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ABSTRACT 

Brain Drain: A Study on the Life and Career Choices of Texas A&M International University 

Students Post-Graduation (Summer 2021) 

Martha Lidia Rodriguez, B.A., The University of Texas at Austin; 

Chair of Committee: Dr. Pamela J. Neumann 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that influence(d) the life and career 

choices of Texas A&M International University (TAMIU) students post-graduation – in 

particular whether and why they decided to stay in Laredo, TX or leave after graduation.   The 

investigation focused on TAMIU alumni who graduated within the last five (5) academic years 

(2015-2016 thru 2019-2020).  To determine which factors were most influential in TAMIU 

alumni’s decision-making, this study used qualitative data, specifically, online in-depth 

interviews.  By measuring place attachment, social capital, and human capital of TAMIU alumni, 

this study contributes to our understanding of how brain drain occurs in the Laredo community.  

Place attachment, social capital and human capital are all interconnected factors that 

influenced the decision-making process of TAMIU alumni post-graduation.  However, the 

results of this study specifically indicated that place attachment was the main factor that 

contributed to a person’s decision about staying or leaving Laredo after graduation.  Moreover, 

the data showed that family relationships were the primary reason that respondents felt highly 

attached to the city.  Although brain drain did not seem to be occurring at the level expected, this 

study suggests that it could be a growing issue in the future.  Most respondents currently living in 

Laredo stated that they are or have considered moving out of the city in search of better 

employment and entertainment options elsewhere.   
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INTRODUCTION 

“Laredo's image hammered by drug violence!”  This is one of the many headlines alike 

that you will read today regarding Laredo, Texas (MacCormack, 2012).  Contrary to popular 

belief by those located outside of Laredo, violence is not lurking around every corner of the city.  

However, articles such as these contribute to negative perceptions of the city that make it less 

likely that people outside of Laredo might want to visit or make this community their home. 

Despite dominant media portrayals of the border as being beset with drugs, crime, and violence, 

Laredo has a rich and complex history. This community, once filled with adobe-style homes, has 

become one of the most important import/export ports in the world in the 21st century (Aguilar, 

2014). 

Laredo’s importance as an economic hub along the U.S.-Mexico border underscores the 

importance of understanding the experiences of its college-educated population, who contribute 

substantially to the successful development of the community.  Laredo is home to one four-year 

university, Texas A&M International University (TAMIU). The primary goal of this study is to 

understand the deciding factors that influence(d) the life and career choices of recent TAMIU 

alumni, specifically, whether or not they choose to stay in Laredo, Texas following graduation.  

In doing so, this research contributes to our understanding of the relative importance of factors 

such as social capital, human capital, and place attachment in the trajectory of TAMIU 

graduates. In addition, this investigation seeks to provide insight into how this South Texas 

community might reduce the loss of some of its college graduates, or what some scholars call 

“brain drain”. 

 

 
This thesis follows the model of the journal Sociology of Education. 
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Laredo, Texas 

Resting along the north bank of the Rio Grande River, Laredo has been at the heart of 

international trade since the implementation of the 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA).  The history of Laredo began during the Spanish Colonial Period when Spain 

intended to explore and colonize a Mexican province located in the northeastern part of Mexico 

and areas that now form part of Texas.  Founded by Tomas Sanchez de la Barrera y Garza in 

1755, Laredo’s first settlers consisted of Sanchez and three families.  Originally known as Villa 

de San Agustin de Laredo, the small settlement initially comprised of fifteen (15) grazing plots 

meant for use by its residents.  The location of the settlement site is known today as downtown 

Laredo, near the San Agustin Cathedral and San Agustin Plaza ("A Brief History of Laredo, 

Texas", 2021).   

Over the course of its first fifty years, Laredo experienced hardships consisting of drastic 

weather changes and raids by the Comanche and Apache Indian Tribes.  As a result, Sanchez 

was appointed to administer the town and military to stop the Native American tribes from 

continuing to cause problems to the town and its residents ("A Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 

2021). When the town’s first inspection was made around 1757, it was reported that eighty-five 

(85) people in the town of Villa de San Agustin de Laredo owned 9,000 heads of cattle, sheep, 

and goats.  Ten years later, the town’s families received their first distribution of land.  Families 

received a porcion each, except for Sanchez who received two.  Shortly thereafter, the town 

elected its first mayor, Jose Martinez de Soto, and first councilmen, Nicolas Castellano.  The 

town’s new administrators failed to stop the ongoing Indian raids and Sanchez was eventually 

chosen again to lead the town as Mayor.  Back as Mayor, Sanchez ended the Indian raids and 
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continued to serve in his position until the year 1792 when he resigned.  Sanchez’ descendants 

continued to inhabit the area over the course of the town’s history and in 1926 and 1954, two of 

his direct descendants were voted into office as Mayors ("A Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 

2021).  

By the time Texas gained its independence in 1836, Laredo had about 2,000 constituents.  

According to local historians, Laredo’s significance was established as the “gateway to Mexico” 

when the Mexican armies led by Antonio Lopez Santa Ana made their way to the Alamo by 

crossing through Laredo.   Ten years later, Laredo was yet again caught at the center of another 

war between the United States and Mexico.  The treaty signed at the end of this war, the Treaty 

of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), established the new boundary line between Mexico and the U.S., 

which was the Rio Grande River.  Although life returned to normal after the signing of the treaty, 

the area continued to experience Indian raids and the U.S. Army established a new army base in 

Laredo in 1848.  The army base was initially named Camp Crawford but was later renamed Fort 

McIntosh ("A Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 2021).   

Laredo continued to grow and eventually families of European descent made their way 

into the city.  Today, those families still live in Laredo and are amongst the most powerful on the 

border.   In 1851, international trade began between the U.S. and Mexico and large ranches were 

developed, albeit with ongoing concerns regarding bandit gangs that prevented the town from 

making progress ("A Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 2021).   

Laredo’s trajectory shifted dramatically with the completion of the Texas Mexican 

Railway (1881) and even more so when the Missouri Pacific Lines reached Laredo a year later.  

This, in combination with the Mexico City National Lines reaching the border, made Laredo the 

“greatest international freight movement in the Western Hemisphere.”  Without a doubt, the 
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inception of the railways converted Laredo into one of Texas’ most valuable towns.  As a result 

of this economic growth, Laredo’s population also grew exponentially ("A Brief History of 

Laredo, Texas", 2021).   

During this era, Laredo established a light company, an electric street railway, a city 

market, an opera house, a telephone exchange, ice plants, an ore refinery, and brick plants.  

Additionally, a courthouse, jail, and public school were also built.  In an effort to keep up with 

the foreign trade industry, Mexico built a large machine shop in Laredo and completed the first 

railroad bridge across the Rio Grande River.  A pedestrian bridge was later built by the 

International Bridge and Tramway Company which connected even further the two border towns 

("A Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 2021).   

Eventually, more Anglo-American families made their way into Laredo, merging the two 

cultures.  Other changes pertaining to ranching also came at this time.  Ranch owners learned 

that raising sheep was more profitable in cooler areas and as such, ranches switched to raising 

cattle instead.  Laredo also began to increase its interest in crop production.  The Mexican 

Revolution that occurred between 1910 and 1917, brought a wave of new people from Mexico to 

the area looking to start a new life and to invest their money in real property and business ("A 

Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 2021).   

 Shortly after World War I ended, natural gas was discovered near Laredo.  O.W. 

Killam erected the first oil well in Laredo, launching the city into yet another economic boom 

that rivaled the economic boom of late 1800s.  Just as before, Laredo’s growth continued 

throughout the years and the city eventually turned to tourist trade with the completion of the Pan 

American Highway to the City of Mexico in 1935.  The tourist development established Laredo 

as the place for leaders of the sister countries to meet.  Years later, Laredo continued to grow as a 
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result of World War II and the Laredo Army Airfield being built within its limits.  Moreover, the 

war also grew exponentially the import and export business between the two countries.  The 

combination of all these factors allowed for Laredo to continue to grow after the war ended even 

though many doubted it would do so ("A Brief History of Laredo, Texas", 2021). 

 Laredo’s ascension to the top of the international trade industry was solidified when the 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was established in 1994.  Entered into by 

Canada, the United States, and Mexico, the purpose of NAFTA was to create “a free-trade zone 

in North America” which lifted tariffs on most of the goods produced by the three countries 

(“North America Free Trade Agreement,” 2019).  Additionally, the agreement was also set up to 

gradually eliminate import/export barriers currently in place by the three countries (“North 

America Free Trade Agreement,” 2019).   

