Urban Migration, Public Health Amenities, and Local
Newspapers in 1870-1940 U.S.

Anais Galdin Quan Le
Dartmouth College Harvard Business School

Abstract

We study how local newspapers shaped rural-to-urban migration in the United States,
1870-1940. We combine newly digitized full-count U.S. censuses with data on local
newspaper presence and on the flow of news articles across places to measure how
migrants respond to information about destination amenities. We focus on municipal
water filtration, which sharply reduced waterborne disease mortality. We show that
filtration reduces waterborne disease coverage in the news and increases in-migration
to adopting cities, with substantially larger effects from origins served by a daily
newspaper. Using data on news article flows, we further show that migration is higher
toward destinations with greater news exposure, but the effect reverses when the
coverage concerns waterborne disease. We interpret these findings as direct evidence
of information frictions in migration decisions and of local newspapers' role in
alleviating them.



