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During the 1980's Wisconsin experienced a 
slow growth in population. The early eighties were 
marked by very slow growth of population, a decrease 
in migration to non-metropolitan areas, and significant 
out-migration at the state level. In the late eighties, 
efforts by government and business to improve the 
economic climate in Wisconsin may have affected the 
demographic situation to some degree. It is the 
purpose of this paper to analyze the patterns of 
population change in Wisconsin during the 1980 - 1990 
decade. 

The preliminary results of the 1990 Census of 
Population will not be available until the early part of 
1991. However, Wisconsin Department of 
Administration has prepared population projections at 
the county level from 1980 to 2020. This paper makes 
use of the projected data for 1990 to understand the 
demographic changes in Wisconsin during the 1980s. 

Wisconsin had a population of 4.7 million 
persons according to the 1980 Census of Population. 
This is projected to increase to 4.87 million in 1990. 
Thus, the state population would increase by 3.6 
percent during 1980-90. This decennial increase is the 
smallest in the 20th century and is even lower than the 
growth during the depression years. In comparison, 
the U.S. population increased by 10.2 percent during 
this decade. The fact that Wisconsin's population 
grows at a slower pace than the national population is 
not surprising. The state population growth has been 
slower than the national growth for the last several 
decades and this trend is maintained during the 
current decade as well (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1 

GROWTH OF POPULATION: STATE AND NATION 
(Percent) 

DECADE WISe. U.s. DIFFERENTIAL 

1950-1960 15.1 18.5 -3.4 
1960 -1970 11 .8 13.3 -15 
1970 -1980 6.5 11.4 -4.9 
1980 -1990 3.6 10.2 -6.6 

During 1980-90, Wisconsin population 
increased by 171,179 persons. This growth is based on 

a natural increase component of 307,943 persons and a 
net migration component of -136,764 persons. The 
natural increase component is derived from an 
estimate of 722,399 births and 414,456 deaths in the 
state during the examined period. 

Compared to the nineteen seventies, there 
were more births, more deaths, and lot more out
migration (see Table 2). There were an estimated forty 
thousand more births during the eighties, an increase 
of 6 percent in comparison to the previous decade. 
These additional bundles of joy should make teachers 
in Wisconsin very optimistic about the next decade. 
There were nearly eleven thousand more deaths than 
in the seventies and this is an increase of about 3 
percent. The most significant factor of change, 
however, was net out-migration amounting to over 
136,000 persons during the 1980s. In the 1970s, 
Wisconsin had a positive migration balance of almost 
10,000 persons. Overall, the eighties added 116,335 
fewer persons to the state's population than the 
seventies. 

TABLE 2 

POPULATION CHANGE IN WISCONSIN: 
1970 - 80 AND 1980 - 90 

COMPONENT 1970-80 1980-90 DIFF. 

Births 681,300 722,399 41,099 
Deaths 403,700 414,456 10,756 
Natural Increase 277,600 307,943 30,343 
Net Migration 9,914 -136,764 126,850 
Population Change 287,514 171,179 -116,335 

Patterns of Change 

During the 1980's, there was an increase in 
population in all but six counties of Wisconsin. In 
comparison to the 3.6 percent growth in the state, there 
are 38 counties that increased by more than 5 percent 
and 13 counties experienced gains of 10 percent or 
more. Menominee county showed a growth of more 
than 30 percent (see Figure 1). The high growth 
occurred in four general locations: (1) the central part 
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of the state comprising Adams, Marquette, Portage and 
Waushara counties, where Adams county gained more 
than 16 percent; (2) the northwestern area from Sawyer 
and Washburn to St. Croix and Polk counties, where St. 
Croix county gained 16 percent; (3) the northeastern 
part with Vilas county showing the highest increase of 
11.8 percent; and (4) the east-central section comprising 
Brown and Calumet counties. Calumet county 
recorded an increase of over 17 percent which was the 
second highest in the state. 

The six counties that showed population 
decline are found in three general locations: (1) 
Milwaukee, Racine and Kenosha counties in the 
southeastern part, (2) Iron and Douglas counties in the 
north west, and (3) Richland county in the southwest. 
In the southeastern metropolitan cluster, Milwaukee 
county declined by 5.3 percent while in the 
northwestern group Iron county declined by 8 percent 
which was the largest among all counties that lost 
population. The decline in population in the 
southeastern counties is associated with the continued 
downturn of manufacturing activities through the 
early 1980s. 