 Today, Laredo is considered the largest inland port in the United States due to its 

location, its convenient access to Interstate Highway 35 and the Mexican Federal Highway 85, 

the positive effects of NAFTA, and the numerous import/export businesses that base themselves 

out of the city (Aguilar, 2014).  With the Laredo port of entry consisting of four (4) international 

bridges, it is of no surprise that over 47% of the U.S.’s international trade and over 36% of 

Mexico’s international trade crosses through Laredo.  As such, the local economy revolves 

around import, export, and warehousing (Hall, n.d.).  In 2005, the Laredo Port of Entry 

accounted for “40.3% (93.8 billion) of the total value of U.S. - Mexico overland merchandise 

trade” (“Labor Market Information,” 2021).  Due to large amount of traffic coming in and out of 

the city, the Laredo Port of Entry was previously selected by the U.W. Customs Service as a 

testing site for new programs aimed at improving the efficiency and processing of shipments 

moving through the city (“Labor Market Information,” 2021).   
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The Job Market in Laredo, TX  

 As of 2007, it was reported that Laredo’s job market predominantly consisted of the 

following four (4) areas: (1) Trade, Transportation, and Utilities – 32%, (2), Government – 23%, 

(3) Education and Health Services – 15%, and (4), Leisure and Hospitality – 10% (“Labor 

Market Information,” 2021).   

 Without a doubt the City of Laredo plays a vital role in the international trade industry.  

Given the amount of money that the city generates for the country and its sister country, it is no 

surprise that many of the available job opportunities afforded to its residents are related to 

import, export, and warehousing businesses.  However, many of Laredo’s residents still express 

difficulty in finding employment within the city.  The challenges that some residents face in 

securing a stable job in Laredo is concerning, since one would think that a city with such a 

successful industry as the foundation of its economy would be able to afford its citizens a good 

quality of life.  It appears that the city may not be training its population to keep up with the 

types of jobs it needs to fill.  Moreover, despite the fact that a university was erected within the 

city in the 1970s to enhance the skills and education of its residents (see section below), many 

graduates leave Laredo after obtaining their degrees.  One possible reason for this could be that 

the university is not necessarily producing graduates in the fields most in demand in the local job 

market.  However, other factors might also influence college graduates’ decisions about where to 

live post-graduation – family ties, friendship networks, or general quality of life considerations. 

This study aims to explore these different factors in order to help the City of Laredo and the local 

university learn how it could improve its efforts to retain its college-educated population in order 

to ensure the city’s long-term success. Moreover, the city should not just work on finding ways 
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to retain its citizens but also find ways to attract people to live here.  As we have seen, Laredo is 

so much more than just clickbait headlines associating it with violence.     

Texas A&M International University 

Texas A&M International University is an international university located in Laredo, 

Texas on the border with Mexico.  It serves as “the cultural and intellectual hub of a vibrant 

multilingual and multicultural community” (King, n.d.). Currently, it serves over 8,400 students 

by offering a wide range of baccalaureate and masters programs, and one doctorate degree (King, 

n.d.).   

TAMIU's history begins with the establishment of Laredo Junior College (1947), a two-

year college in Laredo Texas (“Laredo College,” n.d.).  In the summer of 1968, brothers and 

local physicians Joaquin and Leonides Cigarroa, led a delegation of twenty-seven (27) members 

that sought to expand the two-year college into a full university, offering four (4) year 

degrees.  They appealed to the Texas Coordinating Board for Higher Education (TCBHE), but 

the board denied the request, stating that not enough students were interested to necessitate the 

creation of a four-year institution in Laredo.  The brothers Cigarroa returned to Laredo and 

started a petition which was signed by eight thousand (8,000) Laredo citizens; they subsequently 

presented this petition to the TCBHE.  This proved to be the difference-maker, and State 

Representative Honore Ligarde of Laredo sponsored legislation in the Senate to move forward 

with the plan.  The legislation sought to create an "upper-level senior institution" which only 

allowed upperclassman and graduate students, focusing on allowing local collegiate students a 

way to obtain higher education without leaving Laredo (Barrientos-Whitfield, 2021).    

Texas A&I University at Laredo officially opened its doors in September of 1970 

(Barrientos-Whitfield, 2021). The university's first president, Billy F. Cowart, sought to turn the 
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legislation into reality by creating the upper-level center.  He recruited across the country and 

brought in 19 faculty members to begin the program.  Twenty-five (25) students graduated from 

programs offered at the fledgling university in May 1971, and another seventy-five (75) 

graduated in 1972.  By 1976, Texas A&I University at Laredo was ready to begin building its 

first buildings on the Laredo Jr. College campus.  During construction, the university decided 

that a name change was in order, to better capitalize on its regional identity, and the new name of 

"Laredo State University" was christened in 1977 (Barrientos-Whitfield, 2021). 

The university continued fleshing out its degree programs through the late 1970's, and by 

the early 1980's it offered bachelor's degrees in general business, international trade, business 

administration, educational services including bilingual education, and criminal justice, among 

others.  In 1989, the university joined the Texas A&M University system, which prompted the 

final name change to TAMIU (Texas A&M International University) in 1993 (Barrientos-

Whitfield, 2021) 

Since its inauguration as A&I University, TAMIU’s student enrollment has grown from 

285 students in the fall of 1970, to 8,525 in the fall of 2020 (“Fast facts,” n.d.).  Additionally, 

over the course of its history, TAMIU has awarded an approximate 29,395 degrees (“Fast facts,” 

n.d.).  The growth in enrollment also caused a growth in employees and faculty.  In the 1974 

fiscal year, the university employed 52 employees (“Fast facts,” n.d.).  As of 2020, that figure 

had increased to 737 employees (“Fast facts,” n.d.).  TAMIU has also received a number of 

accolades throughout the years.  According to the U.S. News and World Report’s 2020 Edition, 

TAMIU ranked as the second highest ranked Texas public university in the category of Best 

Regional Universities West and was also ranked as the highest-ranked regional campus of the 

Texas A&M University System (“Fast facts,” n.d.).  Other accolades included fifth in the country 
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among the 100 most affordable public schools with the highest return on investment and first in 

Texas for having the lowest student debt and second in the U.S. (“Fast facts,” n.d.).    

  Having an accredited university located in the community has provided educational 

opportunities to residents that previously were not available without having to move out of 

Laredo.  It is easy to assume that having such opportunities available to residents would provide 

Laredo with a substantial amount of people with bachelor's degrees or higher equal to or higher 

than the national average; however, as the following data shows, this is not the case.  In 2000, 

14.7% of Laredo’s population over 25 years of age held a bachelor’s degree or higher in 

comparison to the national average of 23.2% ("U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Laredo City, 

Texas." n.d.). Between the years of 2015-2019, that percentage only increased to 19.4% 

("Explore Census Data," n.d.-a) According to the U.S. Census Bureau, this percentage was still 

noticeably lower than the United States’ percentage of 32.1% ("Explore Census Data," n.d.-b). 

See Figure 1 below.  By comparison, Laredo’s population over 25 years of age with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher is rising at a slower pace than the U.S. as a whole and has fallen significantly 

behind.   

 

Figure 1.  Bachelor's degree or higher, percent of persons age 25 years+ 

In order for Laredo to continue to shrink this gap, it will likely need to offer enhanced 

career and lifestyle opportunities for its college graduate population. Still, little is known about 

the specific factors that lead some college graduates to remain in Laredo or pursue opportunities 

0.00% 5.00% 10.00% 15.00% 20.00% 25.00% 30.00% 35.00%

2015-2019
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United States Laredo, Texas



10 
 

 

elsewhere.  As a result, a sociological approach is necessary to examine the post-graduation life 

and career choices of Texas A&M International University students. 

Given that TAMIU invests greatly in its campus and in the community to offer quality 

learning experience to its students, it is vital that we investigate the post-graduation life and 

career choices of TAMIU students to better understand the experiences and perspectives of these 

young adults.  The retention of talent, or human capital, is of great importance to the social and 

economic growth of any city.  The ongoing loss of such talent is a major contributor to ongoing 

social, economic, and geographic inequalities within and between countries. Conducting research 

on the lives and career choices of university alumni may shed some light on the pre-cursors to 

brain drain in the context of Laredo, Texas.  

Laredo is a historically marginalized majority-Latino border city which has seen 

exponential population and economic growth over the last twenty-five years. In 1990, Laredo’s 

population was 122,899.  By 2021, the population had doubled to 265,761 (“Laredo, Texas 

Population 2021,” n.d.).  A decline in poverty was also noticeable with 31.4% of the population 

living below poverty level in 2010 in comparison to 26.69% in 2021 (“Laredo, Texas Population 

2021,” n.d.).  The City of Laredo and TAMIU will be vital actors in the continuation of that trend 

in the future. Thus, this research can also provide insight into what areas the City of Laredo and 

TAMIU need to improve on or invest additional funding in to help retain recently graduated 

TAMIU students in Laredo, Texas. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

What is Brain Drain? 

 Brain drain is usually considered an economic term; however, it is important to also view 

brain drain as a sociological phenomenon given its impact at the individual, family and 

community levels.  The Journal of American Medical Association (JAMA) refers to brain drain 

as “the flight of scientific, technical, administrative, and managerial personnel from the 

developing countries to the developed countries.”  JAMA’s definition emphasizes how brain 

drain occurs when a more impoverished country suffers the loss of its educated population to 

wealthier nations which possess greater employment opportunities.  Kwok and Leland (1982) 

refer to brain drain in a more simplistic manner by defining it as “skilled professionals who leave 

their native lands in order to seek more promising opportunities elsewhere” (p. 91). Their 

research concluded that the absence of returning graduates to their country of origin was due to 

lack of job opportunities in home countries, lower salary levels, and the preference of graduates 

to live abroad.  Their data also showed that graduates who did return to their home countries 

tended to be of lesser productivity than those who remain abroad, and that “the decision by an 

initially small group of graduates not to return to their home country may eventually cause 

almost all graduates to remain abroad” (Kwok and Leland, 1982, p. 91).  

