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Popular media accounts and academic research about Milwaukee have generally 
painted a picture of sustained economic and population decline.  The reality is 
much more complex. Indeed, such narratives have obscured from view the wide 
variation in neighborhood health, as well as the shifting components of 
population change, both of which are discussed and presented cartographically 
in this project.  This research provides a detailed analysis of demographic change 
in the City of Milwaukee using data provided by the 2000 and 2010 census.  It 
uses a comparative and geographic perspective to visualize, describe and explain 
a variety of demographic markers at the census tract level, including changes in 
the White, African-American and Hispanic populations.  Through a descriptive 
and theoretically-informed analysis of the findings a new “neighborhood 
typology” for Milwaukee is tentatively constructed as well.   

 
 
     Milwaukee’s most recent socio-economic and demographic transformations are of interest 
to policy-makers and geographers alike.  As is the case in other large American cities, 
Milwaukee has been affected by a broader set of interrelated global and national trends, 
including intensified international immigration, suburbanization, the legacy and persistence of 
racialized ghetto formation and more recently, gentrification.  Much of the research exploring 
the effects of these trends on Milwaukee, however, was done using a largely “macro” scale 
level of analysis.  This research provides a more detailed – at the census tract level – analysis of 
demographic change in the City of Milwaukee using data provided by the 2000 and 2010 
census.  To do so I employ a comparative and geographic perspective to visualize, describe and 
explain a variety of demographic markers, including total population change, the percentage 
point change in the white population, percent African-American, percentage point change in 
the African-American population and percent Hispanic1.  During the last half-century, popular 
media accounts and academic research about Milwaukee tended to paint a picture of sustained 
economic and population decline, followed more recently by a period of demographic stability.  
The reality, as this paper will demonstrate, is much more complex. Indeed, such narratives have 
obscured from view the wide variation in neighborhood health, as well as the shifting 
components of population change that are visualized cartographically in this project.   Through 

                                                           
1
 This paper only examines the three largest race/ethnic groups in Milwaukee (African-American, White and 

Hispanic) who together account for 93% of the city’s population in 2010.  For clarity and length purposes, Asian-
Americans, Native Americans, and “more than one race” are not explored in this particular research.  Additionally, 
the 2000 Census did not collect data at the tract-level for Hispanics; only the “Other Race” category was used.  
Therefore the percentage point change in the Hispanic population between 2000 and 2010 by census tract is not 
mapped in this project as well.   
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a descriptive and theoretically-informed analysis of the findings, a generalized “neighborhood 
typology” for contemporary Milwaukee is then tentatively constructed as well.   
 
Components of population change and the anomalous persistence of “white flight” 
 

When the findings of the US Census were released in mid-2010, city officials and media in 
Milwaukee were cautiously optimistic – and for good reason (Glauber and Poston 2010a).  For 
the first time since 1970, the city’s overall population had stabilized at just below 600,000; only 
decreasing at a rate of just less than one-half of one percent in the decade between 2000 and 
2010.  This figure was in stark contrast to previous decades when typical population declines for 
Milwaukee averaged around six percent per decade, and reached as high as eleven percent 
during the 1970s when mass suburbanization and the “white flight” process were ostensibly at 
their peak.  With the newly-released data in hand, city officials and media hinted that the era of 
mass suburbanization was over (Glauber 2012).  A closer look at the neighborhood-level data, 
however, suggests that such interpretations were at least partly premature.  In fact, there was a 
striking unevenness to population growth and population decline across the roughly 150 census 
tracts within the City of Milwaukee (see Figure 1).  Between 2000 and 2010, just under half of 
the city’s census tracts gained population, while just over half lost population.  Areas of the city 
that gained population generally fell into one of three categories:  (1) neighborhoods associated 
with an intensified gentrification process which transformed formerly industrial and 
commercial land uses into residential areas; (2) neighborhoods associated with the expanding 
residential footprint of Milwaukee’s growing Hispanic2 community, primarily in the central and 
outer southwest and south sides; and (3) neighborhoods associated with the expanding 
residential footprint of Milwaukee’s African-American community, largely located on the 
distant periphery of the city’s far northwest side.   

