to two hours. We asked
participants 12 open-ended questions on topics including recent population movements
and factors that motivated in-migration to the area, existing capacity of their communities,
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and the effect of migration. We videorecorded the focus groups with the permission of the
participants, used Otter.ai Notetaker Web Version for initial transcription of the recordings,
and manually corrected Al errors. The transcriptions were coded into NVivo14, based
on pre-set codes from the research questions and those emerging from the discussion. To
ensure intercoder reliability, two coders created a codebook prior to the coding process, col-
laboratively edited the codebook as they proceeded, and merged two separate full-coding
files after completing the coding process, resolving differences collaboratively.

3. Results
3.1. RQ1 Modeling: Northeast US Migration Trends During COVID-19

We find a clear distinction in recent migration trends between the most and least
urbanized states (Figure 2). Most states in the Northeast have experienced net out-migration
since 2011. This is particularly true for more populous states in the southern portion of
the region, such as New York, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut (Figure 2).
As the pandemic took hold in 2019 and continued into 2020, the gap between out- and in-
migration widened in New York and Massachusetts. By contrast, the gap between outflows
and inflows narrowed considerably in Rhode Island and Connecticut. Predominantly
rural states had a different experience. In the years just prior to the pandemic, Maine and
New Hampshire had slight net in-migration, while in Vermont, inflows and outflows were
largely in balance. When the pandemic hit, these less populous states saw a notable influx
of new residents, which continued into 2020.
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Figure 2. Populations Moved to a New County (Source: [63] and Authors’ calculations).

2013
2015
2017
2019

Year

The top 75% of receiving counties hosted newcomers mainly (77%) from elsewhere
in NE. A common explanation for these observed patterns is the exodus of residents from
densely urbanized areas to more remote areas during the pandemic. There is some evidence
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to support this perspective. Counties with the largest relative influx of new residents during
2020 (peak-pandemic) tended to be rural, interior counties, such as Jefferson, New York;
Carroll and Grafton, New Hampshire; Lincoln, Maine; and Grand Isle, Vermont (Figure 3,
top panel). Nevertheless, the overall patterns of in-migration were similar to pre-pandemic
(Figure 3, middle panel), although the number of migrants (in-migrants—we can clarify
that here) increased for most areas. Looking at changes, Hamilton, New York; Carroll, New
Hampshire; Essex, Vermont; and Lincoln, Maine had the greatest increase in-migration
rates from 2018 to 2020 (Figure 3, bottom panel). Only three counties in New York City
(Bronx, Queens, and Kings) had lower in-migration rates during the pandemic. It was
typically interior areas that saw the most gains in in-migration during peak COVID-19, as
well as several counties in mid-coast Maine (Figure 3).

2020

261036
3.6t04.5
451053
53t06.1

Ple1t071

B71toss

B ssto101

2018

241033
33t04.1
41t047
47t05.4

Pls4t064

Blsstosl

| EERCEE

change in share

B-o5t000
0.0t0 0.5
0.5t01.0
10to 15

151020

Bl 2oto25

. 2.5 or more

Figure 3. County In-migration Rates (inflows/population). (Source: [63] and Authors’ calculations).

The top origin counties are also among the most populous counties in the study. We
would therefore expect more out-migrants coming from these places by sheer virtue of
their size. To account for the “typical” amount of out-migration between counties, we
subtract the average annual pre-pandemic flows (2015 to 2018) from peak-pandemic (2020)
levels. We refer to this as residual out-migration, where darker teals highlight areas with
notably more out-migration compared to pre-pandemic levels (Figure 4, bottom panel).
Dark browns indicate areas that had lower-than-expected levels of out-migration into a
top destination during the pandemic. The lower panel of Figure 4 emphasizes that the
noteworthy influx of new residents during the pandemic was really the consequence of
people moving out of a relative handful of the most populous counties in the region:
Kings, NY; New York, NY; Middlesex, MA; Suffolk, MA; Queens, NY; Worcester, MA; and
Worcester, MA.
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Figure 4. Places of origin of migrants moving to top destination counties (Source: [63] and Au-
thors’ calculations).

The models indicated that during the COVID-19 years, predominantly rural states—
i.e.,, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont—experienced a significant influx of incomers.
Our county-level analysis supported the common expectation of “urban exodus” counties in
mid-Coast Maine, which saw the most gains in in-migration during COVID-19 compared to
pre-pandemic (2018) in-migration values. Moreover, the analysis of the origins of migrants
revealed that this influx of new residents during the pandemic was predominantly the
consequence of people moving out of some of the relatively most populous counties,
including Kings, NY; New York, NY; Middlesex, MA; Suffolk, MA; Queens, NY; and
Worcester, MA.

