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CENSUS 2000 

New State Demographic Divisions Revealed by Census 2000 

By William H. Frey and Bill Abresch 


Ce1/SIIS 2000 data reveal a fle\\' set o(p<ltterns . .realllrin!? a new cast (Ifdenuwmphic actors. Siaies and re!?ions 
I1m'e heXlI1l to steal the show(mm cities. suburbs and countryside. In this article. states are grouped into three 
broad cwcxories acumfinl? to their di,willct demographic trajectories: Ihe Meltinl? Pol states. the New SUl1belt 
slall'S olld the Hearllflnd Simes. 

The results from Census 2000 point to emerging 
divisions in the demographic dynamics and population 
profiles across a new regional grouping of states. This 
stands in contrast to much of the 20th century. when the 
most noticeable demographic divisions could be found 
among central cities, suburbs and rural areas. The cen­
wry saw blacks migrating from the Southern country­
side to Northern cities in search of work and less rigid­
ly enforced segregation, "white night" from the central 
cities to the suburbs, the beginning of massive immi­
gration from Asia and Latin America to a handful of 
gateway cities and sporadic "rural renaissances." 

Census 20()() data reveal a new set of patterns, 
featuring a new cast of demographic actors. States 
and regions have begun to steal the show from 
cities, suburbs and countryside. The trend is toward 
declining demographic heterogeneity across the 
"borders" of citic~, suburbs and their environs and. 
consequently, toward greater demographic homo­
geneity within states. 

This in,ight permits us to group states into three 
broad categories according to their distinct demo­

graphic trajectories: the Melting Pot states, the New 
Sunbelt states and the Heartland states. For the Melting 
Pot states (such as California. New York and Texas). 
this trajectory is one of substantial, immigrant-driven 
growth, an increasingly multiethnic population and a 
youthful age structure. For the New Sun belt states 
(such as Arizona, Nevada and Georgia). it is rapid 
growth driven by domestic migration. a native-born 
popUlation of whites and blacks, and a suburban. mid­
dle-class ethos. For the Heartland states (such as 
Alabama, Kansas and Michigan), it is the aging of its 
mainly white population and a consequent baby­
boomer domination of culture and politics. The 
remainder of this paper will look at the various aspects 
of these distinct trajectories in greater detail. 

The Engines of Demographic Change 
The 2000 Census marks the first time in the 20th 

century that every state's popUlation grew. From a 
demographic perspective, there are three "engines" 
contributing to a state's population change: natural 
increase (births and deaths), domestic migration 

Figure A. Mehing Pot, New Sunbeh and Heartland States 

Heartland States (29) 
(lnclud" lh, DJ,mCl "r ('nlumllIa) 

• Melting Pot States (9) 

New Sunhelt States (13) 
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Table A. Demographi( Components of Change, 1990-2000 
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(movement across state borders) and international 
immigration (movement across national borders). The 
slates of the Melting Pot, the New Sunbelt and the 
Heartland are sharply divided by these demographic 
components of change. 

Melting POI stales are growing primarily from inler­
national immigration, and most of them have large 
domestic outflows. Throughout the 19905, for instance, 
California lost 2,152,382 of its residents to other states. 
Nevertheless, it grew by 13.8 percent, largely due to its 
2,222,239 foreign immigrants. 

In the New Sunbelt states, domestic migration 
drives growth. Nevada, for instance, gained 420,216 
domestic migrants, compared to just 54,755 foreign 
immigrants. This influx made Nevada the nation's 
growth leader, with a 66.3 percent increase over the 
1990s. The New Sunbelt as a whole had five times as 
many domestic migrants as foreign immigrants and 
experienced a 23.8 percent rate of growth, compared to 
14.2 percent for the Melting Pot states and 7.3 percent 
for the Heartland states. The New Sunbelt states' gains 
are the flip side of the Melting Pot states' domestic 
losses: native Califomians, for example, moving to 
Colorado and Nevada. 

The Heartland states are showing only modest 
growth. These states are not attracting ma'lY immigrant, 
(the Heartland as a whole attracted fewer than New 
York alone). Many of these states are losing migrants to 
other states; none is experiencing a large influx of new 
residents. In Pennsylvania, for example, there was not 
much population gain at all dUring the I 990s. 