Typology of Population Change 

In order to understand how pattern of change 
in 1980-90 differed from that of the preceding decade, 
the trends of the last two decades were analyzed on the 
basis of Kohn's typology (see Figure 2). Six main 
growth types can be identified according to Kohn's 
typology: 

Type 1 Increase and Subsequent Decline: increase in 
the preceding decade followed by decline in 
the current decade. 

Type 2 	 Decline and Subsequent Increase: decline in 
the preceding decade followed by increase in 
the current decade. 

Type 3 	 Accelerated Decline: decline in the preceding 
decade followed by more decline in the current 
decade. 

Type 4 	 Decelerated Decline: decline in the preceding 
decade followed by less decline in the current 
decade. 

Type 5 	 Decelerated Increase: increase in the preceding 
decade followed by less increase in the current 
decade. 

Type 6 	 Accelerated Increase: increase in the preceding 
decade and more increase in the current 
decade. 
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The spatial distribution of growth types is 
shown in Figure 3. Type 1, Increase and Subsequent 
Decline, occurs in three distinct areas. In the southeast, 
the metropolitan counties of Kenosha and Racine 
experienced decline for the fist time during the 1980s. 
In the northwest, Iron county had reversed the chronic 
pattern of depopulation, but it was back to the decline 
trend in the current decade. In the southwest, 
Richland county also resumed the depopulation 
pattern of earlier years after showing growth for 1970
80. 

Types 2, 3, and 4 occur in just one county each. 
In the southwestern part, Lafayette county showed 
increase after decades of decline in population (Type 
2). In the northwest, metropolitan Douglas county 
experienced more decline in the 1980s than during the 
previous decade (Type 3). In the southeast, Milwaukee 
county experienced less decline in the 1980s than it had 
in 1970-80 (Type 4). 

Type 5, Decelerated Increase, is the most 
widespread in the state and occurs in 57 counties. It 
suggests that the forces contributing to population 
growth during the 1970s have experienced a slow 
down in the 1980s. The shift during 1970-80 toward 
non-metropolitan areas, particularly in northwestern 
and central parts, was not sustained at the previous 
level during the 1980s. 

Type 6, Accelerated Increase, is very 
conspicuous in the northeastern part comprising the 
Lower Fox Valley counties. Included in this area of 
accelerated growth are the metropolitan counties of 
Winnebago, Outagamie, Calumet and Brown along 
with the adjoining non-metropolitan Kewaunee 
county. Here the forces of growth are continuing the 
momentum of the previous decade resulting in greater 
gains in 1980-90. Two counties in this group, Brown 
and Calumet, had an increase of over 10 percent in 
both the 1970s and the 1980s. 

The emerging patterns seem to indicate that 
the phenomenon of "population turnaround" of the 
1970s was rater short lived. The regional shift of 
population growth from high density to low density 
areas did not materialize in the 1980s. However, the 
areas of chronic population decline continued to have 
modest gains during 1980-90 as well. 

A comparison of population growth in 
metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas clearly 
shows that the non-metropolitan counties have 
experienced higher growth during the 1970s as well as 
the 1980s (see Table 3). The non-metropolitan growth 
was considerably smaller in the 1980s than in the 
previous decade but it was still substantially higher 
than the metropolitan growth. The metropolitan areas 
increased by only 2.6 percent compared to the state 
population growth of 3.6 percent during 1980-90. 
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TABLE 3 


DECENNIAL METRO/NON-METRO 

POPULATION GROWfH 


(Percent) 


METRO NON-METRO 
DECADE COUNTIES COUNTIES DIFF. 

1970-1980 4.2 115 7.3 
1980-1990 2.6 5.8 32 

Components of Change 

In the analysis of population growth patterns, 
one needs to look at the role of the components of 
change and how the components have contributed to 
the growth in various parts of the state. Natural 
increase and net migration are the two components of 
population change. In some counties, growth results 
from natural increase and net in-migration. In others, 
large natural increase compensated for the net out
migration resulting in population growth. In still 
others, population declines because of natural decrease 
in spite of net in-migration. 

