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Introduction 


The pattern of population growth and distribut ion in Wisconsin 

du r ing 1970-80 ;s charac t erized by three remarkable features. Fi rs t. 

dur i ng th i s dec ade , Wiscons i n experienced the slowest growth rat e compared 

to al l t he prev ious decades in t he twen tiet h century. The growth rate 

of t he 1970' s was even smaller than that of the depression decade of the 
1930's . Second, the pattern of chronic population dec l i ne over large 

parts of t he state was reversed. The areas of depopu l ation show signs 
of net in-mi grati on and growth in the 1970's. Third, the non-metropol i 

tan cou nt i es grew faster than t he metropolitan counties during 1970-80. 

For the f irst t ime in the long hi story of population shifts t oward urb an 

concentration, the metroPQlitan counti es exper i enced net ou t -migrat ion 
whi le non-met ropolitan counties gained more people than t hey lost. This 

paper examines the patterns of population change in Wisconsin in 1970-80 

and offers some exp l anat i on of t he nature of change. 

Pattern of Growt h: The State 

Wi scons in' s population increased from 4.4 mil li on persons in 1970 
to 4.7 million 'n 1980 . This represents a change of 6.5 percent over 
th e 1970 popul at i on. During the same per iod, the national popul ation 

i ncreased by 11.4 percent . Wisconsi n's slow growth in comparison to the 
national growth cont inues the t rend of the last three dec ades. (See 

Tab le I.) Wisc onsin's growth was s l ower than t he national growt h in each 
of the l ast t hree decades. 
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TABLE I 


GROWTH OF POPULATION: STATE AND NATION 

(PERCENT) 


Decade Wi sconsin U.S. DIFFERENTIAL 

1950-60 15. 1 18.5 -3.4 

1960-70 11.8 13.3 -1.5 

1970-80 6.5 11.4 -4.9 

One of the notable features of population change in the 1940's has 

been the absence of widespre.ad decline in various parts of the state. This 

is in contrast to the preeminence of declines in the northern and western 

parts of the state in the previous decades. For instance, during 1950-60, 

as many as 35 counties showed declines in population. During the 1960-70 

decade, there were 20 counties that experienced population declines. But 

in 1970-80, there were only three counties that experienced declines. 

Patterns of Change 

The decade of 1970-80 was marked by growth i n all but three of the 

counties of Wisconsin. The population declines of earlier decades were 

replaced by gains i n this decade. 

Compared to the state's modest gain of 6.5 percent, there were 41 

counties that had gains of more than 10 percent, and 17 counties showed 

ga in s of over 20 percent. The high increase counties appear in three 

general locations: 1) northern and western parts of Wisconsin, 2) central 

Wisconsin, and 3) southeastern suburban counties of Milwaukee. (See 

Figure 1.) 

In the north, a belt of high increase counties runs from Florence 

in the east to Burnett in the west. Here, Vilas County in northern 

Wisconsin experienced a gain of over 50 percen t while Burnett County 

showed a gain of 33 percent during the decade. In the central part of 

the state, Adams County increased by 46 percent. In the southeastern 

part, Washington County gained the most with a 33 percent increase. 

How does the pattern of change in 1970-80 differ from that of the 

preceding decade? The rates of population change for the last two decades 

http:widespre.ad
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were compared to construct a typology of growth. Six main types of 

population growth were identified: 1) Increase and Subsequent Decline; 

80 I 2) Decline and Subsequent Increase; 3) Accelerated Decline; 4) Decelerated 

Decline; 5) Decelerated Increase; 6) Accelerated Increase. 

The distribution of growth types shows four main features (See 

Figure 2.): a) There is no county experiencing accelerated decline; 

b) Only two counties experienced decelerated decline and these are 

Douglas in the north and Lafayette in the south; c) The entire eastern 

and southeastern part has · experienced decelerated increase (This group 

contains 23 counties.); d) Several counties in the northern, western, 

and central parts have experienced accelerated increase (This group 

contains 28 counties.). 

The emerging patterns indicate a slowdown of population growth in 

the southeastern part. The momentum of growth has certainly shifted 

toward the northern and western parts of the state. The regional shift 

of population growth from high density to low density areas is both 

promising and alarming. The currents of redistribution of population 

could alter the quality of life which forms the basis of attraction in 

the northern and western areas. 

The regional shift in the pattern of growth has been called the 

"population turnaround." What it means is that areas of chronic decline 

now show signs of renewal and growth. It also indicates that the urban 

areas no longer provide the great attraction they did in the past. There 

seems to be an emerging emphasis on non-economic aesthetic factors and a 

preference for living in smaller towns. 

The Role of Migration 

During the 1970's, net migration played an important role in the 

regional dynamics of population change in Wisconsin. For the first time, 

the areas of chronic out-migration show signs of vitality and renewal. 

Not only are the chronic losing areas retaining people, they are also 

attracting in-migration. 