The Melting Pot States 
People who say that we are a nation of immigrants 

· are really talking about the Melting Pot :;tates. People 
· who say that we are now entering a new era of diversi­

ty really mean that the Melting Pot states are experi­
'encing a new era of diversity. So-called "national 

trends" often apply mostly to these states. 
The immigrants driving the Melting Pot states' 

growth are mainly from Asia and Latin America, but 
· each Melting Pot state's ethnic mix is unique. The next 

10 to 20 years will see the continued development of 
different melting pots in different parts of the country, 
rather than thc formation of a single. national 

'. melting pOl. 

When trying to characterizc a particular Melting Pot 
slate, one needs to look beyond its racial composition 
and talk about IX1l1icuiar ethnic' group", immigrant 
Wave, and natlOnal origins. In N<:w York. 36.4 percent 
of Hispanics an: Puerto Rican and 9.3 percent are oj 

MeXIcan origin. In California. 77.'2 percent of the 
Hispanic porubllon is Mexican. with Ollly 1.2 percent 
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Puerto Rican. Florida's Hispanic population, on the 
other hand, is 31 percent Cuban. New York and 
California both have large Asian populations, but while 
40.6 percent of New York:, Asian popUlation is 
Chinese, only 26.5 percent of California's is. And 
while California's Asian population is 24.8 percent 
Filipino, Filipinos account for only 7.8 percent of New 
York's Asian popUlation. It behooves politicians and 
policy-makers to remember that nobody comes to the 
United States a~ an Asian or a Hispanic .~. but as a Thai, 
Japanese, Mexican, or Nicaraguan and later genera­
tions may never identify with such a broad group. The 
politics, culture and economy of each Melting Pot state 
is and will continue to be unique and irreducible to a 
common pattern of ethnic interaction. 

The marked differences between the various 
Melting Pot states are in part due to our immigration 
policy, which since 1965 has made family reunification 
a priority. Thus, immigration has occurred in chains 
linking prospective immigrants to related co-nationals 
in the United States. Moreover, new immigrants want 
to live in areas where they can find the social networks 
and infonnal relationships that will connect them to 
jobs and friends. 

The New Sun belt 
The New Sun belt states might be tenned 

"America's suburbs." They are not suburbs in the old~ 
fashioned sense of a ring around the city, but areas 
where much of the population has a suburban demo­
graphic character, in the classic sense. They are made 
up of mostly white or in the South, white and black 
middle-class residents who want to Jive in a low-densi­
ty environment with good schools for their children, 
and also, perhaps, not as much federal-govemment 
involvement in their lives. By and large, these native­
born whites and blacks are not leaving the Melting Pots 
for the New Sunbelt states to get away from immi­
grants. They are moving for better job opportunities, 
cheaper living and more placid, le~l!rban lifestyles. 

The 2000 Census shows that for the first time in 
quite a while there are more whites living in non~ 
metropolitan areas than there are in central cities. 
Whites are largely a suburban popUlation in the United 
States, but they are moving to the outskirts of the sub­
lIrbs and now to rural or nonmetropolitan area:;, which 
is very distinct from the nonwhite population The 
growth of the white popUlation in the New Sunbelt. and 
abn in other parts of the country. is going In be illcn.'il'~ 
ingly of this ex-urban type of growth, and this IS pan 0: 

the allure of the New Sunbclt. 
Another part of this stol)' of dOIll':Slic migration to 

the New Sunbelt states is the r<:turn of blacks to the 
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South. The black population growth in the South is 
twice as big as it was for the 1980s or the 1970s. Blacks 
started to move to the South again in the 1970s, but it 
wa, really the 1990s when the influx became a surge. 
Middle-cia,s blacks, baby-boomer and post-baby­
boomer blacks are seeing the South as a place to come 
to because in cities like Atlanta and Charlotte, there is 
a significant black middle-class population to serve as 
a social. professional and political network. In these 
areas, we also see blacks moving to the suburbs and 
into more integrated neighborhoods. In many Southern 
areas, there was a significant decline in black-white 
segregation throughout the 19905, in part because there 
are a lot of middle-class blacks moving to these areas. 
This Southward migration is going to continue, espe­
cially as baby-boomer blacks begin to retire in the next 
decade. Black retirees will be much more likely to go 
to the South than to other regions of the country. 