Natural Increase 

The distribution of natural increase rate shows 
that there was only one county where the natural 
increase rate fell below zero (see Figure 4). It suggests 
that in this county (Iron) there were annually more 
deaths than births during the 19805. Several counties 
in central Wisconsin, namely Adams, Waushara, 
Marquette and Waupaca, and in northeastern part 
comprising florence and Vilas have been characterized 
by a very low natural increase rate. In contrast to this, 
a number of counties in east-central (Calumet, 
Outagamie), north-central (Marathon, Taylor) and 
western (Pierce, St. Croix) parts of the state had 
relatively high natural increase rates. Most of the 
counties experiencing relatively high natural increase 
were metropolitan counties or those adjoining them. 
Menominee county with a natural increase rate of more 
than 1.6 percent per year ranked highest in the state. 

Net Migration 

Migration played a dominant role in the 
dynamics of population change in Wisconsin during 
the 1980s in two ways. First, there was massive net 
out-migration from the state. Such large out-migration 
has not been witnessed during the last few decades. 
Second, nearly half of all the counties experienced net 
out-migration in 1980-90. The number of counties 

recording net out-migration had been declining since 
1950-60, but it began to expand again in the 1980s. 
There were 59 counties that experienced net out
migration in 1950-60 but only 17 such counties in 1970
80. Net out-migration was so widespread during the 
19805 that it affected both metropolitan as weD as non
metropolitan areas, and it involved agricultural as well 
as manufacturing counties. 

The distribution of net migration rate shows 
three general areas of net out-migration (see Figure 5). 
An area extending from southeastern to southwestern 
part of the state includes metropolitan counties like 
Milwaukee, Racine, Kenosha and Rock besides non
metropolitan counties like Richland and Lafayette. 
Milwaukee county had the highest net out-migration 
rate of 1.22 percent per year in the state. Kenosha and 
Racine came next with rates of 0.92 and 0.87 percent a 
year respectively. The loss of manufacturing in these 
counties was the force behind this net out-migration. 
In the southwestern part, Richland and Lafayette, both 
agricultural counties, had net out-migration rates of 
0.66 and 0.69 percent respectively. The decline in the 
number of dairy farms and the trend toward larger but 
fewer farms were the contributing factors. 

A second fairly large area of out-migration is 
located in north-central Wisconsin. This area extends 
over Marathon, Clark, Jackson, Rusk, Dunn and 
Buffalo counties. Here, Marathon county records the 
highest net out-migration rate. Interestingly, this area 
also includes metropolitan, agricultural, and 
university-based counties. The third area of net out
migration is located in the northwest and includes 
Douglas, Bayfield, Ashland and Iron Counties. In this 
area, Douglas, a metropolitan county, and Iron, a 
recreational county, had net migration rates of -0.87 
and -052 percent a year respectively. 

Three areas of high net in-migration were 
identified: (1) northwestern part comprising Burnett, 
Polk, Sawyer and Washburn, (2) the northeastern part 
including Vilas, Oneida and florence, and (3) central 
area consisting of Adams, Marquette, Waupaca and 
Waushara counties. The growth and development of 
recreation activities in the northwestern, northeastern 
and central parts of the state acted as a magnet for net 
in-migration there. In the central part, Adams and 
Marquette had the highest annual net migration rates 
of 1.26 and 1.03 percent respectively. In the 
northwestern part, Washburn and Sawyer experienced 
net migration rates of 0.89 percent a year. In the 
northeastern part, Vilas ranked highest with a net 
migration rate of 0.95 percent and was followed by 
florence and Oneida with 0.59 and 055 percent a year. 

Migration Trends 

The net migration rates for the 19805 for each 
county were compared with the corresponding rates 
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for the preceding decade to understand the nature of 
migration trends. Six main types of migration trends 
were identified as noted below: 

Type 1 In-Migration and subsequent Out-Migration: 
positive net migration rate followed by 
negative rate. 

Type 2 Out-Migration and Subsequent In-Migration: 
negative net migration rate followed by 
positive rate. 

Type 3 	 Accelerated Out-Migration: negative net 
migration rate followed by higher negative 
rate. 

Type 4 	 Decelerated Out-Migration: negative net 
migration rate followed by lower negative rate. 

Type 5 	 Decelerated In-Migration: positive net 
migration rate followed by a lower positive 
rate. 

Type 6 	 Acceleratea In~Migration: positive net 
migration rate followed by higher positive 
rate. 

