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Southern 
population Change 

at the County Level 
I. Southern Growth Trends 
The Southeast has undergone remarkable growth 
and change in recent decades. Strong population 
gains made the 14-state South, as defined by the 
Southern Growth Policies Board*, the most popu-
lous region in the U.S. by 1980. Even though 
southern families were having fewer children, 
massive inmigration from other parts of the 
country offset declining birth rates. 

Yet this migration into the 14-state South, 
estimated at over 4.2 million in the 1970-1979 
period alone, was unevenly distributed. Half of 
the gain was into Texas and Florida, but each of 
the other states enjoyed a net inflow of migrants. 

•Alabama, Arkansas. Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, 
North Carolina, Oklahoma South Carolina Tennessee, Texas, Virginia and 
West Virginia. 

Although this state-by-state gain is important in 
its own right, it also marked the end of a century 
of net outmigration. That turnaround began in 
the 1960s, even though the 12 states other than 
Florida and Texas still experienced a net loss of 
1.2 million people over that decade. In the 
1970s this turned into a net inmigration of over 
1.5 million for the same 12 states. Also in the 
1970s, for the first time since the Civil War, more 
blacks moved into the South than left the region. 
To take a closer look at this uneven growth, we 
examined population changes at the county 
level. 

Any study of the South's population changes, 
however, should be viewed in the context of a 
related trend: a major restructuring of the 
region's economy. As late as 1958, agriculture 
remained the South's leading employer. Today 
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trade, manufacturing, services and government 
each employ substantially more people than 
agriculture. 

Not only did the South industrialize, but the 
trade and service sector of the economy develop-
ed simultaneously, bringingthe region's employ-
ment structure more in line with that of the 
nation. Southern manufacturing, traditionally heavy 
on labor-intensive and low-wage industry 
groups, underwent substantial diversification with 
jobs growth being led by machinery, electronics, 
plastics, metals and chemicals industries. By 
contrast, the textile industry lost employees 
while the apparel and furniture industries had 
only modest growth. Non-durable goods industries 
expanded slowly, with losses in textiles, while 
the durable goods industries grew much more 
rapidly. 

The economic restructuring and rapid popula-
tion growth had many implications: 

(1) Income levels continued to rise faster than 
those in the nation as a whole. Between 1970 
and 1980, income per capita rose from 84 to 89 
percent of the U.S. mean. This, coupled with 
population gains, increased total personal income 
even more. While still significantly behind national 
averages, these incomes are a far cry from the 
1930s when they attained no more than half the 
national level. This means not only improved 
well-being for the individual, especially if living 
costs are lower, but also stronger markets for 
various goods and services. In addition it means 
enhanced tax revenues for state and local govern-
ments to invest in the social capital historically 
deficient in the South. 

(2) The shift from farm to factory and service 
jobs meant that the geographic focus of employ-
ment shifted from rural areas to the cities. Urban 
areas, especially the larger ones, experienced 
major expansions in the 1960s and the South 
moved toward becoming as urbanized as the 
rest of the nation. In the 1970s higher growth 
rates shifted more to the smaller and mid-sized 
cities. 

(3) There was a major exchange of the popula-
tion. With the decline of agricultural employment 
many rural Southerners left the region altogether. 
Early in the 20th Century, outmigrants were both 
white and black; but in the 1960s and early 
1970s they were predominantly black. By contrast 
the inmigrants, who often moved from a northern 
city to a southern urban area, were skilled, more 
affluent and better educated. They were pre-
dominantly white, many of them college graduates. 

