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Population Changes and 
Southern Income Growth

Each day during the past decade, approximately ten thousand families 
in the United States moved from one county to another. Why did they 
do this? Usually because the breadwinner found a better job in another 
city, and the family took advantage of the opportunity to increase its 
income. Thus, during the past ten years, an estimated 35 million 
American families moved, and a substantial shift in the country’s pop
ulation resulted. Places with few economic opportunities generally lost 
people to those areas that offered more jobs and higher incomes.

The most noticeable aspect of this shift can be seen in the empty 
farmhouses that dot the countryside and the burgeoning suburbs that 
surround most cities. As agricultural productivity rose, millions of 
people deserted the farms for higher paying jobs in manufacturing or 
services, most often found in the cities. In addition, many families moved 
from one region to another in response to better economic opportunities.

How the rate of economic growth of one region compares with that 
of another, therefore, may be suggested by the region’s relative rate of 
population growth resulting from migration— the movement of people 
into or out of an area. Furthermore, population movements within the 
region may indirectly measure whether or not the adjustments necessary 
to achieve higher incomes for its people are being made there.

The economic growth of the South in recent years is well known. 
Various aspects of this growth in the Sixth Federal Reserve District 
states, including Alabama, Florida, Georgia, and parts of Louisiana, 
Mississippi, and Tennessee, have been discussed in previous issues of 
this Review. The release of some of the results of the 1960 Census of 
Population provides an opportunity to examine the population move
ments in this part of the South and to see how they have conformed to 
the pattern that generally accompanies economic growth.

District Population Growth Exceeds National Average
The population growth of the District states as a whole indicates that 
economic opportunities were strong enough to attract people from other 
regions. The total population of the six states increased 2 1 .4  percent, 
the largest ten-year growth rate since 1890 . The nation increased its 
population 18.5 percent. Thus, for the second time since the American 
frontier moved west of the Chattahoochee River, the District states 
increased their population at a rate greater than that of the nation. The 
only other time this occurred was during the depression of the 1 9 3 0 ’s, 
when many unemployed industrial workers returned to the farms they 
had left when searching for opportunities outside the District.

Population growth trends in the Sixth District states during the 1 9 5 0 ’s 
varied widely, indicating that some states offered better opportunities 
than others. Only in Florida and Louisiana did the average rate of popu
lation increase exceed the national rate. In 196 0  Florida had added 
over three people for every four who lived in the state in 1950, chalk-
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Total Population
Sixth District States and United States 
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The District increased its population at a rate higher than 
the nation's between 1950 and 1960 largely because of 
Florida's record growth.

Natural Increase and Migration
Sixth District States 

1960 from 1950
Percent Change, I960 from 1950 
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Differences in growth rates among District states w ere  
accounted for mostly by differences in rates of migration. 
All District states except Florida had more losses than gains 
through migration.

Urban and Rural Population, 1960
Sixth District States and United States

Percent Percent

As a result of the movement of people within the District, 
all District states except Mississippi were predominately 
urban by 1960.

ing up the highest rate of gain made by any state since the 
Indian Territory was opened for settlement in 1907. 
Louisiana’s increase was the largest for that state in 
sixty years. Georgia’s growth rate, while below that of the 
nation, was the highest in half a century. Tennessee, on 
the other hand, had its slowest growth since 1920; 
Alabama’s population increased at a lower rate than at 
any time since the Civil War; and Mississippi actually 
had fewer residents than it did ten years earlier, marking 
the third decade in the twentieth century that its popula
tion has declined.

Had there been no movement of people into or out 
of the states, all of them would have grown substantially 
in the 1 9 5 0 ’s, even though there were some differences 
in the rates of natural increase. The rate of natural in
crease for the District as a whole was about 2 0  percent, 
ranging from a low of 17 percent in Tennessee to a 
high of 23  percent in Louisiana. High rates of natural 
increase were noted in counties with an unusually large 
percent of people in the 2 0  to 4 4  age group. For example, 
all of the counties with major military bases had rates 
of natural increase in excess of 30  percent. At the other 
end of the scale, natural increases of less than 10 percent 
were confined to 12 Middle Tennessee counties with an 
unusually small proportion of people in the 2 0  to 4 4  age 
group and to a few Florida counties with large numbers 
of retired persons.

Migration Accounts for Different Rates 
of Population Change

Differences in rates of population change among District 
states were accounted for almost entirely by differences 
in rates of migration. Thus, using migration as an 
index of the response to economic opportunities, we can 
see clearly that economic growth varied widely from state 
to state during the 1 9 5 0 ’s.