Areas of the city that lost population, on the other hand, generally fell into one of two 
categories:  (1) neighborhoods where the dominant engine of demographic transformation 
continued to be the ongoing, but somewhat lessened, process of “white flight”, as was the case 
across large stretches of territory within the central northwest Side; and (2) areas where, in 
contrast, the engine of demographic transformation continued to be the sustained 
abandonment on behalf of upwardly-mobile African-Americans of the neighborhoods within 
the historic borders of the racialized ghetto on the inner northwest side (Causey 2011).  
Population loses here were far greater than in the former category; in fact, in some parts of the 
inner northwest side population declines averaging twenty percent were consistent across a 
nearly-contiguous belt of territory corresponding with oldest housing stock, highest rates of 
concentrated poverty and the deepest concurrent job losses.  In summary, while city officials 
were pointing to the end of the mass suburbanization era, the reality was that over the course 

                                                           
2
 The term “Hispanic” is imprecise and politically problematic.  Few people who live in the United States and who 

have roots in Spanish-speaking countries embrace the term, and for many reasons.  For one, the term conflates 
multiple and distinct identities; lumping Latino/a, Mexican-American, Chicano/a, Tejano/a, Cuban-American, 
Puerto Rican and many others into one monolithic category.  To complicate matters even further, Hispanic is not a 
“race” category per se in terms of census accounting, and therefore individuals who identify as Mexican-American, 
for example, must still choose a race category.  The two most common race category choices for Milwaukee’s 
diverse Hispanic population are “White” and “Other”.   
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of the last decade multiple, opposing demographic transformations essentially came into 
balance for the first time in the post-World War II era.   

This balancing of opposing demographic forces was not unique to Milwaukee of course.  In 
fact, all across the United States, central city populations stabilized or even increased as a result 
of some combination of immigration, gentrification, and a weakening regime of post-war 
suburbanization (Frey 2010, 2011a and 2011b).  Cities as regionally and demographically 
diverse as New York, Seattle, Minneapolis and Oakland all behaved similarly during the same 
period, and for roughly approximate reasons.  However, Milwaukee’s experience does stand 
out as somewhat anomalous with regard to at least one factor of this population change; that is 
the strength and persistence of the “white flight” process relative to the countervailing process 
of gentrification.  In many of Milwaukee’s peer cities – including Chicago, Washington, Atlanta 
and Pittsburgh – the white share of the total population remained flat or even increased slightly 
between 2000 and 2010 (Frey 2011b).  What explained the stability of the white population in 
these peer cities is that either the process of white flight had already reached its floor, or 
gentrification had been powerful enough to produce no significant net change in the overall 
white percentage.  The two processes, to put it another way, tended to cancel one another out.  
In Milwaukee, by contrast, white flight remained a significant component of the overall 
population change.  Indeed, between 2000 and 2010 the City of Milwaukee lost roughly 51,000 
white residents; putting it in the top 10 among the 100 largest American cities regarding 
absolute net loss in the white population (Frey 2011b).  Cities that behaved similarly to 
Milwaukee in this regard included mainly other “Rust Belt” cities, including Detroit, Cleveland, 
Baltimore and Saint Louis.  The overall result was that Milwaukee moved from a “minority 
majority” city with a white plurality – a status it has had since roughly 1995 – to a “minority 
majority” city with an African-American plurality in just the last few years (Pabst and Poston 
2011).   

The fact that Milwaukee’s population remained stable between 2000 and 2010 while 
continuing to experience a fairly substantial net loss of white residents is, of course, no 
mystery; and can be explained by pointing to two additional components of demographic 
change.  The first – hardly unique to Milwaukee – is represented by the substantial increase in 
the Hispanic population, surging by 33,000 between 2000 and 2010 due to continued 
immigration, migration and natural increase (Pabst 2011, Pabst and Poston 2011).  Indeed, fully 
65% of the white loss was replaced by an increase in the city’s Hispanic population.  The second 
has to do with natural increase in the region’s African-American population coupled with a 
decided absence of African-American suburbanization in the broader Milwaukee metropolitan 
area.  This points to a second way in which Milwaukee’s experience has been unique compared 
to its peer cities.   Unlike Chicago, for example, which lost nearly 200,000 African-American 
residents to the suburbanization process between 2000 and 2010, in Milwaukee the rise of an 
African-American middle-class has been contained geographically within the city proper by the 
formidable wall of suburban housing restrictions; thus limiting the upwardly-mobile African-
American population to the suburban-style precincts of the city’s far northwest Side.  Indeed, 
the extreme degree of African-American segregation in metropolitan Milwaukee within just the 
City of Milwaukee is evidenced by this one striking fact:  In 2010, 39% of Milwaukee residents 
identified as African-American, while only two percent of Milwaukee’s suburban population 
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did.  This represents the most significant city-suburban racial divide in America (Tolan and 
Glauber 2010).   
 