Our findings from focus group discussions supported that the in-migration towards
rural communities during the COVID-19 years was extensive, and the newcomers were
mostly from bigger cities and metro areas located within the NE region (e.g., Boston, New
York City). The participants argued that the urbanites moved from metro areas mainly due
to socioeconomic challenges—e.g., cost of living, public safety, and population density—
they faced in bigger cities and the changes in lifestyles—i.e., the need for isolated living
spaces and remote working opportunities that were accelerated during COVID. Rural
areas offered housing affordability, i.e., lower price per square foot, high-quality social
services (e.g., healthcare, schools), and natural amenities such as large lots and access
to freshwater that attracted people—usually extended families—who were interested in
permaculture. Some areas, such as the Five College Area in Massachusetts—the Connecti-
cut River Pioneer Valley of Western Massachusetts, which houses five higher education
institutions—were claimed to provide various employment opportunities, especially for
those who had existing friendships or familial ties in the area.

Common knowledge on “urban exodus” suggested that many city dwellers retreated
to secondary residences in the more naturally pristine rural communities to wait out the
pandemic or take advantage of the flexibility afforded by remote work [44]. To test this, we
measure the change in in-migration rates from peak-pandemic to pre-pandemic (i.e., 2020
minus 2018) against each county’s share of seasonal /second homes (Figure 5). We find a
curvilinear association between seasonal housing stock and the change in migration. For
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counties with relatively low shares of seasonal housing, the relationship with pandemic
inflows was positive but rather mild. However, counties with high shares of seasonal
housing (>60%) had a notably strong influx of new residents during the pandemic. Recipi-
ent counties also tend to be smaller (i.e., lower pre-pandemic population). Our findings
support the general view of what happened—movers relocated to their second homes.

Share of Seasonal Housing Stock USDA amen |ty ran k
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2087104038
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B 7071108370
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Change in in-migration rate, 2020 - 2018
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Figure 5. Relationship between seasonal housing, population, and pandemic in-migration
(Source: [63,64,67] and Authors’ calculations).

We used the Natural Amenities Scale for U.S Counties dataset, which provides a measure
and rankings of the physical characteristics and environmental qualities (i.e., the six mea-
sures of climate, topography, and water) of a county area, introduced by the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) [67]. The bubble sizes indicate the number of in-movers
that the counties received. The amenities, as ranked by the USDA, did not have a strong
association with the in-migration rate. This is because, in the Northeast at least, heavily

populated coastal counties (sending areas) also rank high in natural amenities on the USDA
amenity scale.

3.2. RQ2: Outcomes for Receiving Communities

Rural NE communities, accustomed to little (or no) population growth, were surprised
by the rapid onset of newcomers and felt “tremendous” impacts specifically on the housing
market, infrastructure, and socioeconomic conditions, according to our focus group partic-
ipants. As summarized in Table 3, housing-related challenges included limited housing
stock that could not keep up with the increasing demand—reported by n = 27 (100%) of the
participants, the lack of affordable housing options—reported by n = 26 (96%), and the bar-
riers to new development in the communities, reported by #n = 21 (78%) of the participants.
Infrastructure-related challenges included insufficient and aging physical infrastructure—
reported by n = 15 (56%), and insufficient social services, reported by n = 14 (52%) of the
participants. Socioeconomic challenges were displacement and gentrification—reported
by n = 18 (67%), increasing homelessness—reported by n = 9 (33%), and lower income
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groups’ lower adaptive capacity to tackle changes in receiving communities—reported by
n = 14 (52%) of the participants. The local experts’ recommendations on regional planning
were summarized under three sub-themes: balancing their focus on existing issues in the

communities and changing trends in regional population mobility—reported by n = 20

(74%) of the participants, collaboration between the levels of governments and stakehold-

ers on monitoring and communicating these changes—reported by n = 19 (70%) of the

participants, and adopting a proactive planning approach by developing a timeframe that

introduces the right time for policy action—reported by n = 11 (41%) of the participants.

Table 3. Focus Group Findings.

