
People on the Move
A Review of Recent Population Trends in the Sixth District
In ancient times the taking of a census was a hated and 
suspicious thing. It was not to the advantage of local 
officials and the public for the ruling power to know 
how much could be extracted from them. Poverty and 
sparseness of population were convenient excuses for not 
paying taxes or for not remitting them to the Treasury.

Census findings today are less suspect and are used 
for much broader purposes. They provide economists, 
businessmen, and planners of all types with a wealth of 
information of value in assessing present trends and in 
preparing for the future. Manufacturers and sellers, for 
example, can more accurately determine the profitability 
of potential branch plant and branch office locations if 
they know where workers and consumers are living. 
Bankers are given facts to help them decide whether it 
is economically desirable to follow their customers into 
the suburbs. Population data have become such important 
tools of long-range planners that there is a constant de
mand for estimates showing what has happened since the 
last official decennial census.

To fill that need this Bank made estimates of population 
and migration trends in the Sixth District since the last 
census year, 1950. The estimates employed herein are 
based on reports received from the United States Census 
Bureau and various state agencies in District states. 
Methods employed are described in detail in Current 
Population Reports, Series P-25, No. 133. The figures 
given here are not official population estimates, but the 
trends shown fairly present the movements of population 
since 1950. In some cases the figures cover the Sixth 
District as such; in others they cover the entire six states.

The Sixth District and the United States have exhibited 
similar trends in population growth over the years. Be
tween 1920 and 1950, according to decennial census data, 
population grew at an annual rate of 1.3 percent per year 
in this District and 1.2 percent per year in the nation as 
a whole. Since 1950, the District and the nation have 
continued to grow at about the same rate.

Population Changes, 1955 from 1950
Sixth District and United States

The over-all trend, however, is misleading. Population 
gains in the Sixth District have equaled national gains 
only because of substantial strides in Florida. When the 
Florida increase is excluded from the District total, we 
find that the gain registered for the other five states falls 
short of that in the nation. Between 1950 and 1955, the 
population of Florida grew 29 percent; the five other 
District states showed a gain of only 4 percent.

Birth Rates Important
Population changes are influenced by two factors: natural 
increase, the excess of births over deaths, and migra
tion, the number of people moving into and out of an 
area. The District historically has had a birth rate 
higher than the national average, and from all indications 
this trend has continued in recent years. About 2.5 
million persons were born in the District between 1950 
and 1954. Figured on an annual basis, this comes to 27.4 
births per thousand persons each year; the nation had 
an annual birth rate of 24.7 per thousand persons.

Since death rates have declined slightly in recent years, 
it might be expected that the District population would 
have risen rapidly on the basis of the natural increase. 
This did not happen. Mississippi, the District state with 
the highest birth rate, experienced the largest loss in popu
lation, whereas Florida, the District state with the lowest 
birth rate, recorded the largest gain in population. A high 
birth rate in an area does not necessarily mean an increase 
in total population. In the last decade, thousands of South
eastern inhabitants apparently decided to leave their homes 
and establish residences in other parts of the nation.

Migration More Important
Unlike other resources such as mineral deposits, water, 
or pleasant climate, human beings are highly mobile. 
They can move into and out of communities in large 
numbers in fairly short periods of time. In the year 
ended April 1955, over 10 million persons in the United 
States, or one in every 16, moved from one county to 
another, adding to the population of some counties and 
taking away from others. Natural increase added about 
2y2 million persons, or one for every 65, to the nation’s 
population. Obviously, migration has had more important 
effects than births and deaths upon population trends 
of states and counties.

Migration has been particularly important in District 
states. In 1950, there were 19 million people alive who 
were born there. Of these, 5 million were living elsewhere. 
In the same year, three million persons born elsewhere 
were living in District states. The difference between these 
figures indicates that historically out-migration has been 
dominant. This trend has continued since 1950. Accord
ing to estimates made at this Bank, 80 percent of the 448 
counties in the District had more people leave them
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than enter between 1950 and 1955. Florida is the only 
District state where in-migration has exceeded out-migra- 
tion over the years.