Brain drain does not only occur on a global level, however, but within countries as well. 

For example, Howard P. Tuckman (1970) writes in “Determinants of College Student Migration” 

that students may migrate to another state in an effort to increase the present value of the 

expected stream of benefits resulting from their education.  These benefits may include earnings 

and/or nonmonetary returns such as culture appreciation.  A similar study by Mitra, et al. (2008) 

demonstrates the occurrence of brain drain in a small urban community located in the Rust Belt 
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of the U.S.  Milltown, New Jersey was devastated by the loss of manufacturing jobs.  The 

authors state that with the shift in the economy, students in the community did not perceive 

employment opportunities even with a college degree.  Since college-educated people are 

thought to have highly marketable skills and are sought after in the global market, they tend to 

relocate to communities that offer more appealing amenities and lifestyle choices.  Mitra, et al. 

(2008) found that “as a result of the perceived lack of opportunities, blue-collar communities 

often experience a “brain drain” that further contributes to the economic hardship of these areas” 

(p. 732). This was the case in Milltown and as a result, city leaders turned to school reform in an 

attempt to revitalize the community.  

Fernández, et al.’s (2007) research on the border town of El Paso, Texas took their 

investigation on brain drain a bit further by incorporating the effects of race/ethnicity and 

education on out-migration.  While conducting their study, they found that residents of El Paso 

believe that out-migration is the result of low educational levels and that individuals leave the 

city to find better jobs or higher wages elsewhere.  The data showed that between 1995-2000, a 

large number of non-Hispanic whites and blacks (of all educational levels) left El Paso.  

Additionally, this research found that Mexicans and Mexican Americans who preferred the 

English language and that considered lifestyle and job as the most important factors in choosing 

a place to live and work were more likely to leave town after graduation.  This study shows that 

demographic, social, and cultural characteristics of area residents influence an individual’s 

decision to leave and impacts border regional economic development more than economic 

factors alone (Fernández, et al., 2007). 

What is Place Attachment?  

Given the correlation between the demographic, social, and cultural characteristics of a 
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person and their decision to migrate from their community of origin, it is important to examine 

what place attachment is.  Place attachment is defined by Yuhan Shao and Binyi Liu (2017) as 

an “affective bond that people establish with specific areas where they prefer to remain and 

where they feel comfortable and safe” (p. 152). This definition coincides with Windsong’s 

(2010) definition which states that place attachment is “an affective bond or link between people 

and specific places” (p. 206). Shao and Binyi Liu (2017) also state that place attachment likewise 

helps strengthen the behavioral relationships between individuals and the environment.  The 

authors state that “good place attachment is a major force to bind and attract people and 

businesses as well to support cities in engineering social and economic transformation of urban 

areas” (Shao and Liu, 2017, p. 152). 

Interestingly, place attachment can also have negative effects on individuals who decide 

to leave a location in pursuit of better employment or educational opportunities.  Scopelliti and 

Tiberio (2010) conceptualize place attachment as a complex construct that accounts for a 

person’s affective bonds to places.   Their study focused on homesickness and the potential 

negative consequence of relocation.  The authors characterized homesickness as “a multifaceted 

state of distress which is experienced after leaving home” which is “characterized by negative 

emotions, obsessive thoughts about home, negative thoughts about the new environment, and 

physical and behavioral symptoms” (Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010, p. 336).  The study surveyed 

200 participants that lived in Rome.  The participants were all students, some of whom were 

native to Rome while others were from other parts of Italy.  The data showed that seventy-four 

percent (74%) of the non-native students reported having experienced homesickness in the past 4 

weeks (Scopelliti and Tiberio, 2010). The authors concluded that different factors of an 

individual’s personality were linked with vulnerability to homesickness.  They added that 
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homesickness could be reduced if a positive bond existed between an individual and a new place 

of residence.  This investigation helps explain why some individuals might feel the need to return 

home after making the decision to leave, while also simultaneously providing insight on how 

individuals can create positive bonds to a new place of residence even though they might be 

experiencing negative effects of place attachment such as homesickness.   

Although place attachment can cause individuals to return home as shown above, at 

times, place attachment is not enough to convince people to stay when initially deciding to leave.  

Eacott and Sonn (2006) investigated the declining population in Australia’s rural areas.  As per 

the authors, community members of rural towns blame the decrease in population on youth 

migration.  The study focuses on factors associated with the migration of young individuals from 

rural communities of the state of Victoria, Australia.  These factors include place attachment, 

community satisfaction, rural culture and migration.  Ten participants were interviewed, all of 

whom were university students.  Additionally, all participants had moved from rural Victorian 

communities to Melbourne, a metropolitan city.  The results gathered from the participants’ 

responses confirmed that lack of job and educational opportunities had been main influences on 

rural youth migration.  The results also showed that even though the respondents “all felt a sense 

of community satisfaction and attachment to place”, they still decided to move to Melbourne 

(Eacott and Sonn, 2006, p, 199). The study demonstrates that although young adults may feel a 

sense of attachment to their home communities, it might not enough to convince them to stay if a 

lack of employment and educational opportunities exist in said home community.  

What is Social Capital? 

 As mentioned previously, an association exists between the demographic, social, and 

cultural characteristics of a person and their decision to leave their communities of origin.  Like 
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place attachment, social capital also plays an important role in that decision-making process.  

Perez and McDonough (2008) refer to Yosso’s (2005) definition of social capital which states 

that social capital encompasses “networks of people and community resources” (p. 253). Their 

study researched the college choice process for Latino(a) high school students in the greater Los 

Angeles area through the use of interviews and focus groups. The data concluded that 

participants relied greatly on their family, friends and high school contacts to obtain information 

and plan for college.  The authors importantly noted that not having access to high levels of 

social capital may limit a student’s postsecondary opportunities.  Peers can be good sources of 

college information and social capital; however, this is only the case if said peers have the 

necessary social capital to share.  “Access to strong networks and social capital resources can 

dictate exposure to college selection options. Meanwhile, weak networks and little access to 

resources will give Latina/o students fewer choices” (Perez and McDonough, 2008, p. 261). A 

similar process arguably takes place post-college graduation. 

Daza (2016) also stresses the importance of social networks as she states that social 

relationships and social interactions are synonymous with social capital and that social capital 

encompasses more than just relationships and interactions.  Social capital also includes the 

groups and networks within which those relationships take place.  Importance also lies in the 

interactions with people and groups that hold prestige, power, and influence.  Furthermore, Daza 

(2016) explains that social relationships that form in college provide students with customs, trust, 

authority, and social controls that enable students to integrate and adjust to college life.  

Additionally, these same relationships become a source of support, guidance, motivation, and 

resources, which students can use towards completion and use again later in life to become 

successful in their careers.   
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In another study, Hällsten, Edling and Rydgren (2017) analyzed the association between 

social networks and youth unemployment.  The authors state that if youths happen to have social 

capital, it is often limited as it is based on their parent’s social positions.  This limits a young 

adult’s access to information on employment and limits their social influence.  In this study, the 

authors sampled respondents that were 19 years old and of Swedish, Iranian, and Yugoslavian 

origin living in Sweden.  The data showed that unemployment was strongly linked with friends’ 

unemployment among youths of Yugoslavian and Swedish origin, but not Iranian origin.  At this 

age, young adults depend highly on their friends and therefore, their friend network composition 

might be crucial for the motivation or contacts necessary to finding a job.  It is important to 

mention that although social capital is at times obtained by parents or limited to a small group of 

friends or people, it is up to an individual to also grow their social capital to enhance their life.  

As mentioned by Raffo and Reeves (2000), people do have a choice and agency in their 

everyday actions and these same choices and actions help to develop and are developed by the 

social relations a person has over time.      

What is Human Capital? 

Human capital is important to consider when studying the factors that influence a 

person’s career decision-making process post-college, as it can provide insight on the link 

between human capital and employment opportunities.  However, human capital can be difficult 

to measure as definitions vary depending on the investigator and his/her research.  Winters 

(2011) states that local human capital level is measured by the share of adults with a college 

degree.  Davies, Qiu, and Davies (2014) take the concept a bit further by explaining that the 

human capital theory offers an investment explanation of the correlation between years of 
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education and earnings.  The greater the years of education, the higher one’s earnings, generally 

speaking. 

However, for this investigation, I will refer to the Encyclopedia Britannica’s meaning of 

the word, which defines human capital as “intangible collective resources possessed by 

individuals and groups within a given population. These resources include all the knowledge, 

talents, skills, abilities, experience, intelligence, training, judgment, and wisdom possessed 

individually and collectively, the cumulative total of which represents a form of wealth available 

to nations and organizations to accomplish their goals” (Huff, R., 2018). 