States/Counties Reported on the Topic. Total Number of

Themes Sub-Themes (n: Number of Participants Reported on the Topic) Participants
Hampshire, MA (n = 8), Belknap, NH (n = 1),
. . Grafton, NH (n = 1), NH (state) (1 =1), ME (state)
;;:Efi hiil;:éralging (n =1), Penobscot, ME (n = 1), VT (state) (n = 1), 27 (100%)
deman d Addison, VT (n = 3), Lamoille, VT (n = 2), Windsor,
VT (3), Grand Isle, VT (1 = 1), Caledonia, VT (n = 2),
Broome, NY (n = 1), Saratoga, NY (n =1)
Hampshire, MA (n = 8), Broome, NY (n =1),
Housing-related Saratoga, NY (n = 1), Grafton, NH (n = 1), Belknap,
challenges Lack of affordable NH (n =1), NH (state) (n = 1), ME (state) (n = 1), 26 (96%)
housing options Penobscot, ME (n = 1), Addison, VT (n = 3), Windsor,
VT (n = 3), Lamoille, VT (n = 2), Caledonia,
VT (n=1), Grand Isle, VT (n = 1), VT (state) (n = 1)
Hampshire, MA (n = 7), Caledonia, VT (n =1),
Barriers to new Broome, NY (n = 1), Grafton, NH (n = 1), Belknap,
development NH (n = 1), NH (state) (n = 1), ME (state) (n = 1), 21 (78%)
Addison, VT (n = 3), Lamoille, VT (n = 2), Windsor,
VT (n =2), VT (state) (n = 1)
Hampshire, MA (n = 5), Saratoga, NY (n = 1),
Infrastructure- Insufficient/agin Broome, NY (n = 1), Belknap, NH (n = 1), Penobscot,
related infrastructur §M&  ME (n =1), Caledonia, VT (n = 1), Windsor, 15 (56%)
challenges mnirastructure VT (n =1), Addison, VT (n = 2), Grand Isle,
VT (n =1), Lamoille, VT (n = 1)
Hampshire, MA (n = 4), Saratoga, NY (n = 1), ME
Insufficient social (state) (n = 1), NH (state) (n = 1), Grafton, NH (n = 1), 14 (52%)
services Addison, VT (n = 3), Grand Isle, VT (n = 1), Lamoille,
VT (n =1), Windsor, VT (n = 1)
Hampshire, MA (n = 4), Broome, NY (n = 1), ME
. (state) (n = 1), NH (state) (n = 1), Grafton, NH (n = 1),
DlsPlf'*f‘?em.ent & Belknap, NH (n = 1), Addison, VT (1 = 2), Lamoille, 18 (67%)
gentrification VT (n = 2), Windsor, VT (n = 3), Grand Isle,
VT (n=1), VT (state) (n=1)
Socioeconomic Increasin Hampshire, MA (n = 3), Penobscot, ME (n = 1),
challenges homelessgrgl ess Addison, VT (n = 2), Caledonia, VT (n = 1), Lamoille, 9 (33%)
VT (n=1), Grand Isle, VT (n = 1)
Lower adaptive Hampshire, MA (n = 5?, Caledonia, VT (n = 1),
capacity of Broome, NY (n = 1), Windsor, VT (n = 2), Grafton, 14 (52%)

low-income groups

NH (n = 1), Addison, VT (n = 1), Lamaoille,
VT (n = 1), Belknap, NH (n = 1), NH (state) (n = 1)
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Table 3. Cont.
States/Counties Reported on the Topic. Total Number of
Themes Sub-Themes (n: Number of Participants Reported on the Topic) Participants

Lessons for
regional
planning

Hampshire, MA (n = 7), Caledonia, VT (n = 1),
Balancing existing Broome, NY (n = 1), Addison, VT (n = 3), Windsor,
& emerging VT (n = 2), Lamoille, VT (n = 1), Grand Isle, 20 (74%)
problems VT (n = 1), Grafton, NH (n = 1), NH (state) (n = 1),

Belknap, NH (n = 1), ME (state) (n = 1)

Hampshire, MA (n = 6), Broome, NY (1 = 1),
Caledonia, VT (n = 1), Penobscot, ME (n = 1),
Addison, VT (n = 2), Lamoille, VT (n = 1), Windsor,
VT (n=1), VT (state) (n = 1), Grand Isle, VT (n = 1),
Grafton, NH (n = 1), NH (state) (n = 1), Belknap,
NH (n = 1), ME (state) (n =1)

Collaborating on
communicating
changes

19 (70%)

Caledonia, VT (n = 1), Hampshire, MA (n = 2),

Penobscot, ME (n = 1), Addison, VT (n = 1),

Lamoille, VT (n = 1), Grafton, NH (n = 1), NH (state) 11 (41%)
(n =1), Belknap, NH (n = 1), ME (state) (n = 1),

Windsor, VT (n =1)

Proactive planning
with a timeframe

3.2.1. Housing-Related Challenges

Housing stock could not keep up with the increased demand for for-sale and rental
properties. In some areas, inventory was so low that a property was sold “as soon as it
gets on the market [...] unless it’s absurdly expensive.” Both first-time and step-up home
buyers found it difficult to compete against typically wealthier newcomers for what little
stock became available. A real estate professional from Hampshire County, Massachusetts,
described the market as:

We’ve seen building lots that no one would have put on the market. Or they held
on the market for years... because it’s next to a train track or because [it’s on]
high water table. You have to put a raised septic system and that. . .costs you
[...] 35-40 grand on top of everything on a hill. You know, that’s just really not
desirable, cramped up. And they sell!!!

Rental inventory was similarly limited. As reported by a broker from Grand Isle,
Vermont:

Last summer, I sold a property for this older woman. Her husband had passed
away. Owning a house was just too much for her. I had been speaking to her
for three years, she was ready to get out. And she just wanted a place to rent
because she didn’t want to be a homeowner anymore. And [for] three years [...]
I'm posting stuff on Front Porch forum [...], Putting stuff on Facebook saying
“Does anybody know of a rental?” And nobody!!!