T a b l e 1 . Variables in Discriminant Analysis 
of County Growth Categor ies 

Rank Variable Relationship 

1 Percent Population, Black, 1970 Very high positive 
with loss counties 

Very high negative 
with growth 
counties 

2 Public Assistance Payments, Positive with 
1972 loss counties 

Negative with 
growth counties 

3 Manufacturing Payrolls($), 1972 Positive with 
loss counties 
Negative with 
growth counties 

4 Bank Deposits, 1976 Negative with 
loss counties 

Positive with 
growth counties 

5 Per Capita Money I ncome, 1974 Negative with 
loss counties 

Positive with 
growth counties 

6 Percent Persons 18 Years and Positive with 
Over, 1970 loss counties 

Negative with 
growth counties 

7 Percent Land in Farms, 1974 Positive with 
loss counties 

Negative with 
growth counties 

8 Median School Years Com- Negative with 
pleted, 1970 loss counties 

Positive with 
loss counties! 

9 Retail Sales Per Capita, 1972 Positive with 
growth types 

Negative with 
loss counties 

10 Percent Employed in Manu- Weak all types 
facturing, 1970 

11 Rural Farm Population, 1970 Weak relationship 
all types 

This favorable exchange has diminished as more 
low-income people are moving into the South 
and as the massive outmigration from the rural 
South generally has bottomed out. 

The improvement of incomes, growth of cities 
and restructuring of the population occurred in a 
context of often spectacular growth. New or 
expanded businesses benefited from enlarged 
markets, lower operating and construction costs 
and more favorable business climates. New 
residents enjoyed lower living costs, a mild 
climate, a varied recreational environment and 
an appealing lifestyle. 
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II. Internal Patterns 
A major shortcoming of most population and 

migration studies is that they deal with the South 
as a unit or, at best, with the individual states. 
Such high levels of aggregation necessarily mask 
dynamic intra-state changes, especially those 
which occur in sub-areas that cut across state 
lines. This study analyzes the patterns of popula-
tion change between 1970 and 1980 in the 680 
counties and parishes that make up the states all 
or partly within the Sixth Federal Reserve District-
Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi 
and Tennessee—plus the two Carolinas. We 
used percent change in total population as the 
measure, since the more discerning measure, net 
migration, is not yet available from the 1980 
census. 

We studied population patterns in several 
ways. First, we grouped counties by population 
growth rates. This was especially helpful in iden-
tifying probable similarities between major envi-
ronmental regions. Including metropolitan area 
boundaries made it possible to visualize the 
urban-rural aspects of population patterns. 

We then divided the counties into four growth 
categories: (1) loss; (2) below national average 
growth, 0 to 11.4 percent; (3) growth higher than 
the national rate but below that for the region, 
11.4 to 22.1 percent; (4) growth greater than the 
regional rate of 22.1 percent. 

T a b l e 2. Categor ies of Population C h a n g e 1 9 7 0 - 1 9 8 0 
(Number of Counties) 

Loss Gain Total 

Metropolitan 
Metro Core 
Metro Suburbs 

Non-Metropolitan 

0-11.4% 
3 22 
2 15 
1 7 

42 172 

11.4-22.1% 
42 
26 
16 

186 

>22.1% 

81 148 
19 6 2 
62 86 

132 532 

TOTAL 45 194 228 213 680 

Source: U.S. Census 
Note: Metropolitan counties are those included in the Standard Metro-

politan Areas (SMSA). Core counties are those that contained the cities 
for which the SMSA is named. Metropolitan suburban counties are the 
counties that make up the rest of the SMSA SMSA definitions current 
in the late 1970's, prior to the 1980 Census, are the ones used in this 
study. 

T a b l e 3. Population C h a n g e 1970-1980 

C o u n t y Type 1 9 7 0 1 9 8 0 % Chg. No.Of 
C o u n t i e s 

Metropoli tan 18,935,212 23,830,240 25.9% 148 
Metro Core 15,416,189 18,825,315 22.1 62 
Metro Suburbs 3,519,023 5,004,925 42.2 86 

Non-Metropol i tan 13,341,697 15,590,814 16.9 532 
TOTAL 32,276,909 39,421,054 22.1% 680 

Source: U. S. Census 

In the second approach, we used a computer 
to analyze key statistics on each of the 680 
counties through a technique called discriminant 
analysis. This technique revealed the extent to 
which a numberof variables were related to each 
other in explaining, statistically, variation in pop-
ulation change. Table 1 summarizes the variables 
found to be related to population growth rates. 
In statistical terms, they explained 80 percent of 
the variance in population changes. 