Richard Florida (2002) researched the economic geography of talent and the factors that 

mold said geography along with its effects on the location of high-technology industry and 

regional income.  This study defined talent as “individuals with high levels of human capital, 

measured as the percentage of the population with a bachelor’s degree and above” (Florida 2002, 

p. 743).  The study was based on the hypothesis that talent is attracted by diversity or openness, 

which the author refers to as low entry barriers for human capital.  A number of indexes were 

used to measure cultural or nightlife amenities, coolness, etc.  The study concluded that the 

economic geography of talent is highly concentrated by region and is associated with high levels 

of diversity.  Additionally, talent is more highly associated with diversity than with conventional 

measures of climate, cultural, and recreational amenities.  Florida (2002) states that “talent is not 

only associated with economic opportunity, as conventional theory allows, but is drawn to places 

with low entry barriers for human capital” (Florida, 2002, p. 754). In other words, talented 

people are drawn to places that have a high degree of demographic diversity and are known for 

having a high degree of openness and relatively low barriers to entry.  This is an interesting 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/collective
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cumulative


18 
 

 

finding as it showcases that individuals who possess high human capital are looking for places to 

live based on other factors beyond employment opportunities.   
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SUMMARY 

Although data shows that lack of employment opportunities are directly linked to brain 

drain in a community, limited research has been conducted on the effect that place attachment, 

social capital, and human capital have on individuals when deciding to stay or leave a location.  

The hope is that findings from this study will add to the local pool of knowledge on the pre-

cursors to brain drain in Laredo, Texas and provide insight into how the City of Laredo and 

TAMIU can improve to help retain recently graduated TAMIU students in Laredo, Texas. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The primary purpose of this study was to determine what factors are taken into 

consideration by an individual when deciding to stay or leave Laredo, Texas following college 

graduation.  The following hypotheses were generated: 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1:  A student who has high place attachment is more likely to stay in Laredo, Texas 

after graduation.     

Hypothesis 2:  A student with high social capital is more likely to leave Laredo, Texas after 

graduation.   

Hypothesis 3: A student with high human capital is more likely to leave Laredo, Texas after 

graduation. 

Study Location.   

The investigation targets Texas A&M International University in Laredo, Texas.   

Target Population.  

The investigation focuses on Texas A&M International University alumni that graduated 

within the last five (5) academic years (2015-2016 thru 2019-2020).  

Temporal Dimension.   

Fall 2020- Spring 2021  

Sampling Frame.  

Originally, this investigation intended to survey undergraduate seniors currently enrolled 

at TAMIU along with interviewing TAMIU alumni.  The objective of surveying undergraduate 

seniors was to obtain information on the factors that influenced an individual’s decision making 

prior to graduation to compare those to the deciding factors of TAMIU alumni.  However, due to 
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the COVID-19 pandemic, communities worldwide were subjected to nationwide lockdowns and 

many people’s lives and jobs were put on hold.  Surveying seniors on their post-graduation plans 

was no longer an accurate source of information, at least for the time being, to learn why they 

chose to stay or leave Laredo since most people were instructed to stay home until further notice.  

As a result, my investigation shifted to a solely qualitative based study aimed at studying the 

factors that influenced recent TAMIU alumni’s post-graduation choices.  I obtained IRB 

permission (IRB #2020-04-13; exempted, 2/12/2021) to request and obtain a list of contact 

information that included the addresses, phone numbers, and email addresses of TAMIU alumni 

that graduated within the past five (5) academic years (2015-2016 thru 2019-2020).  The contact 

list contained 6,281 individuals.  Recruitment emails were sent to every twentieth person on the 

list.  For those who responded agreeing to participate in the study, a virtual interview was 

scheduled at a date and time convenient to them.  Other participants were recruited via snowball 

sampling.  Snowball sampling is a nonprobability sampling technique frequently used in 

sociological research where current study participants help recruit other participants.  Like with 

the email recruits, those participants recruited via snowball sampling were also scheduled for 

virtual interviews at a date and time convenient to them.   

Data/Sample.   

Given that this study seeks to identify the deciding factors that influence a person’s 

decision of staying or moving out of Laredo, the use of a case study is beneficial to demonstrate 

how different aspects of an individual’s life interact with one another.  It is important to 

incorporate the use of qualitative methods in a case study investigation such as this one because 

the variables of interest here are interrelated and cannot easily be statistically separated.  As 

such, to identify the deciding factors in this study, a qualitative method is used to measure how 
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place attachment, social capital, and human capital impact the life and career choices of TAMIU 

alumni.   

Variables.   

My independent variables constitute the concepts of: (1) place attachment, (2) social 

capital, and (3) human capital.  To measure place attachment, respondents were asked a series of 

questions pertaining to their background and lifestyle.  Social capital was measured via a series 

of questions where respondents were asked information pertaining to their family, friends, 

contacts, and networks.  Sample questions include: Did you have a job lined up at the time of 

graduation?; Did someone help you get employment?  If so, who?; What kinds of resources were 

available to you when looking for a job?, etc.  Respondents were also asked a series of questions 

to measure human capital.  Respondents were asked questions pertaining to their education, if 

their current employment, if any, is related to their degree, and how long it took them to gain 

employment after obtaining a degree.  My dependent variable is brain drain, which is measured 

in terms of whether or not respondents stayed in Laredo post-graduation or not. Specific 

questions included:  Would you or have you considered moving outside of Laredo?  If so, why?; 

Would you or have you considered moving back to live in Laredo?; etc.  A copy of the full 

interview guide is found in the Appendix. 

Research Design.  

My research draws on interview data with seventeen (17) TAMIU alumni that graduated 

within the last five (5) academic years (2015-2016 thru 2019-2020).  Recent college graduates 

were chosen as participants since they provide more current insight into why students decide to 

stay or leave Laredo after graduation.  In collecting my data, I deployed an e-mail to recruit 

TAMIU alumni to participate in virtual interviews.  Participants were asked to answer a series of 
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interview questions via the online platform, Zoom Meeting.  The interviews were conducted in 

the English language and were between 15- 45 minutes long.  The interviews were video and 

audio recorded with the consent of the participants.  Additionally, consent forms advised all 

respondents that any information collected during the scope of the study would be kept 

confidential in a secure location.  The interview began with a series of open-ended questions that 

aimed at collecting demographic data such as age, year of graduation, degree, length of 

enrollment at TAMIU, current city of residence, and their family’s current city of residence.  

Once demographic data was collected, respondents were asked questions pertaining to their 

families, family relationships, friends, friend relationships, employment, difficulties when 

looking for employment, resources available when looking for employment, etc.  If respondents 

lived in Laredo, they were asked additional questions regarding their likes and dislikes about 

Laredo and if they have ever considered moving outside of Laredo.  If respondents lived outside 

of Laredo, they were asked additional questions regarding why they decided to leave Laredo, 

their likes and dislikes about Laredo, comparisons between their current city and Laredo, and if 

they would ever consider moving back to Laredo.  After interviews were transcribed verbatim, 

data was analyzed using thematic coding based on the independent variables (place attachment, 

social capital, and human capital).  Open-ended questions were analyzed qualitatively by first 

coding all the data and then categorizing them. Themes were condensed, eliminated and/or 

expanded during the data analysis process.  Investigator checks ensured there was agreement and 

validity in the coding. 
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RESULTS 

 Laredo shows great potential to become a city that one day can offer its residents 

rewarding career and lifestyle opportunities.  However, the reality is that today that is not the 

case.  People continue to leave in search for better employment and entertainment opportunities 

elsewhere.  The data I collected demonstrates that TAMIU graduates consider many factors 

when deciding to stay or leave Laredo. 

TAMIU Alumni that graduated between the academic years 2015-2016 thru 2019-2020 

were the focus of my study.  Out of the 17 participants, 11 were women and 6 were men.  Their 

ages ranged from 24 and 34 years of age.  Additionally, 12 of the participants lived in Laredo 

and 5 lived outside of Laredo.  The families of all participants lived in Laredo.  See Table 1 

below.  Participants included alumni from the College of Arts and Sciences, the School of 

Business, and the College of Education.  See Table 2 below. 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants 

 N Women Men 
Avg. Age of 

Participant 

Avg. Length of 

Enrollment at 

TAMIU 

Family's 

City 

Live in Laredo 12 7 5 27.8 years old 4.13 years Laredo 

Live outside Laredo 5 4 1 25.6 years old 3.8 years Laredo 
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Table 2: College Degree Majors of Study Participants 

Major College N 

Communication Disorders College of Arts and Sciences 3 

Business Administration A. R. Sanchez, Jr. School of Business 3 

Art College of Arts and Sciences 2 

Sociology College of Arts and Sciences 1 

Spanish College of Arts and Sciences 1 

Psychology College of Arts and Sciences 3 

Criminal Justice College of Arts and Sciences 3 

Bilingual Education College of Education 1 

Mathematics College of Arts and Sciences 1 

 

Note: One Study Participant was a double major (Respondent 14, 26, F, Champagne, Illinois).   

 

Emerging Themes 

 When interviewing participants, a number of themes and subthemes appeared.  See Table 

3 below.    