Construction costs became another significant barrier. The cost of materials, equip-
ment, and labor all spiked during COVID, increasing the total costs of construction sig-
nificantly. The region’s aging population and historic slow growth compounded diffi-
culties finding laborers of skilled tradespersons. A broker in Windsor County, Vermont,
shared that:

We have no labor! [...] You have people moving here because they want to be in
the country. But there’s no one here to service them. Because there’s no lodging
for service people. We have no tradespeople. The average age of tradespeople is
59 years old. There’s no young people to take over those positions. And I'd gladly
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welcome migrants to come here, with job skills, because there’s [an] endless
amount of work, but there’s no place for them to live [...].

Short-term rentals, such as Airbnb and VRBO, also contributed to the rental crunch.
Participants were concerned about the “frenetic increase” in short-term rentals since 2020 as
year-round housing became limited for permanent residents, which might help “populate
the schools and create a thriving community.”

Low-income housing experts were extremely frustrated. A director of a community
trust in Vermont shared that “somebody getting a mortgage can’t compete with a cash
buyer, let alone somebody trying to work through the land trust.” Another said their
homeownership program had “ceased to function anymore,” both from the difficulty in
finding existing homes and in patching together multiple and challenging funding sources
for new construction. Alternative housing solutions (e.g., mobile houses, RVs) started to
“pop up” in unusual places—such as next to existing farms—and stay longer than just
seasonally. Others discussed the potential renovation of old mills and factory buildings
into affordable (or at least attainable) housing.

3.2.2. Infrastructure-Related Challenges

As underlined by a broker from Hampshire County, MA, “it’s not just the lack of
housing... [but] the lack of services to get people on their feet” in the communities impacted
by migration. The participants argued that the infrastructure—specifically heating, elec-
tricity, wastewater, and stormwater treatment—was very old and limited for the existing
population, even before in-migration. An influx of new residents would likely challenge
the already-fragile electricity infrastructure, especially if coupled with increased electric
use, such as through residential heat pumps, electric vehicles, and dependence on seasonal
renewable energy sources (e.g., solar energy with lower production in winter). Renters
cannot switch to more efficient electric heat pump systems, leaving many homes cold
in winter and without air conditioning in summer. Similarly, the dependence on septic
systems is a significant barrier to development in rural communities, given that septic
requires large lots. Many homes on septic tanks also use well water, creating obvious
hazards when systems fail.

Communities are also challenged by the lack of some of the services, especially techno-
logical services. Internet and cell service were reported to be “overwhelmingly” inadequate
in some areas. The in-movers, often remote workers who relied heavily on internet connec-
tivity, found the limited /unstable access severely insufficient, especially in more outlying
settlements, despite some ongoing efforts such as the New NY Broadband Program [68].
Social infrastructure—i.e., schools, childcare, healthcare, nursing homes, and emergency
services—is also poorly equipped to accommodate a population influx in rural NE com-
munities. School buildings are old, some dating back to the 1970s or earlier, and many
lack the staff or classroom space to absorb new students. For instance, a broker from
Addison, VT, reported that her daughter’s school had “[enrolled] 100 new kids over the
summer,” which had “a big impact” on school capacity in small communities. These rapid
influxes are difficult to foresee and prepare for, especially in the towns where secondary
houses or short-term rentals suddenly became permanent housing. While “overcrowding”
was most prominent for high-rated school districts, it created a domino effect on regional
school systems. Pressure in higher-rated school districts pushed lower-resourced families to
more peripheral towns. This challenged outskirt towns” housing markets as well as school
resources (e.g., teachers, equipment, classes). The lack of affordable childcare services was
also a significant problem for rural communities.

Sudden population growth also strained rural healthcare systems. Elderly care, an
already-existing concern in rural communities due to the aging population, has become
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a growing issue fueled by the shortage of nursing homes. Many feared that sudden
growth would spark the vicious cycle, whereby the lack of affordable housing leads to
staffing problems. It was argued that the communities will fail to “replace and train in the
generation that will take care of them” unless they build enough affordable housing for the
service sector employees. Older homeowners were also reluctant to put their property on
the market because there was no appropriate housing for them to move into.

Local emergency and fire departments lacked resources and equipment to respond
to an emergency, especially in remote areas. Services for newcomers were limited. The
participants noted an acute need for regional and local planners to “start looking at these
issues [insufficient services].” In some areas, newcomers brought new politics to local
decision-making. In Addison County, Vermont, for instance, newcomers reportedly took a
position against having truck traffic on the main street, unlike most of the locals who were
used to it.