The distribution of net migrati on rates during the 1970 ' s shows 

the predominance of net in-migration and a re l ati vely limited net out

migration (See Figure 3.). The remarkable shift in net migration streams 

in Wisconsin is reflected by the fact that 55 counties experienced net 
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in-migration. Of these, 21 had a net in-migration rate of more t han 

1 percent per year. The pattern of net in- migration is all the more
AN 

significant because most of the areas of vigorous net in-migration are 

located in the north, west, and central parts which have been chronic 

areas of net out-migration. Most of the counties where this net 

in-migration is taking place are non-metropolitan. 

The areas of net out-migration have been sh r inking during the last 

three decades. Compared to 59 counties experiencing net out-migration 

in 1950-60, there are only 17 such counties in 1970-80. The areas 

experiencing net out-migration between 1970-80 can be divided into two 

main groups: a) pockets of chronic net out-migration, and b) areas newly 

experiencing net out-migration. The first group is mostly non-metropolitan 

while the areas newly experiencing net out-migration are mostly metropoli

tan. Of the 17 counties with net out-migration, eleven are non-metropolitan 

and six are metropolitan. 

Migration Trends, 1960-80 

The net migration rates for the past two decades are compared to 

construct a typology of migration trends in Wisconsin. Six main types are 

recognized: 

Type 1: In-migration and Subsequent Out-migration 

Type 2: Out-migration and Subsequent In-migration 

Type 3: Accelerated Out-migration 

Type 4: Decelerated Out-migration 

Type 5: Decelerated In-migr ation 

Type 6: Accelerated In-migration 

The distribution of these types (see Figure 4) brings out several features 

in migration trends. First, Accelerated Out-migration (Type 3) is limited 

to only three counties: Milwaukee, Outagamie, and Manitowoc. Two of 

these are metropolitan counties and the third is a non-metropolitan county. 

Second, Decelerated Out-migration (Type 4) is confined exclusively to the 

pockets of chronic net out-migration. It is interesting to note that net 

out-migration has slowed down in all these counties -- among them Pepin 

and Buffalo in the west, Douglas and Ashl and in the north, and Richland, 

Iowa, and Lafayette in the south. Third, Decelerated In-migration (Type 5) 

occurs mainly in the metropolitan counties (such as Ozaukee, Washington, 
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Wau kesh a, Dane , and Br own) indicat i ng a slowdown of net in -migr ation in 

the dense ly pop ulated areas of the state. Fourt h, Accel er ated 

In -mi grat ion (Type 6) confirms the fact that non-metropoli t an areas in 

northern , western, and centr al Wi scon s in have indeed been incr eas ing l y 

successfu l in estab li shing a turnar ound of the patter ns of popul ati on 

change. 

Last ly, Types 1 and 2 suggest a clear revers al of the direc t i on 

of net mi grati on . In Type 1, the areas experienced net i n-migrat ion with 

t he industr ial or educational growt h of t he 1960' s and net out -migrat ion 

from industria l /metropo l itan cou nties in t he 1970 's. Type 2 is the most 

widespread and inc ludes 31 out of 72 coun t ies in t he st ate. This type i s 

signif i cant because it is indic at i ve of t he ext ent of ne t in-migrat i on 

during the 1970 's i nt o t he l ess conges t ed, rel atively l ow i ncome are as 

l ocated away from the i ndu stri al sout heast. 

The comparison of net migr at ion ra t es for me t r opoli tan and non

metropo l i t an counties during the las t t hree decade s shows the natur e of 

populati on turnaround very vivi dl y. Dur ing 1950-60, t he metropo litan 

counties i ncreased at the average rate of 0.53 percent per year while 

the non-metropolitan count i es l ost at the ra t e of -0.96 percent per 

year. Dur i ng 1970- 70 the ga i ns of metropolitan coun t ies were negl i gi ble 

and so were the lo sses of t he non-metropo li tan co un t i es. In the 1970-80 

decade, the metropoli t an countie s l ost at the rate of - 0.36 percent per 

year while non-metropolitan cou nt i es gained at the rate of 0.54 percent 

per year . 

TA BL E II 

Ne t Mi gration Rates in Wisconsin, 
(Percent Per Year ) 

1950-80 

Metro Counties Non-Metro Counties 

1950-60 + 0. 53 - 0. 96 

1960-70 + 0. 07 - 0.10 

1970-80 - 0.36 + 0.54 

The net in-migration of metropol i tan counties du ring t he 1950 ' s 

and 1960 ' s was replaced by net out-migrat ion in t he 1970 ' s. Simi l ar ly, 



19 


net out-migration from non-metropolitan counties in t he 1950 ' s and 1960's 

changed to net in-migration in the 1970's. 

Conclu si on 

The character of population change and redistribution during 1970-80 

is marked by slow growth and a reversal of the widespread depop ulation of 

earlier decades. Migration played a significant role in the redistribution 

of population. The areas of chronic decl ine retained more people and 

attracted in-migration. The less congested and less urbanized areas became 

more attractive during the 1970 ' s . This reflects movement toward the areas 

which are aesthetically sati sfying rather than economically attractive. 

What will the trends be dur i ng the 1980's? Probably, they will parallel 

the pattern of the 1970's. 
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