Ethnic and Racial Succession 
 
     That “white flight” is still a powerful engine of demographic transformation in Milwaukee 
suggests that the process of “ethnic succession” – first conceptualized by the Chicago School 
sociologists nearly a century ago – is an equally significant mechanism of neighborhood change 
as well (Park, Burgess and McKenzie 1984).  Ethnic succession, of course, can be visualized in 
multiple, complimentary ways, but it will be measured here largely by examining the 
percentage point change in the white population between 2000 and 2010.  Fully one-third of 
the city’s census tracts saw a percentage point decrease in the white population of ten points 
or more during the course of the decade; while a smaller subset of this group saw percentage 
point decreases of twenty points or more.   Census tracts behaving this way clustered into two 
large, contiguous blocks of urban territory that might be best conceptualized as “zones of 
ethnic succession”.  The larger of these two zones covers a good share of the city’s central and 
far northwest side and represents a collection of suburban-style neighborhoods where an 
aspiring African-American middle class has expanded its residential footprint beyond the 
slowly-disappearing borders of the racialized ghetto (see Figures 2, 3 and 4).  Such a 
development is, of course, welcome news in Milwaukee; a city with long history of both de jure 
and de facto segregation which essentially trapped African-Americans, regardless of class, into 
corridors of sub-standard housing and limited opportunity and mobility (Gurda 1999, Trotter 
2007, Daugherty 2009).  Indeed, if the geography of settlement is the only metric used, we can 
say with some degree of certainty that the quality of urban life has improved for Milwaukee’s 
African-American population.  The solid, brick 1920s bungalows – which are typical of the 
housing stock in the Enderis Park neighborhood within the northwest side “zone of ethnic 
succession” – are a testament to this ascendancy (see Figure 6).    

Sturdy homes in comparably suburban-style neighborhoods, however, do not necessarily 
translate into rising economic outcomes for households moving into these “zones of ethnic 
succession”.  Indeed, the focus here on residential succession is potentially only part of the 
story; one that is necessitated in this research by a reliance on largely demographic census 
data.  Higher property values and better maintained structures offer clues to issues related to 
quality of life, but remain largely silent on issues of economic mobility as it relates to skills and 
job opportunities available to the local population (Kenny, Benson and Bump 2006).  It should 
come as no surprise then that in many Milwaukee neighborhoods currently transitioning to 
African-American dominance a diverse range of economic landscapes can be found; some of 
which mirror the prosperity of adjacent suburbs, some of which do not.  For example, the 
suburban-style Hampton Heights neighborhood on the far northwest side – an area hit 
exceptionally hard by the post-2008 foreclosure crisis – essentially reproduces some of the very 
same economic problems associated with central city ghettoization.   
     A parallel dynamic is occurring on the south side of the city, although somewhat less 
dramatically and within a smaller geographic area.  Here, ethnic succession is not characterized 
by greater African-American representation but by growing representation of Milwaukee’s 
Hispanic community.  At least two factors have contributed to this second “zone of ethnic 
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succession”:  (1) the locally-unprecedented growth of the city’s Hispanic community from just 
about at the national average in 2000 to nearly a fifth of the citywide total by 2010; and (2) the 
expanding Hispanic middle class.  As was the case with Polish-Americans a full generation or 
two earlier, upwardly-mobile Hispanic households have abandoned the older housing stock of 
the inner south side and found new residential opportunities in a wide arc of territory in the 
more peripheral neighborhoods; especially and most visibly in the Jackson Park and Wilson Park 
neighborhoods, both of which saw their Hispanic population triple and quadruple respectively 
(see Figure 5).  
 