For the 680 counties in the Sixth District states 
and the Carolinas, population grew 22.1 percent 
in the 1970-1980 period, compared with a nation-
al average of 11.4 percent (actually the other 42 
states gained only 9.3 percent). Table 2 shows 
that 441 southern counties grew at rates above 
the national averge. The other 239 experienced 
slower growth, including 45 counties that actually 
lost population during the decade. 

Table 2 also gives some insight into the relative 
growth of metropolitan as opposed to non-
metropolitan counties. Most of the losing counties 
were non-metropolitan but, significantly, two 
were the central counties and parishes of the 
Atlanta and New Orleans metropolitan areas 
which rank among the region's largest cities. The 
other 60 metropolitan core counties gained 
population, suggesting that the central city losses 
so typical of" Frostbelt" cities were not character-
istic of their southern counterparts. 

Table 3 demonstrates that aggregate population 
change for metropolitan core counties was equal 
to the regional average. However, suburban 
counties of metropolitan areas grew well above 
the regional rate, gaining nearly 1.5 million people 
during the 1970s. Thus, while central city loss is 
not yet evident in the eight states, a trend toward 
suburban sprawl is present. Further, dispersion 
of growth is indicated by the 16.9 percent 
increase in the non-metropolitan counties. Even 

'lEWi FEDERAL RESERVE BANK OE ATLANTA 

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

June 1982



Map 1. Pockets of slow growth or declining population 
occurred in some rural and urban counties, 1970-80. 

Appalachian 
Plateau 

Blue Ridge - Smoky Mountains 

Ridge and Valley 

Mississippi Delta 

• Population Loss «Slow Growth 
(0-11.4 percent increase) 
(Subregions shown are the major land form divisions of the South.) 

though this growth rate is below the region's 
average, it is much greater than the national rate 
of change. Furthermore, it stands in marked 
contrast to more widespread losses in the 1960s, 
especially in rural areas. 

III. Loss and Slow Growth Areas 
A county or parish that loses population typically 

is experiencing outmigration so strong that it 
offsets the normal excess of births over deaths. 
When a county loses population over a decade, 
it means that people are "voting with their feet" 
to live elsewhere. 

The counties that lost population (Map 1) 
generally can be characterized as having low 
incomes, low educational levels, high public 
assistance payments, large numbers of children, 
low bank deposits, and low per capita retail sales. 
As Map 1 shows, most of those counties were 
rural. However, the 45 counties were not all 
small, having an average population of 41,754. 
Much of that population is attributable to the 
two largest units in the group, the core areas of 
Atlanta and New Orleans. If their populations 
were removed from the group, the remaining 43 
counties averaged just over 17,000 people. 
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A somewhat surprising feature of the counties 
that lost population is that they have significant 
levels of manufacturing. This cannot be explained 
by the inclusion of the large Atlanta and New 
Orleans counties, because their manufacturing 
employment was proportionately small—less than 
20 percent. Overall, in the 45 loss counties 22.4 
percent of the civilian labor force worked in 
factories in 1970. Many were older industrialized 
areas highly specialized in textiles. These were 
concentrated in Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee 
and the Carolinas. Manufacturing proportions 
were lower in the counties or parishes losing 
population in Louisiana and Mississippi, where 
farming tends to predominate. 

Loss counties display a distinct tendency to 
cluster in the inner Gulf Coastal Plain, including 
portions of the Black Belt of Alabama and the 
Mississippi Delta region that follows the river as 
far north as Memphis. They form an "Infertile 
Crescent" that still reflects stereotypical Deep 
South sharecropper cultivation of cotton. The 
small tenant farm has been replaced by large 
commercial operations in many cases, but the 
area has benefited least from the dramatic changes 
that have swept through most of the South. 