Table 3: Emerging themes and subthemes in data analysis.   

Theme Subtheme 

Laredo 

Culture 

Place Attachment 

Home 

Family 

Friends 

Positive views on Laredo (i.e. safe city, diversity, proximity to 

the border - access to affordable healthcare, bi-cultural 

environment, Spanish-speaking, family oriented) 

Negative views on Laredo (i.e. everyone knows everyone, 

predictable, unfriendly residents, close mindedness, nothing to 

do, nepotism) 

Opportunities 

Lack of opportunities in Laredo 
Job related 

Entertainment related 

Opportunities outside of Laredo 
Job related 

Entertainment related 

https://www.tamiu.edu/arssb/index.shtml
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A key theme that emerged during the interviews that resonated among the respondents 

was that a unique culture exists in Laredo.  For example, Respondent 10 (26, M, San Antonio, 

Texas), currently lives outside of Laredo, but he expressed several ideas about what he believed 

to be Laredo’s culture: 

“I feel as though Laredo is, there’s a culture there and I don’t mean 

Hispanic culture, what have you….I think another reason also, this 

kind of jumps a bit, but I, a lot of the things, I don’t know if this is 

still a stupid saying but apparently if you drink the water in Laredo 

you’ll never leave or whatever and so it’s just like, it’s like this 

idea of oh you’re saying I can’t leave because well Laredo is, I’m 

not sure what it is, maybe it’s a safe place but it’s like, no, I’m 

gonna, I wanna break out of this and see where else I can plant 

myself.  Yeah.” 

 

According to his understanding of what this Laredo culture entails, there is something 

about the city that makes it difficult for people to leave—as he put it, “if you drink the water, 

you’ll never leave.” He also references the notion that Laredo is seen as a “safe place,” which 

might be interpreted as feeling comfortable or familiar.  Table 3 demonstrates how this 

underlying theme manifested itself in other interviews.  As participants proceeded to speak about 

Laredo, their comments centered on place attachment, positive views about Laredo, and negative 

views about Laredo.   

Place attachment played a key role in understanding what makes it difficult for some 

individuals to leave Laredo.  Some respondents stated that Laredo is where their families and 

friends live, and that it felt like home.  During the interviews, 5 out of 17 participants referred to 

Laredo as home.  Respondent 8 (29, M, Laredo, Texas) stated: 

“What I like most about Laredo?  Well, it’s, Laredo’s home.  

Right, food is amazing.  Right, I don’t know.  I’m just comfortable 

here.  I’ve been to a lot of places and here I’m just comfortable.  

Right, and I wanna give back to my community.  I wanna, it’s a 

tough question.  I like the people.  They’re my people.”  
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Respondent 8 response shows how this feeling of home resonates with him and provided 

insight into how comfortable he feels in Laredo and its residents in comparison to other cities he 

has visited. He states that he feels like he belongs; he feels like he fits in.  This is a sentiment 

shared by Respondent 4 (25, F, San Antonio, Texas) who expressed how Laredo still feels like 

home when comparing it to her current city of residence: 

“It’s [San Antonio] definitely much bigger so evidently, and I 

think and not in a bad way but there is a lot more things to do but 

one thing that I do miss about being here, and I’m actually in 

Laredo right now, is definitely like that home feeling.” 

 

 Alongside comments referring to Laredo as home, some respondents also expressed the 

importance of family when speaking about Laredo.  When asked what they liked most about the 

city, respondents referred to family as one of the main components that they liked most about 

Laredo.  As shown in Table 1, all the respondents’ families currently reside in Laredo.  

Furthermore, when specifically speaking about their families, 14 out of 17 respondents 

considered themselves to be close to or have a good relationship with their family.  Respondent 3 

(26, M, Laredo, Texas) expressed the following pertaining to his relationship with his family: 

“We love doing carne asadas every Saturday pretty much, every 

Sunday when we get the chance.  Having the opportunity to be 

together is something that we cherish a lot.” 

 

Furthermore, respondent 3 expressly mentioned that family is the reason why he chose to 

stay in Laredo: 

“Well mainly, the thing that’s keeping me here is I have direct 

contact with my family.  Other than that, Laredo I figure has, that, 

como se dice, you know that thing that people say that you can’t do 

much here, you know but, the main thing is, is my family. 

 

His responses shows how often and important spending time with family is to him.  

Moreover, that they are the reason why he lives in Laredo.  Nevertheless, it is important to 
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mention that even though respondents consider themselves strongly family oriented, they would 

still consider leaving Laredo.  For example, Respondent 7 (29, F, Laredo, Texas) expressed: 

“We have talked about it before, like, like I mentioned, my, my, 

my husband he works in a correctional detention center so I mean 

he wants to move on, like in law enforcement stuff so he had, he 

barely applied as a border patrol and he was mentioning to me like 

what if they call me and we have to move out of Laredo, like are 

you willing to and I’m like I mean yeah, I mean why not, just give 

it a try.  I mean it’s going to be kind of hard like I say cause I’m 

really close to my family and but I mean, if it’s, that’s the plan, I 

mean, yeah I’ll give it a try.    

 

 This respondent indicates that if her husband’s job required a geographic transition out of 

Laredo, she was open to that possibility, regardless of how close or attached she is to her family. 

The interviews also showed how important friend relationships were to participants.  Fifteen out 

of seventeen participants, whether living in Laredo or outside of Laredo, stated they had close 

friends both inside and outside Laredo.  Moreover, respondents that lived in Laredo expressed 

how important it was to them to have their close friends living nearby.  Respondent 16 (24, M, 

Laredo, Texas) stated the following regarding his friendships: 

“Oh well we’re a big group.  We’re actually like a group of 20 

people and yeah, and then pues everyone is getting married so it’s 

growing even more and I’ve been friends with them…I mean my 

four main ones I’ve been friends with since elementary.  We grew 

up together.   We went through elementary, middle, high school, 

college together.  We graduated together.  So, so since, I mean 

pretty much since elementary, we’ve been together and, and we do 

everything together.  Any time we go anywhere, like all of the 

experiences I’ve had, it’s pretty much been with them.  Going out 

of town, you know, like the parties of, you know, them getting 

married, I’m getting married so like, they’ve, we’re all like a big 

part of each other’s lives.” 

 

He further explained how often they communicate and/or visit each other: 

 

“Oh we see each other all the time.  We’re always talking since, 

especially now with like Facebook and all the social medias.  So 

we always have a chat and someone’s posting something with 
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those four.  But given how it’s a big group, well someone always 

has something to say so we’re always in touch and like in person, I 

mean now with COVID, you know, it did like, we weren’t able to 

see each other for a good while but now that we’ve been 

vaccinated and so now we’ve been hanging out a little bit more.”  

 

 For this respondent and others that live in Laredo, it is apparent that having friends 

nearby make Laredo a better place to live in and thus contributes to their sense of attachment to 

the city.  By contrast, those respondents living outside of Laredo stated that their close friends 

were scattered in different places, not only in Laredo.  Although they did consider themselves 

close to their friends, their visits were not as often and depended on coordinating their schedules.  

Since these respondents and their friends were not bound to Laredo, respondents living outside 

of Laredo did not share the same sense of attachment to Laredo as participants residing in Laredo 

did regarding their friendships.   

 Positive Views on Laredo in Table 3 refers to factors that respondents felt were good 

attributes of the city and which showcased why respondents elected to stay rather than leave.  

When speaking positively on Laredo, respondents described the following qualities: safe city, 

diversity, proximity to the border (access to affordable healthcare), bi-cultural environment, 

Spanish-speaking, and family oriented.  Interestingly, when respondents spoke positively about 

Laredo, they also made comments emphasizing how their views were not always shared by other 

Laredoans.  Respondent 16 (24, M, Laredo, Texas) stated the following regarding this topic: 

“Well I mean, people always complain about it like there’s nothing 

to do and city wise, but I don’t know, I love Laredo.  I wouldn’t 

want to live, like, live anywhere else or leave Laredo.  I don’t 

know what it is though, it’s just, like to me it feels like home.  And 

when I was growing up, since I’m a first generation, like student, 

like that came across over here, we were always moving and we 

never really had like a place and then, just because of the 

proximity to Mexico, the language cause like my mom doesn’t 

speak English, it just felt like, like the best of both worlds.  You 
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know, like a little bit of over there and a little bit, well a lot of here.  

So, it just felt like a good balance.” 

 

This respondent highlights several commonly expressed views about Laredo – 

specifically its strengths as a bilingual and bicultural city.  

Respondent 6 (28, F, Laredo, Texas) also described the following positive attributes of 

Laredo:  

“What do I like most about Laredo? You know, the fact that most 

of my family is here from my dad’s side.  You know, I wish my 

mom’s side was here too but I have a fairly good amount of family 

members here, you know.  Although people may say that Laredo 

doesn’t have much to do, I think there is.  It’s just that you have to 

go and look for it, you know.  It’s not always like the popular 

things out there to, to go do and hang out but no, I mean, I feel 

Laredo is one of the safest cities compared to like the rest of Texas.  