Gentrification 
 
     That these “zones of ethnic succession” occupy a large territorial share of the City of 
Milwaukee would come as no surprise to most Milwaukee residents.  Yet, the process of ethnic 
succession has also produced an associated consequence that remains mostly invisible and has 
largely gone un-chronicled.  That is, the outward expansion of Milwaukee’s African-American 
and Hispanic populations has left the original 1950s ghetto – and to a lesser extent, the 1950s 
barrio – depopulated, underutilized and with abundant tracts of unoccupied land.  This has 
produced conditions in the local real estate market that mimic a tabula rasa and thus ripen 
these areas for redevelopment and revalorization.  Although the scale of gentrification3 in 
Milwaukee is only moderate by the standards of some larger American cities, the process is 
significant enough that it is easily captured within the census data.  Returning to the percentage 
point change in the white population map reveals that there exists a relatively large swath of 
contiguous neighborhoods in the oldest core area of the central city which gained significant 
numbers of whites in both absolute and relative terms (see Figure 2).  Using the “percentage 
point change in the white population” to measure gentrification is potentially a very blunt tool, 
of course.  Yet, all of these neighborhoods are proximate to downtown, and they have 
experienced increases in average income, decreases in family size, and sustained activity in 
luxury condominium and apartment construction over the course of the last decade.  Together, 
these factors suggest that gentrification has occurred.   

At least two demographic trends largely account for the gentrification of Milwaukee’s 
downtown and immediately adjacent neighborhoods:  (1) since the mid-1990s there has been a 
surge in the percent of middle-class, suburban empty-nesters who choose the convenience and 
walkability of the city as a setting to live out their golden years; and (2) the increase in the 
number of young, childless professionals who choose the city for roughly approximate reasons.  
Add to this the jump in the number of college students in Milwaukee’s central area – 
enrollments at both Marquette and UWM have grown in recent years – and you have a perfect 
recipe that has encouraged developers to embark upon the largest central area building boom 
in Milwaukee’s post-war history.  Furthermore, these demographic transformations have taken 

                                                           
3
 The academic literature on gentrification is enormous and has occupied an important theme of geographic 

research for roughly thirty years.  For a good introduction see, Ley, D. (1980) Liberal Ideology and the 
Postindustrial City.  Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 70: 238-58, and Smith, N. (1996) The New 
Urban Frontier:  Gentrification and the Revanchist City. London, UK: Verso.  
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place at the exact same time that the local state shifted its redevelopment strategies towards 
attracting “creative class” settlement in the central area neighborhoods, and in so doing, 
supported a much more active and potent pro-gentrification approach to municipal action 
(Zimmerman 2008).  The cumulative result is a sustained round of roughly two decades of 
gentrification producing a dramatic demographic revolution in the city’s central area (Glauber 
and Poston 2011).  Indeed, in the corridor of contiguous neighborhoods that might be called 
Milwaukee’s “urban spine” – running from Marquette University through Downtown, the Third 
Ward, Yankee Hill, Brewer’s Hill, Riverwest and the East Side – overall population jumped by ten 
percent between 2000 and 2010 to 71,000, and both population densities and median incomes 
increased while they were simultaneously decreasing at the city-wide level.   
 
Deepening polarization and Milwaukee’s emerging neighborhood typology 
 
     A cursory glance at local media accounts summarizing population change in Milwaukee 
between 2000 and 2010 seemed to suggest a period of calm and stability; a welcome break 
from the era of urban decline.  The reality was characterized by profoundly dynamic, and in 
some instances, radically opposing, demographic transformations which fundamentally 
reordered the topography of race, ethnicity, and class across the diverse terrain of the city’s 
neighborhoods.  Although there is risk in painting in broad brushstrokes, it is still useful to 
conceptualize these changes into a generalized neighborhood typology.  This typology is not 
meant to capture exhaustively every neighborhood in the city, and many neighborhoods may 
exhibit conditions which effectively blur the lines between the categories.  However, 
Milwaukee’s historical pattern of strict residential segregation and parochial neighborhood 
separateness provides a setting which makes such generalizations possible.  The three main 
neighborhood types that this research indicates are evident in contemporary Milwaukee are (1) 
the “zone of ethnic succession”, (2) the “zone of sustained abandonment”, and (3) the 
“gentrified core area”.  What follows is a brief description of each of the three.   