Slow growth is defined as less than the national 
average of 11.4 percent. Except for immigration 
from other countries, the national gain is created 
by the excess of births over deaths—natural 
increase. Growth rates below the national average 
in most cases involve situations where natural 
increase is great enough to offset .net outmigration. 
Therefore, even though these counties are record-
ing growth, more people are moving out than 
moving in. The implication is that the county 
lacks the economic strength to provide jobs for 
all the people who would like to live there. 

Counties that experienced modest population 
growth during the decade are dispersed through-
out the South (Map 1). A high proportion lie 
within the Atlantic and Gulf Coastal Plain areas, 
with particularly heavy concentrations in south 
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and 
west Tennessee. Some also are found in the 
Piedmont area of the Carolinas and Georgia. 
Generally, these counties share the same char-
acteristics as the loss counties—not surprising 
since most continued to experience population 
outmigration. 

Yet our analysis revealed these characteristics 
to be less strong than in the loss counties. The 
proportions of blacks in the population were 

above average but not pronounced. Income 
levels were somewhat below average, as were 
educational levels. Manufacturing was present 
to a significant degree even though farming was 
above average as a land user. Banking and 
retailing were not strong. 

These counties seem to represent a stage of 
development that lags behind the higher growth 
areas but which suggests definite improvement 
over the recent past. Many of these counties 
were losing population in the 1960s, but their 
outmigration seems to have slowed, if not stopped. 
Some degree of non-agricultural employment 
has developed to offset a strong loss in farm 
employment. In short, these counties are in 
transition. Most are non-metropolitan in nature. 
Those in the Piedmont represent a specific, 
heavily industrialized case. The Piedmont counties 
contain either a string of older mill towns or larger 
cities such as Gastonia, Greensboro and High 
Point. Those cities, traditional centers of the 
textile or furniture industries, have been some-
what slow to diversify. 

IV. Strong and Moderate 
Growth Areas 

The counties that grew faster than the national 
average but slower than the region exhibited 
some degree of net population inmigration, im-
plying that they were recipients of major job 
growth and offered desirable living environments. 
They include a number of the South's major 
metropolitan areas in which modest growth rates 
still produced a substantial population increase. 
Included are some important regional centers 
such as Charlotte, Knoxville, Columbia, Chatta-
nooga, Winston-Salem and Mobile. Typically, 
growth rates were much higher than during the 
1960s (Map 2). Others in this category are 
recently industrialized growth centers along the 
Atlantic Coastal Plain, throughout the upper 
south of North Carolina and Tennessee and 
energy rich areas of Mississippi and Louisiana 

Our analysis did not permit us to draw a clear 
distinction between these counties and those 
which grew more slowly. However, even though 
the two groups have similar statistical averages, 
the higher growth group has more of the South's 
higher income banking and retail trade centers. 
Their modest population growth probably reflects a 
maturing of development and suggests more 
orderly growth. They are less likely to be over-
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Map 2. Many suburban counties and most of Florida 
experienced moderate or fast population growth, 1970-80. 

• Moderate Growth 
(11.4-22.1 percent increase) 

• Fast Growth 
(22.1 percent or more increase) 
(SMSA counties outlined in black) 

whelmed by the phenomenal increases being 
experienced elsewhere. 

The high-growth counties were characterized 
by high incomes and educational levels, low 
black proportions of their populations and high 
levels of retail trading and banking. They were 
not characterized by economies specialized in 
manufacturing. Many, in fact, are suburban 
bedroom communities housing retirees or peo-
ple who commute to jobs in adjacent urban 
counties. Their economies are strongly oriented 
toward serving their residential population or 

toward white-collar office jobs. Manufacturing 
is apt to be newer, higher technology factories 
often clustered in industrial parks. 