Economic opportunities in all District states but one 
apparently were not strong enough to attract large 
numbers of people from other areas or to retain the popu
lation growth that would have occurred because of natural 
increase. According to this Bank’s estimates, five of the 
states had population losses through migration, ranging 
from fifty thousand people in Louisiana to almost a half 
million in Mississippi. Florida was the only state in the 
region to gain more people through migration than it 
lost. An estimated 1.6 million more people moved 
into the Sunshine State than left. This was more than 
enough to offset migration losses in the other District 
states, and as a result the District had a net gain from 
migration for the first time in 120  years.

Within the six states, population changes resulting from 
migration indicate that the adjustments leading to in
come growth that involve a shift from agriculture to 
manufacturing and service occupations continued through
out the past decade. In 1950 , over half of the people in 
District states lived in the country or in towns with fewer 
than 2 ,5 0 0  persons. Ten years later, three out of every 
five people in the region lived in urban areas— towns 
with over 2 ,5 0 0  inhabitants and thickly populated fringes 
of large cities. The urban population in the District jumped
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over 50 percent, compared with a national average gain 
of less than 30 percent. The District’s rural areas, on the 
other hand, lost over 4 percent of their residents between 
1950 and 1960, while the decline in the nation as a whole 
was less than 2 percent.

Not all the urban areas offered enough economic op
portunities to attract more people than they lost through 
migration. A look at the map will show that, outside of 
Florida, migration gains in the District were confined 
largely to metropolitan areas and counties with military 
installations. As a matter of fact, four metropolitan areas— 
Birmingham, Knoxville, Chattanooga and Gadsden— 
contributed more people to other areas than they were 
able to attract. Only about one-third of the District 
counties with urban populations gained through migration 
during the 1950’s.

Only six entirely rural counties in the District increased 
their populations through migration. Three of those were 
coastal Florida counties that have become popular re
tirement havens. Two others are next to metropolitan 
areas and have benefited by the overflow of people from 
these areas. One North Georgia county has provided 
enough job opportunities to attract people from other 
areas without concentrating them in one city.

Opportunities and Problems
The movement of people into and within the Sixth District 
has created both new opportunities and new problems. 
How well the region has adjusted to population changes 
may indicate whether or not it is prepared for further 
change. Has the labor force acquired the skills needed

Migration, 1950-60
Sixth  D istrict Counties

5%  or more in-m igration 

4 .9%  in-m igration to 4 .9 %  out-m igration 

□  5%  or more out-migration

to obtain higher paying jobs? Are states long accustomed 
to dealing with farm economies able to handle the prob
lems of urban growth? Have bankers and businessmen 
adjusted their business practices to accommodate changing 
customer needs? The implications of population change 
in view of these and other questions will be explored in
future Review articles. . .

R o b e r t  M. Y o u n g

Florida’s Not-So-Sunny Economy
In a Review article last August, we appraised the con
dition of Florida’s economy and concluded by saying, 
“Growth in the period immediately ahead depends mainly 
upon the strength of aggregate demand and on expansion 
of income, the same factors that will shape economic 
activity in the nation.” Since then, total demand through
out the nation has not expanded materially. In Florida, 
consumers have displayed considerable lethargy in their 
spending, the expansion of income has slowed, and un
employment has risen. In the parlance of the weatherman, 
Florida’s economy is not so sunny. In fact, recent eco
nomic developments bear many of the characteristics of 
an old-fashioned recession.

The Demands That Failed

The failure of aggregate demand to push Florida’s 
economy into fuller utilization of resources may be traced 
directly to the doorstep of the consumer. Judging from 
registration data, sales of new automobiles held firm 
in the last half of 1960. Sales of furniture, television sets, 
and other appliances, however, have not done well. Over
all consumer spending, measured by seasonally adjusted

sales tax data, has edged down since last spring. And for 
some time now, sales of new homes have been disappoint
ing, to say the least.

The inability or unwillingness of consumers to surpass 
or even match 1959 sales of new homes and other “big 
ticket” items throughout most of last year left many 
builders, manufacturers, and retailers holding the pro
verbial bag. Entrepreneurs who had miscalculated the 
needs or wants of consumers paid a penalty in the form 
of excessive inventories. Some auto dealers, as well as 
other merchants, had to make price concessions to con
sumers in order to move merchandise and bring inven
tories in line with current sales.

Price cuts, to the extent that they were made, bit into 
hoped-for profits. The changing profits position plus 
ample capacity in some lines may have affected the de
cisions of some businessmen to expand plants and other 
facilities. According to data compiled by the Florida De
velopment Commission, 377 new plants and major expan
sions were announced for Florida during the first half of 
1960, an increase of 12 percent over the same period a 
year earlier. When these plants are in full production,
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