And it’s close to the border, you know, if you don’t count with 

health insurance you can always, you know, go across and go get a 

quick appointment and get some affordable medications, you 

know, as well.” 

  

Respondent 6 emphasized that having family in Laredo is what she likes best about the 

City.  She also explains that although other residents might say that Laredo lacks things to do, 

she disagrees and believes that it is up to each person to go out and look for those opportunities.  

Additionally, she emphasizes Laredo being a safe city and Laredoans having access to affordable 

health care due to its proximity to the border.   

Nevertheless, as mentioned, negative views on Laredo are shared among some residents 

of the city, which are important to note because 11 out of 12 participants currently living in 

Laredo stated that they are considering or have considered leaving the city.  When speaking 

negatively on Laredo, respondents described the following disadvantages: everyone knows 

everyone, predictable, unfriendly residents, close mindedness, nothing to do, nepotism. 

Respondent 13 (26, F, Laredo, Texas) provided an example of what these negative views entail: 
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“I’m not a fan of Laredo honestly.  I mean I dislike that everybody 

like that you know everyone like what to expect from people 

already rather than going somewhere else and they’re not as, 

they’re more friendly than here of course but, I don’t know, people 

wise, I guess, I don’t know.” 

 

As she asserted, she dislikes the fact that the city is still relatively small enough where 

everyone knows everyone.  Moreover, in a sense, she sees the people of Laredo as predictable–as 

she stated, you know “what to expect from people.”  She also indicated her view that Laredo 

residents are not as friendly as residents in other cities.  Another example was also provided by 

Respondent 15 (26, F, Laredo, Texas) who added that Laredo has “been very close minded for 

years.”  However, she also emphasized how that has slowly begun to change.    

Along with the negative views on Laredo emerged the topic of nepotism, specifically in 

relation to employment opportunities.  Out of the 17 participants, 9 of them disclosed that 

obtaining a job in Laredo was difficult.  Moreover, some respondents also voiced that that the 

only way of obtaining a job in Laredo was to have some sort of pull with people to obtain a job 

regardless of whether one is educated or qualified.  Respondent 6 (28, F, Laredo, Texas) 

highlighted the role nepotism has played in her search for employment and how that has affected 

her consideration for staying or leaving Laredo: 

“Yes, but I have a 3-year-old son, you know.  I have not discarded 

that idea but I want my son to be a little bit more independent, you 

know, as far as like school work, you know.  I want him to like be 

able to fend for himself a little more and then yeah, I’ll consider 

more like making, making the move because I’m sure there’s like 

better opportunities out there, you know.  Well, I mean, greater 

income.  For starters, you know. More experience, you know.  I 

have my degree in sociology so I would like to practice my, like 

what I learned and put my, my degree to work, you know.  Here in 

Laredo you unfortunately you have to know someone for the most 

part, you know, to help you pull some levers and help you get it.” 
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The theme Opportunities refers to employment and/or entertainment options that are 

causing respondents currently living in Laredo to consider moving out of town or that have 

influenced respondents currently living out of Laredo to move elsewhere.  Lack of opportunities 

in Laredo related to employment are identified as factors that influenced a respondent’s decision 

to leave or stay the city for economic reasons.  Lack of entertainment options in the city are 

factors that persuaded respondents to leave or stay in Laredo for lifestyle reasons. 

Lack of opportunities related to employment showcases the struggles TAMIU alumni 

were faced with when looking for a job after graduation.  During the interviews, 9 out of 17 

respondents stated that they had difficulty obtaining a job.  Respondent 1 (25, F, San Antonio, 

Texas) stated the following when asked to elaborate on any difficulties she encountered when 

looking for employment: 

“So definitely it’s very competitive for my field because when we 

graduate from TAMIU we are considered assistants.  You need 

your masters degree to be a full therapist.  So, since I just had that 

at the time, I started looking for assistant jobs and it was just very 

hard.  There’s not too many places that were hiring unless you 

know someone.  And then the pay is not, you know what I 

considered myself to be making after a bachelor’s degree. And I 

started looking elsewhere.” 

 

Aside from mentioning that she had a hard time looking for a job due to only being 

considered an assistant despite having a degree in Communications Disorders, she also 

highlighted that the pay offered in Laredo is low and not what she expected to make with a 

degree.  Respondent 17 (25, M, Laredo, Texas) also revealed having difficulties in finding a job.  

He mentioned: 

“I would say it was really challenging like I would apply like to 

multiple places so I would say I would, I made like 20 or more 

applications.  So it was kind of challenging.” 
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This respondent indicated that finding a job in Laredo was hard since he had to submit 

many applications before finding a job.  It is worth mentioning that some Laredo respondents did 

not have difficulty obtaining a job after graduation; however, said job obtainment was usually 

due to an existing job they had at the time of graduation.  For example, Respondent 13 (26, F, 

Laredo, Texas) stated: 

“No. No, I think what helped me most is because I was already 

tutoring at the school and I got along with the principal so he even 

told me once you get certified, come here, and the job will be 

waiting for you. So, it was basically very easy.” 

 

Lack of job opportunities in Laredo among respondents was an interesting development 

given that 14 out of the 17 participants stated that they had resources available when looking for 

a job.  The resources mentioned by participants consisted of search engines, job employment 

websites such as Indeed or LinkedIn, TAMIU programs, and personal contacts.  As mentioned 

earlier, social capital encompasses networks of people and community resources.  These 

networks of people and community resources can be family members, friends, peers, or school 

related programs.  Even though 14 out of 17 participants commented that they had good 

relationships with their families, these familial relationships did not provide jobs to respondents.  

Interview data showed that only 2 out of the 14 respondents that stated that they had strong 

family relationships obtained employment through family members.  Respondent 6 (28, F, 

Laredo, Texas) confirmed that a family member helped her get a job after graduation, however, 

this job was not related to her field of study.  Her field of study was sociology, yet her current 

job is in transportation.  Likewise, Respondent 10 (26, M, San Antonio, Texas) also mentioned 

that he was able to obtain a job with the help of his cousins, however, similar to Respondent 6, 

this job was unrelated to his field of study.  His field of study is art and the job that his cousins 

helped him obtain was at a car dealership.  This data is contrary to what Hallsten, Edling and 
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Rydgren’s (2017) study alluded which was that if youths happened to have social capital, it was 

often limited as it is based on their parent’s social positions.  In other words, if youths happened 

to have social capital it is a result of their parent’s social positions, however, we see here that 

very few respondents had social capital deriving from their parents or familial relationships.  

Instead, a fair number of respondents developed social capital through school relationships.   

TAMIU alumni also faced similar struggles when it came to utilizing programs available 

to TAMIU students to help them look for employment.  Although TAMIU programs were 

available to 6 participants, only 2 of those 6 participants considered said programs helpful.  The 

remaining 4 participants still had difficulties obtaining a job.  Respondent 5 (26, F, San Antonio, 

Texas) described her situation as follows: 

“I want to say I did have a resource in TAMIU but I didn’t use it.  

They weren’t really reaching out to help kind of thing.  Like once 

you graduated, then it was like, they never called you.” 

Respondent 12 (27, F, Laredo, Texas) also remarked: 

“Well, I know I kind of like, I don’t know what it’s called, beefed 

up, kind of beefed up my resume with this program they have at 

TAMIU.  You go, I don’t remember what it’s called but they help 

you with your resume.  I know they have work programs and I 

tried through that but that was pretty unsuccessful.” 

 

These responses provide insight that although programs exist at TAMIU that are meant to 

help students find employment after graduation, they are not as effective as expected.  

Contrastingly, relationships created among peers while at school or individuals related to their 

field, did provide great employment opportunities.  Seven out of 17 respondents stated that 

someone they knew due to school and/or networking helped them get employment or facilitated 

their ability to locate a job.  Respondent 4 (25, F, San Antonio, Texas) commented: 

“I wanna say just, I don’t know like the quote unquote saying but 

mostly people.  So the reason I got a job was because one of my 
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classmates, um, kind of just sent like a group, like hey there’s an 

opening.  I went for the interview and that’s how I got it.” 

 

Respondent 9 (27, M, Laredo, Texas), likewise mentioned that he found a job due to a 

connection when asked if someone helped him get employment.  He explained: 

“I knew someone that was in it.  They kind of just gave me clues 

on what it, like hints on what it was, but it was a totally different 

department.  So they were like, it was just a basic overview but 

nothing towards the department that I work for right now so not 

really.” 

 

He explains that although he found his job due to a connection, he did not obtain the job 

because of said connection.  His connection only advised him on what the job entailed, etc. but in 

the end, he obtained the job because he applied and interviewed for it. 

The subtheme Lack of opportunities was not only limited to employment.  Lack of 

opportunities was also found within the entertainment options available to residents in Laredo.  