All the counties were classified and mapped 
according to the above migration trends. The 
distribution of migration trends shows several 
interesting features (see Figure 6). Type I, In-Migration 
and Subsequent Out-Migration, and Type 5, 
Decelerated In-Migration, are the most widespread. 
Type 1 occurred in the southeast, southwest and north
central parts of the state. These areas had attracted in
migration in the 1970s but have not been able to 
provide conditions to sustain the same during the 
1980s. The north-centra . area represented chronic 
depopulation prior to 1970 and it had again 
experienced net out-migration in the 1980s. 

In the southeast, the suburban counties around 
Milwaukee had shown net out-migration after about 
two decades of strong in-migration. For instance, 
Ozaukee county had a net in-migration rate of 1.27 
percent in 1970-80 but a net out-migration rate of 0.19 
percent in the 1980s. Milwaukee county itself 
experienced decelerated out-migration (Type 4), a sign 
of slight recovery of economy, and the annual out
migration rate declined from 1.49 percent in 1970-80 to 
1.22 percent during the 1980s. 

Type 5, Decelerated In-Migration, occurred in 
central, northwestern and northeastern sections that 
witnessed large in-migration in the 1970s but had 
experienced a downturn during the 1980s. For 
example, Adams county had an annual net migration 
rate of 3.71 percent during 1970-80 but it declined to 
1.26 percent during the 1980s. Likewise, the net 

migration rate in Burnett county dropped from 2.82 
percent in 1970-80 to 0.73 percent in 1980-90. 

Type 3, Accelerated Out-Migration, existed in 
metropolitan counties in the southeast, namely Racine, 
Kenosha and Rock as well as in the agricultura ~ 

counties in the southwest, namely Lafayette, Iowa and 
Richland. Type 6, Accelerated In-Migration, occurred 
in the Lower Fox Valley covering Brown and Calumet 
counties. These two counties formed the only area in 
the entire state where the net in-migration increased in 
comparison to the previous decade. 

To understand the significance of net 
migration, various counties were grouped according to 
their main functional characteristics into the following: 
metropolitan (19 counties), agricultural (11), 
manufacturing (26), recreational (20) and 
educational/university (8). For each of these groups, 
average net migration rates for 1970s and 1980s were 
calculated. A comparison of the net migration rates 
shows that manufacturing counties experienced even 
more net out-migration in the 1980s than they did in 
the 1970s (see Table 4). Likewise, the metropolitan 
counties had an increased net out-migration. The 
agricultural counties had net in-migration in 1970-80 
but suffered net out-migration in the 1980s. The 
recreational counties slowed down in net in-migration 
in 1980-90 indicating a stabilization of recreational 
industry there after the initial surge of the 1970s. The 
ed ucational / uni versity counties also experienced 
considerable slow down in net in-migration from the 
previous decade. The non-metropolitan counties did 
experience some net in-migration in the 1980s but the 
rate of net-migration was much slower than in the 
previous decade. 

TABLE 4 

NET MIGRATION RATES ACCORDING TO 

lYPE OF COUNTIES 


(Average Annual Percent) 


COUNTYlYPE 1970-1980 1980-1990 

Agricultural 0.19 -0.27 
Manufacturing -0.37 -0.55 
Metropolitan -0.28 -0.45 
Recreational 1.51 0.38 
Educational/University 0.57 0.07 
Non-Metropolitan 0.64 0.04 

Conclusion 

The decade of 1980-90 was marked by slow 
growth of population in Wisconsin. The most 
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important factor behind the slow growth was net out
migration from the state. It was so large that a paraller 
could not be found in the last five decades. Both 
metropolitan and agricultural counties experienced net 
out-migration. In the metropolitan counties, the loss of 
manufacturing jobs might explain the migration 
trends. In the case of agricultural counties, out
migration probably reflected a decline in the number of 
dairy farms and the trend toward fewer, bigger, and 
more highly capitalized farms. Recreational counties 
saw subdued growth and net in-migration. The three 
suburban counties of Milwaukee had a reversal of the 
net in-migration trend of the last three decades due to 
decline of manufacturing activities. The non
metropolitan areas grew faster than the metropolitan 
areas. However, they experienced a much lower rate 
of net in-migration than in the previous decade 
indicating that the phenomenon of "population 
turnaround" had run out of steam. 
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