3.2.3. Socioeconomic Challenges: Growing Pressure on Low-Income Populations and Businesses

Local experts repeatedly expressed concerns about the impact on disadvantaged
communities. Low-income households have fewer resources and a lower capacity to adapt
to changes in their community. As such, they face acute threats of displacement due to a
range of challenges: an existing affordable housing crunch escalated by the influx of new
residents, limited job opportunities, and low adaptive capacity of low-income populations
to the changing climate and migration patterns.

The lack of affordable housing was widely discussed as a concern for low-income
communities. It was viewed as the main reason why people were “finding themselves
having to go further and further outside of the area” where they used to live. There has
been little to no housing development in targeted communities due to construction costs
and cumbersome permitting. What did get built was not affordable for the local first-time
or even most step-up homebuyers. This problem, combined with the prevalence of second
homes and short-term rentals, created a huge gap in the housing stock that can be rented or
purchased by permanent residents (e.g., teachers, nurses, and small business employees).
A broker from Caledonia County, VT, noted:

[We] had a problem with finding teachers, bus drivers, electricians. .. People to

work at banks, people to work at the hotels, people to work at the ski mountain.

It’s impossible to find, or very hard to find people to work. .. I think it’s similar to

what our discussion was on the “to build affordable housing doesn’t make sense

anymore.” It’s the same. .. We all want to have [small businesses] in our main
street in the small towns. But if you can’t afford someone to come here to work
there, it’s [a] challenge right now!

According to our experts, housing and rental prices nearly doubled in some areas
within two years after peak COVID-19, contributing to “a steady increase in homelessness.”
Vermont and Massachusetts saw a “crazy spike” in homelessness in areas where it was
not common before. Unhoused populations are especially vulnerable to emergencies. For
example, the flooding events in July 2023 severely impacted an encampment along the Con-
necticut River in the Northampton, MA area. Many from Western Massachusetts, Vermont,
and Upstate New York underlined that the lower-income individuals in their communities
were living within the floodplains, as the most affordable areas were typically the “most
environmentally compromised locations.” A broker from Broome County, NY, explained
how low-income communities ended up living in flood-impacted areas in Binghamton:

All the [flood-impacted] housing that was owner-occupied [after] the last two
floods is no longer owner-occupied. Somebody has bought it. Somebody has
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smacked it back together. And now it’s rented out to the people that have the
least options.

Lower-income groups have lower financial capacity to adapt to environmental and
demographic changes in rural communities. Housing experts, mostly working with low-
and moderate-income groups, shared that it was not easy for these populations “to pick up
and move,” even though they were suffering. Even with some housing incentives, there
was an increasing number of tenants in rural areas who could not afford other crucial
services—e.g., electric bills reaching $500/month and heating costs. In case of losing their
residences due to a natural hazard or eviction, the disadvantaged groups usually had
“nowhere else to go” and might end up unhoused.

The housing experts noted that unless action was taken to improve lower-income
people’s adaptive capacity, historic patterns would continue. The wealthier populations,
companies, and land speculators would find “the easiest way to comfort” by increasing
their resilience to change, while historically disadvantaged populations would remain more
vulnerable. “Collective action” was one solution noted by our participants to prevent the
private sector from taking over the development in rural areas, thereby continuing historical
patterns and leaving disadvantaged communities behind. Communities, governments, the
private sector, and other stakeholders need to work together to prevent further displacement
from happening.

Rural areas, especially those offering amenities (e.g., natural, educational), may at-
tract urbanites who escape from socioeconomic challenges faced in big cities and utilize
technological changes such as remote working. These movements challenge various
systems—housing, infrastructure, and socioeconomic equality—in receiving communities.

3.3. RQ3: Lessons for Strategic Regional Planning

The experts agreed on the key role of regional planning in guiding the efforts to
turn population growth into opportunities for their communities. They argued that their
communities were not suitable for population growth unless they altered the current policy
approach, which lacks a broader vision of regional changes and is resistant to change in
general. To them, these efforts first need to address already-existing issues that have been
exacerbated by the population influx. They consistently discussed that planning for a longer
horizon required policymakers to cultivate political will to understand changing drivers
and outcomes of population mobility and get the “towns on board,” raising awareness on
such problems. This innovative approach was argued to help regions achieve sustainable
and balanced development, with communities better prepared for such movements.

The experts recommended revisiting plans to tackle the current “patchwork” of
problems—i.e., the lack of affordable/attainable housing and insufficient/poor infrastructure—
while also taking emerging socioeconomic inequalities into account. It was repeatedly
underlined that the policies that are currently in place “can’t keep up with things today
and let alone preparing for an influx of people.” The experts found the regulations—e.g.,
zoning regulations, large lots or frontage dimensions, and requirements about accessory
dwelling units (ADUs)—too restrictive, which significantly hindered development in the
towns. They understood the reasons behind these limitations, as well as their benefits
for preserving their environmental resources and “small town spirit.” However, many
argued that there is “an opportunity for them [policymakers]” to “recognize the housing
crisis” in their communities and reassess their land use and zoning policies to increase the
number of permits where necessary. Relaxing these strict requirements and incentivizing
the development of affordable housing and rental units were found to be crucial to take
“some pressure off our housing market” and better serve their communities that are already
in need of affordable and attainable housing. As a housing expert from New Hampshire
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stated, the incentives need to include both the regulations and funding opportunities to
help affordable housing developers function properly:

I'd say there’s a lot of policy, sort of, incentives that need to go. [...] We’ve touched
on [...] points, or the financial feasibility piece with developers. [...] Whether that
looks like grants or lower interest loans, or some of the other financial tools, that
states can use to incentivize the specific types of development they need.