Moving progressively from the suburban-like edges of the city proper towards the 
downtown area, the first set of neighborhoods encountered constitute a large, semi-circular arc 
of urban territory that, despite its diversity of residential, demographic and socio-economic 
patterns, is characterized by a rapid, and in some cases very recent, decrease in the percent of 
the population that identifies as “white”4.   In this “zone of ethnic succession”, the white 
population has dropped for multiple reasons, including continued white suburbanization and an 
aging white population coupled with a corresponding decrease in the average household size 
for white families in these neighborhoods. In either case, these conditions have created 
opportunities for an aspiring African-American and Hispanic working- and middle-class to find 
better housing and living conditions in peripheral areas of the city that mimic the physical 
environments associated with American suburbia.  Ground zero in this particular 

                                                           
4
 For a discussion of the history of the social construction and fluidity of “whiteness” see, Ignatiev, N. (1995) How 

the Irish Became White. New York: Routledge, and Roediger, D. (2005) Working Toward Whiteness:  How America’s 
Immigrants Became White.  New York:  Basic Books.  
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transformation is a large collection of contiguous neighborhoods on the outer northwest side 
where the white population decreased by approximately twenty percentage points and most 
neighborhoods here progressed to an African-American majority in just the last decade (see 
Figures 2, 3 and 4).   A smaller collection of neighborhoods on the central and outer south side 
constitute a secondary node ethnic succession, but here the transition reflects expanding 
residential opportunities for Milwaukee’s Hispanic population.  Quality of life indicators in the 
“zone of ethnic succession” – including average income, change in income, and rates of 
employment – run the gamut but generally fall just above or just below the city-wide average.    

In contrast, the “zone of sustained abandonment” is characterized by some of the most 
devastating socio-economic conditions to be found anywhere in urban America (Levine 2004, 
Glauber and Poston 2010b).  Constituted by roughly one-third of the city’s census tracts and 
organized into a contiguous nine square-mile block of urban territory on the city’s inner north 
side, the “zone of sustained abandonment” has experienced significant and continuous 
decreases in population and population density since at least 1980.  This exceptional decline in 
population is not in any way connected to ethnic or racial succession however.  Rather, it is a 
classed process reflecting the out-migration of African-American households who have the 
resources to do so.  Interestingly, the borders of the “zone of sustained abandonment” almost 
perfectly correspond with the geographic limits of Milwaukee’s post-war racialized ghetto.  
Decreases in population here therefore reflect an abandonment of these neighborhoods on 
behalf of middle-class and aspiring working-class African-Americans who are increasingly taking 
advantage of a larger range of housing opportunities on the city’s periphery.  A deepening 
segregation and concentration of African-American poverty in the “zone of sustained 
abandonment” is the most consequential product of these socio-spatial transformations.  In 
many census tracts in the area, for example, the poverty rate exceeds forty percent, the rate of 
African-American male joblessness exceeds sixty percent (Levine 2004), and racial segregation 
is nearly perfect (African-American populations range from 95-99% in all census tracts).  
Meanwhile, vacant housing, capital flight, disinvestment and a constellation of related urban 
problems produce quality of life indicators that are well below the city-wide average.  
Conditions in the “zone of sustained abandonment” are so bad, in fact, that they go a long way 
towards explaining why Milwaukee has the fourth highest rate of poverty among large 
American cities (Glauber and Poston 2010b).   