The migration pattern varied considerably from county 
to county within the District, as the accompanying map 
shows. Even in Florida there was considerable difference 
in the migratory trends within the various economic areas 
of the state. At the same time that large numbers of people 
were moving into the south and central parts of the state 
and the coastal counties, other individuals were leaving 
many of the agricultural counties in north central Florida.

Generally, the heaviest out-migration of population in 
the District took place in the predominantly rural counties 
of central and southern Georgia, Alabama, and Missis
sippi. Characteristically, the counties in this area produce 
the lowest per-capita incomes, contain the fewest large 
cities, and have the highest proportion of non-white 
residents. Most observers agree that the principal reason 
why people are leaving this territory is not because they 
are being forced from the farms, for farm labor continues 
scarce, but rather that they are being attracted by the 
greater economic opportunities offered in the industrial 
and urban centers of this and other Districts.

Migration, April 1, 1950, to July 1, 1955
Sixth District Counties

The in-migration that has taken place in the District 
since 1950 has been concentrated in Louisiana and Flori
da. The Sunshine State’s mild climate and its advantages 
for health and retirement purposes account for a sub
stantial part of the movement of people into Florida. In 
Louisiana, the population upturn of recent years can 
probably be tied rather closely to the economic oppor
tunities made available in that state due to oil discoveries 
and the movement into the area of large industrial estab
lishments desiring proximity to the natural resources 
available in the delta country.

Urban Development Continues Strong
Since 1940, the tendency for Southeastern residents to 
move into cities has gained momentum. Between 1940 
and 1950, according to decennial census data, the per
centage of Sixth District residents living in rural areas 
declined from 65 percent to 58 percent. Indications exist 
that the movement away from rural areas has been even 
more rapid since 1950. The estimates of farm population 
made by the United States Department of Agriculture 
show that there were 14 percent fewer people on Southern 
farms in 1956 than in 1950. Estimates made at this Bank 
show that the predominantly rural counties suffered the 
greatest losses because of migration between 1950 and
1955. By now, there may actually be more people living 
in the cities of the Southeast than there are in rural places.

The population shifts from rural to urban places have 
had their greatest impact upon the larger metropolitan 
areas of the Sixth District. Between 1940 and 1955, the 
22 regions in the Sixth District defined as metropolitan 
areas by the Census Bureau increased 61 percent in popu
lation. Rural and urban places outside these metropolitan 
areas gained only 12 percent in number of inhabitants.

The substantial growth of the metropolitan centers of the 
Southeast since 1950 is probably the outstanding result 
of population movements. That these cities with greater 
economic opportunities can lure people from rural places 
mirrors the increased industrialization and commercializa
tion taking place in District states. At the same time, it 
makes the Southeast more attractive as a market for goods.

Percentage Changes in Population, Sixth District
1955 from 1940

Metropolitan Nonmetropolitan
Place Areas Areas

A labam a...................................... .........+  37.7 — 1.7
F l o r id a ...................................... .........+116.2 +67.7
G e o r g ia ...................................... .........+  56.8 +  0.0
Louisiana...................................... .........+  52.8 +26.5
M ississ ip p i................................ .........+  59.5 •— 1.5
T e n n e s s e e ..........................................+  36.9 +  6.6
T o t a l ........................................... .........+  61.0 +12.0

Marketers know that cities, although housing only 
about one-half of our population, are the market places 
where over three-fourths of the total retail trade is 
transacted. They also know that a city must attain a 
minimum size and have a minimum buying power before 
it becomes economically feasible in terms of marketing 
costs for it to support a branch sales office or a network 
of retail stores. Recent population movements, along with 
the rise in the general income level, have enabled many 
Southern cities to reach this minimum.

Today, more Sixth District cities are considered profit
able markets for consumer goods than was true ten years 
ago, and, as the general income level rises, they become 
markets for goods of higher quality and price. The need 
to supply these new markets, in turn, has caused manu
facturers to look to the cities of the South as sites for 
branch plants. At the same time, these manufacturers 
can draw upon the still substantial rural population as a 
potential source of the labor force their plants will require.

L e o n  T. K e n d a l l  
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