The common advice for planning efforts was to improve the “decaying” infrastructure
in a way that also enhances resilience. The roadways, usually outdated and poorly main-
tained, needed to be improved and viably utilized. The experts argued that both existing
residents and the newcomers aspire to live in less car-dominant settlements where they
can safely walk or bike for their daily activities. They call for incentives to provide more
sidewalks, bike lanes, and better public transportation opportunities to make these small
towns more viable and sustainable. Similarly, current sewer systems, typically relying on
septic tanks, need to be replaced by treatment systems to enable denser development. Some
regulations to manage stormwater, such as introducing disincentives or taxing imperme-
able surfaces within properties near Lake Champlain, Vermont, were found to be useful for
flood resilience. The discussions underlined the need for enhancing long-term resilience, as
summarized by a housing official from New Hampshire:

[Planning should focus on] making sure that you [the towns] are building in
places that are not in floodplains [...] at least to the best you can. So, the resiliency
planning, that’s a [...] buzz topic for a lot of communities right now. It’s figuring
out, “okay, well, what makes the most sense for our long-term plan? Where do
we want to see growth? And then how do we incentivize the growth we want
to see in the areas we want to see it?” And just to make sure that’s all worked
in there, the population pieces, the environmental pieces, demographic pieces,
transportation... All of it.

The participants stated that their governments are “the biggest hurdle to any sort
of change.” Policymakers usually lack the political will to adopt a visionary perspective,
and there is “no wiggle room” to “plan ahead” for future issues. As put by a housing
expert from Maine, the communities needed to have “people elected who are aware” of the
changes that are “beyond their political boundaries.” Policymakers need to look beyond
“here and now” and work collaboratively with other affected jurisdictions to develop a
comprehensive understanding of emerging drivers of population mobilities in their region.

Local experts were aware of the barriers that might prevent policymakers from de-
veloping a planning approach for the longer horizon and even addressing the existing
issues. They stated governments functioned very slowly, especially at the local level, due
to the lack of resources and red tape. They mentioned that “municipal planning staff
were already overworked,” with employees having to do multiple jobs and, and lacking
expertise in some areas. From the perspective of affordable housing developers, it would
take them “from five to seven years to build the project,” as they needed to overcome many
bureaucratic steps at the government level. As put by a housing expert from Massachusetts,
who previously worked as a local government official:

Government moves slow. Sometimes at a snail’s pace, especially when you've
got a gazillion people that need to check the box before you can do anything. [...]
You need to have a plan, and then you have to find the money, and then you have
to get city council approval, and it’s just a lot of steps to make anything happen.

Regional planning efforts may also be challenged by the fragmented structure of
government authority in the NE. It was underlined that rural NE towns typically had a
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high level of authority in planning actions such as local land use and zoning decisions. The
communities usually “stifle the growth” in rural areas by resisting the suggestions that
would change their “quaint little” towns. Local officials typically serve for a long time,
“run” the government through their long-established methods, and are usually reluctant
to comply with state mandates, even simpler demands “such as trainings.” The residents
“rallied against” higher density or commercial development due to “cultural biases” with a
“NIMBY—not in my backyard” mentality against affordable housing. A housing expert
from Vermont underlined the misconception of density, described the rural growth dilemma
as a “chicken and egg” problem, and added:

We have declining school enrollment, and so the schools are closing, you know.
We do need more people to pay into the system, but we also need to make those
investments in housing and infrastructure. So that there’s this place for them to
come. And you know, in Vermont, there, there are still contingents who think
like, we’re actually out of space, or we’ll lose our rural character if we build any
more. But Vermont could double its population density and still be less dense
than Tennessee.