This group could be termed the " Florida Plus" 
category. Florida, a state whose population grew 
more than 43 percent in the 1970s, naturally 
counts many high-growth counties. In somewhat 
similar fashion, a string of coastal and mountain 
counties elsewhere experienced rapid growth 
that was attracted by their recreational advantages. 
Not uncommonly, these recreation areas' high 
growth rates involved small total populations 
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and the actual gain in population was small. 
East coast beach areas and the Blue Ridge 

Smoky Mountains, offering outdoor sports op-
portunities to an affluent population, were espe-
cially affected by this recreation-oriented growth. 
Even if relatively few people were added to the 
population, they still had a major impact on the 
counties themselves. The Gulf Coast grew in 
response to the region's recreational attractions, 
but primarily its growth was based on petroleum 
and the related petrochemicals industry. The 
mercurial growth of the Gulf Coast area seems 
vulnerable to decline once its energy resources 
are depleted. 

More than half of the South's metropolitan 
areas, including the core counties, also exhibited 
high growth. Florida's urban areas experienced a 
disproportionate share of this strong growth, and 
many suburban counties of metropolitan areas 
throughout the South enjoyed vigorous growth. 
This included most of Atlanta outside its core 
county. Suburban ring counties around Memphis, 
Nashville, Charlotte, New Orleans and Birming-
ham, to name a few, also recorded strong increases 
(Map 2). 

V. Conclusions 
It is evident that growth has been distributed 

rather unevenly throughout the South. As expected, 
the more rural agricultural areas have been left 
behind by much of the region's recent growth. 
Reliance on manufacturing alone—especially a 
dependence on traditional industries—as the 
sole means of economic development has not 
produced the expected population growth. In-
stead of growth, a longstanding specialization in 
labor-intensive manufacturing appears more likely 
to be associated with either loss or slow growth 
that masks net outmigration. Moderate and high 
growth areas are also experiencing industrial 
growth, but they have already achieved more 
diversified urban economies characterized by 
trade and finance. Thus, manufacturing does not 
show up as a specialization. 

Many of the South's comparative advantages 
in terms of living, production and energy costs 
have begun to diminish, suggesting that future 
growth will be at more modest rates. A potential 
slowing of growth holds important implications 
for the different growth areas. A continued shift 
away from labor-intensive industry to more high-
technology industry will focus on the more 
diversified urban regions with their better devel-

oped infrastructures, labor supplies and ameni-
ties. The areas that emerged more recently from 
agricultural backgrounds will find it difficult to 
attract such industry unless they are on the 
fringes of urban regions. 

High energy costs, inadequate labor supplies 
and a lack of water and sewage treatment facilities 
are apt to discourage both business and residen-
tial development in more truly rural areas, perhaps 
ending a recent trend that has favored rural 
industrialization. Higher operating costs have 
already driven many labor-intensive manufactur-
ers to shift production facilities to Latin America, 
Ireland and parts of Asia rather than to the rural 
South. 

Counties that are losing population or growing 
slowly will continue to be important as agricultural 
producers and, given the favorable growing cli-
mate of the South, this role may take on added 
significance. 

The high-growth areas, on the other hand, are 
threatened by too much growth that could 
destroy the very advantages that attracted people 
in the first place if growth does not soon diminish. 
One sobering finding of this study is that the 
South's metropolitan areas are experiencing the 
same kind of suburban sprawl that characterized 
earlier urban growth in the Northeast and Mid-
west This, coupled with evidence from the 
Census Bureau that more poor people are now 
moving into the South than are leaving, means 
the South soon may be faced with problems of 
decaying inner cities, fragmentation of tax bases 
and general sprawl that now plague many of the 
nation's older cities. 

Moderate growth areas seem to be positioned 
most advantageously with diversified economies 
that can continue to develop in a balanced 
manner without being threatened by runaway 
growth. 

The South of today is a radically different place 
from that of 25 years ago in some important 
respects. But now, as then, it is a region of 
considerable diversity and to approach it as a 
homogeneous area risks a serious misunderstand-
ing of its growth trends. 

—James W. Clay 
and Alfred W. Stuart 

Clay is professor ol geography and director of the Urban Institute at the University 
of North Carolina at Charlotte; Stuart is chairman and professor of geography and 
earth sciences at UNCC. 
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