Entertainment options play a key role in participants deciding to stay or leave Laredo because 

unlike jobs which are considered a necessity, lifestyle or entertainment options speak to 

respondents on a personal level.  Another way of thinking about these lifestyle or entertainment 

considerations is how residents perceive the general quality of life in Laredo. While respondents 

can visit nearby towns to find things to do to entertain themselves and/or their families, for some 

it is not enough of a reason to convince them to stay in Laredo.  Respondent 15 (26, F, Laredo, 

Texas) stated the following pertaining to entertainment options within the city: 

“Entertainment, I was thinking about this recently.  I feel like there 

could be more.  Like I understand when people say that they’re 

bored because there’s not many places to go, like there is, but there 

isn’t.  Like I guess you just have to be creative about it but I think 

we could use more entertainment.” 

 

She explained that in her free time she likes to eat at different restaurants with her family 

or find new places to visit or things to see.  She described herself as a person who likes travelling 
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and exploring and has found that there are many more options of foods to eat or attractions to 

visit in other cities compared to Laredo.  Respondent 16 (24, M, Laredo, Texas) also mentioned 

that a limited amount of entertainment options existed in Laredo.  Nevertheless, he pointed out 

that in recent years, options have improved.  

“I think we are lacking compared to our, to our other cities like San 

Antonio, Austin, and everyone.  And, I mean, that’s here in us.  

That’s why we always anytime we want to like we go out of town 

for, for San Antonio or to Austin.  But, I do think they’re catching 

up.  I mean, there’s still like a long way to go, like, there’s still a 

lot of things we need but, but I do feel it’s improved.  At least in 

the recent couple of years.”   

 

Although he did not specify what Laredo lacked in terms of lifestyle and entertainment 

options available for residents, he did mention that his weekend outings were limited to bars, 

clubs, hanging out at friends’ houses, and barbecues.  This is why, as he stated above, whenever 

the opportunity is available, he travels out of town where more entertaining options are available.   

Lack of opportunities related to employment or entertainment were not the only factors 

that impacted a respondent’s choice to stay or leave in Laredo.  Opportunities outside of Laredo 

(or what the migration literature might deem “pull factors”) were also considerations that 

attracted respondents to move out of town or to consider it.  Respondent 4 (25, F, San Antonio, 

Texas), put it concisely when stating why she left Laredo and why she would not move back: 

“Job. Job opportunity…. I like to explore so I do not…even now in 

San Antonio, I don’t picture myself being there forever.  I would 

like to leave at some point, but I am someone that enjoys different 

places and different people.  So, I always knew, maybe not right 

out of graduation, but I knew that at some point I would want to 

move for my own benefit.” 

 

Additionally, Respondent 4 also highlighted what she liked most about the current city 

she lives in by stating the following: 
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“The, I guess you can say, like the life.  So there’s a lot of things 

that I can do.  I might not have the opportunity all the time but 

there’s definitely a lot of choices. Um, both personally as well with 

employment.” 

 

In comparison to Laredo, respondent 4 found that she connected more with the lifestyle 

available to her in San Antonio than that which was available to her in Laredo.  She stated that 

options such as breweries, farmers markets, and diverse food options were available in San 

Antonio, all of which she enjoyed visiting when she had free time.  Opportunities elsewhere, 

whether related to job employment or entertainment, are alluring to TAMIU alumni, in particular 

to the respondents of this study.  Table 1 shows us that 12 out of the 17 respondents of this study 

currently live in Laredo, yet 11 out of those 12 respondents currently living in Laredo stated that 

they would or have considered moving outside of Laredo.  Respondent 13 (26, F, Laredo, Texas) 

specified: 

“Yes, I’m looking into moving to San Antonio…There’s more 

opportunities especially for my fiancé and the salon I’m working 

with is, what’s it called, considering to open up a chain over there, 

like a salon over there and they asked me if I wanted to possibly 

manage it.  So if anything, I’d probably do that but I think it’s 

cause there’s more to do there.  It’s bigger.  There is a lot of traffic, 

that’s not what I’m excited for but I mean, I’m just ready for a 

change cause I’m just tired of Laredo honestly.” 

 

This respondent explains that she is ready and willing to move to another city because 

there are more employment opportunities outside of Laredo for her and her husband.  She feels 

that her opportunities to grow professionally as a salon manager would be greater in San 

Antonio.  In addition, she states that although there is a downside to a bigger city, such as traffic, 

it is something she can endure in exchange for better opportunities.   

The aforementioned data provides insight on the many interconnecting factors that 

influence the decision-making process of individuals.  Data shows that family, friends, feeling of 
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“home,” the city’s perceived reputation (positive/negative), employment and/or lifestyle 

opportunities, all play a substantial part in why people decide to stay or leave Laredo.  Moreover, 

the data importantly highlights that place attachment was the most prominent factor influencing 

an individual’s decision to leave or stay in Laredo.  Although the percentage of participants 

considering leaving Laredo is high, it is important to emphasize that regardless of this 

consideration, most of the participants in this study, 12 out 17, still live in Laredo.  There is still 

a chance for Laredo to keep these alumni in the city.  As such, it is imperative to keep studying 

the factors that influence people to leave or stay in Laredo and implement appropriate strategies 

to maintain TAMIU alumni in the city after graduation.  
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DISCUSSION 

Is a student who has high place attachment more likely to stay in Laredo, Texas after 

graduation? 

 When looking at factors that respondents associated most with Laredo, family served as 

the primary reason why individuals felt connected to the city.  This was the case for all 

respondents regardless of where they currently live.  This comes as no surprise given that all the 

respondents’ families reside in Laredo.  When comparing family to other factors associated with 

place attachment such as friends and attributes of the city itself, family is a critical component, if 

not the most important factor, considered by respondents when deciding to stay or leave Laredo.  

Data results supported the hypothesis that if a student has high place attachment, they are more 

likely to stay in Laredo, Texas after graduation.  In this study, 12 of the 17 participants currently 

live in Laredo.  Furthermore, all 12 of those respondents stated having a close relationship with 

their families.   

 It is important to note that even though families played a key role in the decision-making 

process of respondents, friendships were also deemed crucial to the lives of the respondents and 

as a result, a contributing factor of place attachment.  Respondents mentioned that 

communication with friends was a frequent, if not, daily thing.  Moreover, spending time with 

friends was also of great importance.  Respondents from Laredo stated that pre-COVID-19, visits 

with friends were a frequent occurrence.  However, because of the pandemic, visits with friends 

ceased and communication was limited to texting and/or social media interactions.  Nevertheless, 

respondents from Laredo showed that having friends nearby was essential to them.  Respondent 

9 (27, M, Laredo, Texas) demonstrated the importance of friendships to him when speaking 

about the limited entertainment options of Laredo.  He stated: 
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“It’s not that much.  Honestly, but I feel like I’m a huge believer of 

like it’s who you’re with.  So if my friends make it fun, I’m going 

to have a lot the fun.  Yeah, that’s how I feel about that.” 

 

Although most respondents live in Laredo and have a great sense of place attachment to 

Laredo, it must be stated that the lack of employment and entertainment options available in the 

city do affect what respondents deem to be a good life in Laredo.  Even those Laredo 

respondents highly attached to the city have considered moving out of town in search of better 

opportunities.    

Is a student with high social capital more likely to leave Laredo, Texas after graduation? 

 It is easy to assume that having high social capital will produce countless opportunities 

within the workforce whether in or out of Laredo.  Having social connections can be beneficial 

to those looking for employment; however, said employment opportunities are usually limited to 

where those social connections lie.  This was the case for participants of this study.  Interview 

data showed that social capital appeared to only be beneficial to respondents when looking for 

employment within the city.  Eleven out the 17 participants stated that they knew about possible 

employment opportunities in Laredo due to family members, friends, classmates, and/or 

connections made through TAMIU.  Additionally, interview data showed that only 1 out of the 5 

respondents living outside of Laredo found employment in another city because of a social 

connection.  This information proved to be contrary to the hypothesis that TAMIU alumni with 

high social capital are more likely to leave Laredo after graduation.  Moreover, social capital did 

not appear to be an influencing factor in a participant’s decision to leave Laredo after graduation.   

The fact that 11 respondents stated knowing about job opportunities due to someone they 

knew proved to be a paradox given that even then, they found it difficult to obtain employment 

within Laredo.  As previously mentioned, most respondents were of the opinion that employment 
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and entertainment options are limited in Laredo and therefore they must seek better options 

outside of the city.  Again, it is the search for better opportunities that proved to be the key factor 

that influenced individuals in this study to leave Laredo.   

Is a student with high human capital more likely to leave Laredo, Texas after graduation? 

 As referenced earlier in this paper, human capital refers to a person’s personal collection 

of resources which includes “knowledge, talents, skills, abilities, experience, intelligence, 

training, judgment, and wisdom” (Huff, R., 2018).  An individual’s human capital, together with 

a population’s collective human capital, can be of great resource and value to an organization or 

nation.  Given its broad definition, measuring human capital within this study had its limitations.  

Questions regarding human capital were limited to respondents’ educational attainment and job 

obtainment related to said education.  Due to the aforementioned, a person who held a bachelor’s 

degree was considered to have high human capital in this study.   

 Provided that all respondents were classified as alumni of TAMIU, all participants had a 

minimum of a bachelor’s degree.  This proved that at least to this extent, based on their college 

degree, all respondents had similar or comparable levels of human capital when looking for a job 

after graduation.  Nevertheless, results showed that even with a bachelor’s degree, 9 respondents 

still found it difficult to find a job after graduation.   