According to the local experts, regional planning for long-term population movements
driven by environmental hazards requires planners to be on guard with the right timing,
act in collaboration with state- and local-level governments and ensure community engage-
ment. Planners should not “jump too quickly” and need to account for the right timing,
as the demand for policy change is not high yet. On the other hand, if the communities
wait too long without a “contingency plan,” it would be too late and costly to adapt to
the changes in demand. State and local governments should seek consensus by work-
ing collaboratively on understanding the needs of the communities, identifying potential
growth areas, and revisiting their strategies on a timely basis. A housing expert from
New Hampshire underlined the need for community engagement, which was repeatedly
described as key to communicating the risks and benefits, building trust, and making the
change happen:

The community engagement piece is incredibly important. [...] People don't like
change, period. So, [...] if you can hear them talk about what they want to see
and help visualize what sort of policy decisions can help them get there, you
know, you can have some success. Because I think if you ask a lot of people, they
will bring up the same topics. They’ll bring up the fact that they’re concerned
about their community... That they won’t be able to live there; that their kids
won’t be able to live there; that, you know, their coffee shop is shutting down
as well. But then a specific development might come forward. And [they are]
like, “well, that’s not the right place for that. [It] is really important, making sure
people understand, sort of, what the benefit is. Because their biggest asset, if
they’re a homeowner, is their home, and they’re nervous about anything that
would potentially harm that.

4. Discussion

Our study contributes to the existing body of literature on COVID-19-related mobility
by adopting a mixed-methods approach that models secondary data and also analyzes
the first-hand qualitative data collected directly from affected communities. To our knowl-
edge, it is the first study exploring the ground truth by collecting qualitative data in the
communities impacted by peak COVID-19-induced population movements in the US con-
text, with a specific focus on the implications for regional planning. Also, in the broader
perspective, the findings of this study may alert planners and policymakers and guide
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planning efforts to achieve sustainable and just outcomes of such movements driven by
similar environmental factors (e.g., extreme heat and flood risk).

This study supports findings by other studies that COVID-19 era movers were the
urbanites who fled populous metro areas such as New York City and Boston in the NE
region, and particularly second homeowners. The top receiving areas were predominantly
rural states such as Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire at the peak of the pandemic
in 2020. Our county-level analysis revealed that the majority of the movers were moving
within the NE region, and there was an “urban exodus” from highly populous counties
in metro areas when compared to pre-pandemic (2018) values. Natural amenities did not
have a strong effect on the influx, probably because heavily populated coastal counties also
rank high in natural amenities based on the USDA amenity scale.

Our case study data supported the worries about the increasing housing costs, leading
to lower availability [49,57], and an imbalance between the purchasing power of current
residents and newcomers [58]. Receiving communities were not able to sustain the avail-
ability of the housing market for the locals, as they no longer could compete in the market
dominated by wealthier, often cash buyer urbanites outbuying the properties in the rural
NE. Services such as primary education were overburdened. More importantly, locals were
worried about their aging population and the shortage of workforce (especially nursery
and childcare workers) to sustain the necessary services, which was an already-existing
problem exacerbated by the lack of workforce-priced housing in the area. Rural NE towns
were struggling with poor infrastructure capacity, particularly sanitary and stormwater
systems, and emergency services, which were also being challenged by the Great Flood of
July 2023, as well as many other unnamed flooding events.

The findings verified the warnings about disproportionate impacts of disaster-driven
movements on disadvantaged populations in receiving communities [69]. The concerns
about potential gentrification in rural NE (see, for instance, [51]) were also validated by
our findings. Many NE rural communities experienced significant tension between the
(generally) wealthier newcomers and locals. Some places have seen an increase in displaced
and unhoused populations, which was connected to the housing crunch.

Based on our discussions with the experts, we argue that the pressure receiving
communities faced during the COVID-19 era migration alerts us about future challenges
that may arise in areas that receive migration driven by various environmental factors and,
in particular, climate-related hazards. Environmental changes, both slow and rapid, are
likely to push migration not only to traditional attraction points (big cities, metro areas) but
also to rural areas, especially with the help of technological changes enabling remote work.

The good news is that communities can prepare for desired outcomes from the arrival
of new residents if these changes are well understood and planned ahead of time. Regional
planning has a key role in this regard, creating more opportunities for a smooth transition
rather than a shock. Our focus group participants did not call out strategic planning or sce-
nario planning by name as key steps, but the conditions they noted—uncertainty, the need
for quick responses, and community engagement, as well as multi-scalar collaboration—are
suited to the strengths of strategic planning, particularly as undertaken with scenario
planning. This kind of proactive and preparatory planning requires an innovative approach
involving a multi-step process accounting for the evolving nature of domestic migration
(e.g., climate-induced migrations, socio-technological drivers) while also addressing en-
trenched problems in smaller communities, which can turn into crises with even slight
increases in population. Experts think collaboration among various levels of government
would help local planners, who typically lack resources and political will to plan for a
longer horizon. Planning with longer time frames was seen as crucial, as the demand
for policy changes on the problem is not yet high among the communities. Community

https://doi.org/10.3390/1and 15010003


https://doi.org/10.3390/land15010003

Land 2026, 15, 3

20 of 24

education and engagement were recommended by the local experts to be able to build
trust and act on the problem. Rural planning may benefit from planning with and for the
communities by communicating the changes in migration trends and understanding their
current needs and expectations in terms of receiving newcomers, which would guide the
planning processes.

