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Detailed census data from the ongoing 2000 
headcount will not be available for another 
year, but population estimates released by the 

Census Bureau on March 9 give us an opportunity 
to analyze county population dynamics in the 1990s. 
The estimation methods employed by the Census 
Bureau yield estimates of population change by two 
main components: natural increase, the balance of 
births over deaths, and net migration. The interplay 
between these components appears to be a major 
factor in determining the rate of growth or decline. 
Specically, net in-migration is nearly always the 
predominant component in counties that are growing 
rapidly, and net out-migration usually prevails in 
counties that are losing population rapidly.  

Net migration exceeds natural increase in virtually 
all the top-ranking counties, when the nation’s 3,141 
counties or county equivalents are ranked from high 
to low on percent population change between 1990 
and 1999. In 98 of the 100 fastest growing counties, 
net in-migration is higher than natural increase; when 
the list is expanded to the top 500, net migration 
exceeds natural increase in 472 counties. Looking at 
the ranking from the other direction, 92 of the 100 
fastest declining counties were characterized by net 
out-migration lower than natural increase totals.  

Of the two components, natural increase is much 
easier to measure, given the universal system of birth 
and death registration in the United States. Even when 
current data are not available, natural increase can 
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be reliably estimated since births and deaths typically 
remain quite stable from one year to the next. Given 
this stability, it is usually net migration that accounts 
for fast rates of growth or decline. The Census Bureau 
regularly studies the moving patterns of Americans 
through data collected in the Current Population 
Survey. The current study reports that 16 percent 
of the U.S. population changed residences (see 
Geographic Mobility: March 1997 to March 1998, at 
www.census.gov/prod/2000pubs/p20-520.pdf). Only 
a third of these movers, around ve percent of the 
total population, actually moves across county lines, 
but over time the movers have a big impact on the 
re-distribution of the U.S. population.  

Figure 1 shows the geographic distribution of 
counties in the lower 48 states on the net migration 
component between April 1, 1990 and July 1, 1999 (the 
reference dates for the 1990 census and latest Census 
Bureau county estimates, respectively).  Approximately 
64 percent of all counties (including Alaska and 
Hawaii) attracted more movers than they lost during 
the estimation period. The largest clusters of counties 
with a net outow of migrants are concentrated in 
the Great Plains states and other rural areas.  On 
the opposite end of the rural-urban spectrum, careful 
examination reveals that many heavily urbanized 
counties, home to some of the nation’s largest cities, 
also lost residents through migration.  
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Figure 2 gives a similar view of natural increase.  
In this case the distribution is even more lopsided, 
as births exceeded deaths in 78 percent of all 
counties. Approximately one in ve counties, though, 
experienced negative natural increase (a.k.a., natural 
decrease).  These counties have high concentrations 
of older residents, and are clustered primarily in 
the Great Plains states as well as parts of Florida, 
Pennsylvania, and West Virginia.  

Among Indiana’s 92 counties, only Sullivan 
experienced negative natural increase over the 
1990-99 period.  In contrast, 29 counties, almost one 
third of the state, had negative net migration in the 
1990s. Ten Indiana counties lost population in this time 
span, and all ten had net out-migration. Nationally, 
almost one in four U.S. counties are estimated to 
have lost population in the 1990s. Among these losing 
counties, more than nine in ten (91.5%) experienced 
net out-migration. By comparison, about one in six 
gaining counties nationwide (16.8%) had net 
out-migration. Nineteen Hoosier counties fell in this 

category, increasing in population while overcoming 
net out-migration. This group includes six of the state’s 
top seven counties in 1990 population: Marion, Lake, 
Allen, St. Joseph, Vanderburgh, and Madison. 

Net out-migration from urbanized counties is 
occurring all over the country, not just in Indiana. 
The growth of suburban counties at the expense of 
urban centers has led to a pattern of suburban sprawl 
with characteristic long commuting times, among 
other concerns to planners and policymakers. For 
a closer look at the population numbers relevant 
to suburbanization, metropolitan areas with 1990 
population over 500,000 were examined in the six 
states surrounding and including Indiana. The  states 
encompass the East North Central census division 
(Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and Michigan) as 
well as the southern neighboring state of Kentucky. 
Metro area denitions issued by the federal Ofce of 
Management and Budget as of June 30, 1999 are 
used in this analysis (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3
Net Migration For Counties

Indiana and Surrounding States, 1990-1999

Table 1, on the next page, shows selected 
population data for 12 metropolitan areas ranked by 
MSA population size. Each MSA is split into two 
geographic components: the central county, where 
the rst city in the MSA name is located, and the 
balance of the metropolitan area. Six of the 12 MSA 
central counties are in Ohio, two in Michigan, and one 
in each of the remaining four states.  

Ten of the 12 selected MSAs gained population 
over the 1990-99 period; three grew by more than 10 
percent. But in 11 of 12 cases, more people moved 
out of the central county than moved in, presumably 
to the outlying suburban counties of the MSA. Only 
in the Grand Rapids MSA did the central county 
have more in-migrants than out-migrants, and even 
there the gain was marginal. Seven of 12 central 
counties actually lost population as net out-migration 
outstripped positive gains through natural increase. It 
should be noted that in all 12 MSAs both the central 
county and remainder area experienced (positive) 
natural increase.  

In each metro area, the growth rate of the 
MA balance easily outpaced the central county. The 
growth rate differential between the MA balance and 
central county was especially large, exceeding 20 
percent, in three MSAs: Milwaukee, Cincinnati, and 
Indianapolis. Indianapolis’ suburban counties had the 
fastest growth rate, 24.4 percent, among the 12 MSAs, 
followed by Columbus, Ohio, where the suburban 
counties increased by 20.2 percent. Wisconsin’s 
Milwaukee stands out as the most distressed of the 
12 central counties in this analysis, losing more than 
ve percent of its 1990 population. Five MSA central 
counties, all in Ohio, lost between one and ve percent 
of their 1990 base populations: Youngstown, Toledo, 
Cleveland, Cincinnati, and Dayton.  

The type of development described here is 
sometimes called a “doughnut” pattern, characterized 
by an empty center surrounded by a ring of growth. The 
pattern is now found not only in older manufacturing 
centers like Chicago and Detroit, but also in rapidly 
growing metro areas like Columbus, Ohio and 
Indianapolis. There is no consensus of opinion on the 
effects of doughnut-style development or suburban 
sprawl. Some analysts bemoan the high cost of new 
infrastructure and inefcient allocation of resources, 
while others cite the free-market benets of consumers 
choosing where they want to live.  But the movement 
of population away from large urbanized counties to 
outlying suburban counties is not subject to debate.  
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Table 1
Selected Population Data for 12 Metropolitan Areas