Immediately adjacent and in striking juxtaposition is the “gentrified core area”; an arc of 
urban terrain which occupies the smallest geographic footprint of the three neighborhood 
types and is centered on the downtown area.  The boundaries of the gentrified core are 
sharply-delineated and extend from just south and west of downtown to the northeast for 
roughly three miles along the lakeshore to the city limits.  In total, the gentrified neighborhoods 
hold only approximately twelve percent of the city’s population, but this represents a sustained 
increase in both population and population densities in these neighborhoods over the course of 
the last decade.   What truly sets the gentrified core area apart, however, is how it sits in glaring 
contrast to the balance of the city, and especially to the proximate “zone of sustained 
abandonment”.    Most significantly, the “gentrified core area” has benefited from a sustained 
fifteen year period of intensive public and private investment dollars (Zimmerman 2008).  
Relocated corporate headquarters, new museums, parks, bike paths, riverwalks, loft-
conversions and thousands of new residential units have produced a zone of concentrated 
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economic prosperity where average incomes have increased at the same time that they have 
remained stagnant or even decreased across the remainder of the city (Borowski 2001).  
Meanwhile, in a city where race and class are often tightly correlated, these transformations 
have been imprinted onto the new geography of race and ethnicity.  Although the “gentrified 
core area” neighborhoods are more racially and ethnically diverse than the suburban parts of 
the Milwaukee metropolitan area, in the decade between 2000 and 2010 these neighborhoods 
became progressively whiter, less African-American and less Hispanic.   The Brewer’s Hill 
neighborhood just north of downtown is an excellent representative case study of this 
transformation (see Figure 7).  In the late 1960s, Brewer’s Hill was situated directly in the heart 
of the tightly-controlled borders of Milwaukee’s post-war racialized ghetto.  The neighborhood 
was also ground zero in the civil disturbances associated with the open housing protests of the 
period (Jones 2010).  By the turn of the twenty-first century, Brewer’s Hill had lost nearly half of 
population, but remained nearly 70% African-American. In the ten years since, new 
construction and rising rents associated with gentrification have now largely displaced the 
remaining working-class African-American population; so much so that the neighborhood 
currently has an overwhelming white majority.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 “It is gratifying to see the end of decades of losing population”, said Milwaukee Mayor Tom 
Barrett in June of 2010 following the initial release of the US Census data (quoted in Glauber 
and Poston 2010b).  Beneath this superficial pronouncement of stability, however, lays a much 
more complex and potentially contradictory story.  The ten years between 2000 and 2010 were, 
in fact, one of the most extraordinarily dynamic in Milwaukee’s history.  For the first time since 
the city’s founding, Milwaukee has an African-American plurality.  This suggests that racial and 
ethnic electoral politics, as well as political alliances, will likely shift in meaningful ways in the 
coming years.  While Milwaukee remains the most racially segregated large city in the United 
States (Tolan and Glauber 2010), many more of Milwaukee’s working-class, and especially 
middle-class, African-American population currently reside in comparatively stable 
neighborhoods from which they were excluded historically.  Meanwhile, the property-led 
residential development boom in the central area has continued to exceed expectations; so 
much so that a recent Brookings Institute study characterized Milwaukee’s downtown as 
“perched for take-off” (Birch 2005).   But prosperity in the central area neighborhoods cannot 
hide the fact Milwaukee is still a city in deep socio-economic trouble.  More than one in four 
city residents live in poverty, and this poverty is greatly concentrated in areas of the city that 
continue to hemorrhage jobs, capital and people.   While the deepening of gentrification in 
Milwaukee’s central area received a substantial amount of celebratory media coverage during 
the last decade, what remained largely unexamined was that the process ultimately brought 
into even sharper relief what was already one of the most economically and racially polarized 
large cities in America.  Indeed, the most salient result of the demographic transformations 
effecting the city during the last decade is that Milwaukee’s geo-economic terrain is now 
characterized by some of the steepest socio-economic gradients to be found anywhere in urban 
America.   
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Figure 1:  Percent change in total population by census tract, 2000-2010.  
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Figure 2:  Percentage point change in the white population by census tract, 2000-2010.   
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Figure 3:  Percent African-American, 2010 
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Figure 4:  Percentage point change in the African-American population, 2000-2010 
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Figure 5:  Percent Hispanic, 2010 
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Figure 6:  Middle-class housing in the Enderis Park neighborhood on the far northwest side.   
 
 
 

 
Figure 7:  Late 19th-century housing in the gentrifying Brewer’s Hill neighborhood 
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