A good starting place may be revisiting existing planning tools, such as zoning and
land-use regulations, rather than trying to reinvent the wheel. Planning for a longer
horizon can guide the efforts to update local plans that might be outdated and fail to
reflect the current and evolving needs of the communities. Incorporating, or at least
monitoring, the impacts of larger-scale environmental change on regions and communities
can make a difference in achieving sustainable outcomes in the long run. Such efforts can be
channeled towards increasing the supply of and access to affordable housing, strengthening
infrastructure capacity, and taking steps to otherwise increase climate resilience and offer
the types of services that help integrate newcomers into a new community. Potential
receiving communities may also need to extend their financial and staff capacity to better
adapt aging infrastructure and public services to handle future natural catastrophes. Lower-
income populations in receiving communities are especially vulnerable, with very limited
adaptive capacity to either move out of harm’s way or cope with the changes in place. The
communities with new—typically wealthier—taxpayers face the threat of becoming less
and less socioeconomically diverse if they abide by their existing regulations that limit
affordable and attainable housing.

Enhancing housing and infrastructure capacity may not be easy for small towns.
Although some may perceive the countryside as almost limitless, reality paints a different
picture in rural NE. Developable land in the Northeast is limited due to a combination of
natural features, regulatory restrictions, and insufficient infrastructure. Many towns are
located close to environmental conservation areas such as forests, water bodies, wetlands,
and farmlands with restrictive zoning. Denser, newer subdivisions are difficult to site
without sewage treatment plants. These conditions not only limit capacities to absorb
incoming populations but also hinder innovative solutions such as affordable housing,
rental units, and mixed-use areas, which may potentially increase climate resilience.

It is important to note that our case study findings mainly depend on the perspec-
tives of a group of local housing experts who volunteered to participate in focus group
discussions. Studies with a larger group of experts (e.g., regional planners, other infras-
tructure practitioners) in different research settings may further advance our knowledge
on population mobility towards rural areas, environmental drivers, and outcomes of such
movements, as well as their implications for regional strategic planning in affected areas.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we investigate the population movement trends during the peak
COVID-19 years and their outcomes for the receiving communities through the eyes of local
experts in the NE. We find that in the wake of COVID, urbanites from mainly bigger cities
and metro areas moved to predominantly rural areas, and the influx took a significant toll
on receiving communities. We argue that the COVID-19 experience illuminates potential
outcomes of other sharp shocks for receiving communities. Big cities and metro areas, the
traditional hubs of resources, are no longer the only attraction points. Movements—driven
by various environmental hazards (e.g., disasters, repetitive or slow-onset environmental
hazards such as wildfires, droughts) and socioeconomic factors (e.g., housing crises)—may
push populations toward destinations that are not historically accustomed to population
influx. These changes significantly challenge the infrastructure and social systems in small
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communities that may benefit from regional planning addressing already-existing problems
and understanding evolving drivers and outcomes of population mobility.

Although we think that COVID-era movements are generally similar to what we
might expect from other environmentally driven mobilities, we are cognizant of potential
differences and other inferential biases. COVID-era migrants in the Northeast tended
to be from upper or upper-middle-income households. Wealth affords one the ability
to move. However, this does not mean that all types of future movements will induce
movement from a similar group of population or will pose the exact same outcomes for the
communities. Our research focuses on the initial phase of COVID-19 migration, whereas
the return migration trends may reveal different results. Further research focusing on
longer-term effects of such movements, exploring relocations of a more diverse population,
is likely to reveal additional insights into the drivers and outcomes of such movements for
receiving communities.

These findings, unfolding the experiences of receiving communities during an un-
precedented influx toward rural areas, present a warning and an opportunity to prepare
for a future of more mobility in response to hazards of many kinds. Rural communities
have the potential to beneficially host movers only if they plan for just and sustainable
outcomes now, which can carry forward to the future. Regional strategic planning that
oversees and guides these efforts can prepare communities for sustainable and just out-
comes in the long run. Through an innovative and proactive approach, regional planning
can incorporate the evolving nature of domestic migration in demographic modeling and
resulting policy choices, creating better outcomes for receiving communities and reducing
burdens on socioeconomically disadvantaged communities. Meanwhile, addressing the
existing challenges to attainable/affordable housing supply, increasing climate resilience,
and enhancing the integration of newcomers into receiving communities could make the
difference between crisis and opportunity (as discussed in [70]). Much of this we know
how to do, even if implementation is imperfect at best. The rapid flux of the COVID-19 era
highlights that other environmental drivers, such as climate-induced hazards, create greater
uncertainty about the timing and amount of population that should be expected, and the
ways that change may bring opportunities and challenges to areas outside of urban centers.
Practices that incorporate uncertainty into longer-horizon planning efforts while working
within the limited governance capacity of local and especially rural authorities are essential.
COVID-19 was a unique moment, but it also brought a window into possible futures.
Planning can use that window to prepare communities for a climate-changed future.
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