The fact that all respondents had the same level of human capital made it difficult to 

determine if having a higher educational level than a bachelor’s degree produced better 

opportunities for people in or out of Laredo.  As previously stated, 12 out of the 17 participants 

chose to remain in Laredo after graduation, regardless of their level of human capital.  As per 

this limited information, it is not possible to state conclusively whether or not a student with high 

human capital is more likely to leave Laredo, Texas after graduation.   
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Even though this study only confirmed the year a respondent obtained their 

undergraduate degree during the interview process, 2 respondents mentioned that they had 

master’s degree as well.  Additionally, both respondents currently reside in Laredo.  However, 

since these respondents voluntarily shared that they had Masters’ degrees and since respondents 

were not asked to confirm if they had degrees other than a bachelor’s degree, I cannot safely 

conclude that those with higher human capital are not looking to leave Laredo or have 

considered it.  
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CONCLUSION 

The data collected from this study confirmed that place attachment is the factor that 

influences TAMIU alumni the most when deciding whether to leave or stay in Laredo, Texas 

after graduation.  Research has shown that social capital and human capital are factors that have 

proven to be essential components to the obtainment of employment, including providing college 

educated individuals with greater geographic mobility. However, the data of this study shows 

that social capital and human capital play less of a role in TAMIU alumni’s decision-making 

than place attachment.  What this investigation indicates is that although individuals may have 

high social capital or high human capital, an individual’s choice to stay or leave Laredo after 

graduation was more dependent on the level of place attachment they had to the city. 

Given that the majority of respondents in this study currently live in Laredo, this research 

suggests that although brain drain is occurring in the city, it is not occurring to the degree 

expected.  Nevertheless, it is vital to not rule out the possibility of this trend changing in the near 

future.  As the data results showed, even those living in Laredo have considered or are 

considering moving out of the city.  This is a result of the lack of employment and entertainment 

opportunities available in Laredo.  The significance of having a wide variety of opportunities 

available in the city is great considering that although respondents voiced the importance of 

family in their lives, respondents are still willing to live elsewhere in hopes of better 

opportunities or quality of life.   

In addition to the significant role families play in the lives of the respondents, it must also 

be said that while this study did not dive in deeper into familial relationships, results showed that 

there was a correlation between respondents leaving and the type of relationship had between 

them and their families.  It appeared that those who left Laredo had nontraditional family 
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structures and/or estranged relationships with family members.  This was a noticeable difference 

between those respondents currently living in Laredo that stated that they were close to their 

families, which usually consisted of both parents and/or siblings.  It can be assumed that for 

those respondents who did not have the same strong family ties in Laredo as the other 

respondents did, the decision to leave the city might have been an easier one to make.  Data also 

showed that, contrary to my expectation, there was no correlation found between a respondent’s 

major and their decision to stay or leave Laredo.  A reason for this might be size of my sample 

and the fact that it is not a representative sample of the student population at TAMIU.  Please see 

Table 2.   

Because TAMIU alumni showed to have high place attachment to Laredo, Laredo still 

has a good chance of continuing to keep students living in the city post-graduation.  However, 

we, as a community, must not lose this advantage and prevent brain drain from occurring in the 

future by being proactive in providing residents better opportunities for employment and 

entertainment.  The creation of internship programs post-graduation between TAMIU and local 

employers might be a good idea to consider especially since respondents indicated that even 

though they had resources available at TAMIU, they were unsuccessful in obtaining jobs through 

that avenue.  In regard to entertainment options, some respondents stated that more family-

oriented locations were needed or that diversity in entertainment options was necessary to 

enhance the quality of life in Laredo.  Two respondents suggested a water park, one of which 

specifically stated that it would be nice since it would entertain her family since she has children.  

Another respondent stated that she enjoyed that San Antonio was a pet friendly city with a 

variety of locales that allowed animals to enter.  Laredo could aim to be a more animal friendly 

city by opening locales that are pet friendly or assign designated areas in the city for pet owners 
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to visit.  The City of Laredo could focus on diversifying the city with local business owners to 

provide varying entertainment options to its residents.  The retention of talent, or human capital, 

is of great importance to the social and economic growth of any city; as such, it is vital that 

Laredo and TAMIU work together to create programs and opportunities to keep alumni in the 

city post-graduation.   
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FINAL REFLECTIONS 

Throughout the interviews the topic of COVID-19 was brought up by most respondents.  

Responses to questions related to weekend activities were affected as most people were confined 

to their homes due to the pandemic and were advised to socially distance until further notice.  

For the more recent graduates, questions related to job opportunities post-graduation were 

affected as COVID-19 halted job availability throughout the nation.  As we all know, the 

pandemic has globally impacted the lives of people everywhere and will continue to do so.  

Originally, my intention was to also survey TAMIU seniors to see what they were considering 

doing after graduation.  However, due to the pandemic, it did not seem beneficial to interview 

seniors on their post-graduation plans when plans for everyone were on hold.  If I were to have 

surveyed them, I believe my data would be inaccurate as it would reflect a temporary set of 

conditions in our economy.  Nevertheless, the reality is that over a year later, the pandemic is 

still very much present.  People are still struggling to find jobs and employers are still struggling 

to stay afloat.  Should I interview recently graduated TAMIU alumni in the future, I believe my 

data would reflect the struggles of a new economy as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Furthermore, I also believe that the uncertainty of it all may continue to cause alumni to be 

hesitant on sticking to any future plans until things normalize.   
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ONLINE INTERVIEW 

RECRUITMENT E-MAIL: 

 

Good morning/afternoon: 

 

My name is Martha Johannes.  I am a graduate student at Texas A&M International University.  

I am conducting a research study about TAMIU college graduate life and career choices.  I am 

writing to you to see if you’d be willing to let me interview you.  The interview should take 

about 45 to 90 minutes to complete.  

 

If you would be interested in participating in this interview, you can e-mail be back with a time 

to schedule it.  Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary and all of your 

responses will be kept confidential.  No personally identifiable information will be associated 

with your responses to any reports of these data.  The TAMIU Institutional Review Board has 

approved this research. 

 

Should you have any comments or questions, please feel free to contact me at 

marthajohannes@dusty.tamiu.edu or (956) 645-0700. 

 

Thank you very much for your time and cooperation in this matter.   

 

-Martha Johannes  
 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: 

 

1. Please state your name and age. 

2. What year did you graduate from TAMIU? 

3. What was your major? 

4. How many years were you enrolled in TAMIU? 

5. Where do you currently live? 

6. Where does your family live?                                              

7. Tell me about your family.   

8. What is your relationship like with your family?      

9. How often do you keep in touch with your family? 

10. How often do you see your family? 

11. Tell me about your friends. 

12. Who are your closest friends?   

13. How often do you keep in touch with your closest friends? 

14. How often to you see your closest friends? 

15. Do any of your friends live in Laredo? 

16. If yes, how often do you keep in touch with your friends from Laredo? 

17. How often do you see your friends in Laredo?  

 

If the participant lives in Laredo: 

 

18. Do you currently have a job? 
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19. How long have you worked at this job? 

20. Did you have a job lined up at the time of your graduation? 

21. What difficulties did you have when looking for a job? 

22. What kinds of resources were available to you when looking for a job? 

23. If not, how long did it take for you to find a job after graduation? 

24. Did someone help you get employment?  If so, who? 

25. What do you like the most about Laredo? 

26. What do you think about the entertainment options in Laredo?  

27. What kinds of things do you do on the weekend? 

28. Would you or have you considered moving outside of Laredo?  If so, why? 

 

If the participant lives outside of Laredo 

 

29. Do you currently have a job? 

30. How long have you worked at this job? 

31. Did you have a job lined up at the time of your graduation? 

32. What difficulties did you have when looking for a job? 

33. What kinds of resources were available to you when looking for a job? 

34. If not, how long did it take for you to find a job after graduation? 

35. Did someone help you get employment?  If so, who? 

36. When did you leave Laredo? 

37. Why did you leave Laredo?  

38. How long after graduation did you decide to move out of Laredo? 

39. What is your life like now where you live? 

40. If you could go back in time, would you still leave? Why or why not? 

41. What made you decide that leaving was the right choice for you? 

42. What do you like most about the city you live in now?   

43. What kinds of entertainment options does your current city have?   

44. What kinds of things do you do on the weekend? 

45. How would you say your current city compares to Laredo? 

46. Would you or have you considered moving back to live in Laredo?   

47. If yes, why are you considering moving back?  If no, what would make you consider moving 

back? 
 

  



56 
 

 

VITA 

 

Name:   Martha Lidia Rodriguez 

Email Address: marthajohannes@dusty.tamiu.edu 

 

Education 

Undergraduate:  

Bachelor of Arts in Spanish and a Minor in Business 

 College of Liberal Arts 

 University of Texas at Austin 

 Austin, Texas 

Graduate 

 Master of Arts in Sociology and a Minor in Public Administration 

 College of Arts and Sciences 

 Texas A&M International University 

 Laredo, Texas 

 