The Heartland 
There has been much misplaced attention given to 

the extraordinarily high population-growth rates for 
Hispanics and Asians in Heartland states. Many have 
noted that Arkansas' Hispanic population grew an 
a,tonishing 337 percent during the 19905 or that 
Michigan's Asian population grew by 71 percent. But 
Hispanics still account for only 3.2 percent of 
Arkansas' total population, and Asians account for only 
1.8 percent of Michigan's total population. 

For decision makers. the real story revolves around 
native-born whites and blacks mainly whites - who 
are staying put. Taken as a group, the Heartland states 
are 81 percent white and J2 percent black. Little of 
these states' modest growth is due to domestic or inter­
national in-migration. It is indicative that 78 percent of 
Pennsylvania's population was born instate, compared 
with only 24 percent of Nevada's. Since the white pop­
ulation has a relatively low birth rate, and younger 
whites are more likely to leave for the New Sunbelt or 
Melting Pot states, the aging-in-place of long-time res­
idents is key to understanding the Heartland's demo­
graphic development. 

Race, Aging and Families 
Not only does each group of states have its own eth­

nic mix, but their different sources of growth immi­
gration, domestic migration and aging-in-place - are 
giving each group of states its own age structure. 

California's population is disproportionately young 
due to the youth of most immigrants and high birth rates 
among the immigrant popUlation. This large number of 
people who are or will soon be of childbearing age pro­
vides a very broad base for California's "population 
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pyramid" (see Figure B), ensuring the state 
growth even if economic slow-downs or restrictive 
icy changes were to st6J!! the flow of new,.' lUJJ"gI'lIIJIII 

The very different character of Nevada's 
evident in its pyramid's much higher center of 
High rates of domestic migration have given it 
large middle-aged and elderly populations, but mCISI:4'11,;'j,,:';j;' 
these people are beyond their prime childbearing 
Should domestic migration fall off, Nevada 
begin to age-in-place, rather than continue its 
ly explosive growth. 

Pennsylvania ha<; a typical Heartland age structunl~ 
While its pyrdIUid ha<; a slight baby-boomer bulge, ~ 'i': 
size of its elderly population is remarkab1y similar to ,,:i :,':: 

that of its child and childbearing populations. ThiS ' 
means that births will often be offset by deaths. Coupled . 
with low rates of immigration and domestic migration; 
this means that Pennsylvania's growth will be slow. 

These different trajectories can be understood by 
looking at the behavior of particular generations. 'The 
baby boomers are now relatively sedentary and are 
nesting, whereas the younger part of the population, be 
they immigrants or domestic migrants, are moving to 
other parts of the country. This means that states with 
the largest share of baby boomers tend to be in the 
Heartland. Within metropolitan areas, baby boomefll 
tend to be on the outer parts of the metropolitan area Of 
the 75 counties in the United States with the highest 
percentage of baby boomers, half of them are non­
metropolitan counties, and a good part of the others are 
suburban counties. Marin County, California; Falls 
Church, Virginia; Putnam County, New York - well-off 
suburban counties are among those with high per­
centages of baby boomers. So baby-boom nesting areas 
are places that are either not growing very fast or are too 
expensive for a lot of the Gen-Xers to move into. 

In contra,!, we can look at places with the fastest 
Gen-X growth over the 1990's. Gen-Xers are people 
born between 1966 and 1980 ::-J!ged roughly 20 to 35 
years at the time of the 2000 Census. They are moving 
to the New Sunbelt, but also to Melting Pot states, 
because a lot of the Gen-Xers are immigrants and 
because there is a lot of job growth in these areas. By 
and large, these are not the places where the baby 
boomers are nesting. The places that have the fa<;test 
Gen-X growth are places like Las Vegas, Austin and 
Raleigh-Durham places that have high-tech develop­
ment going on and are very attractive culturally 
to Gen-Xers. 

These difference, m age structure interact With the 
differences in ethnic mixes to create new political and 
policy challenges and opportunities. In the Melting Pot 
states, the racial composition is changing much more 
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Table B. Racial (omposition of the States, 2000 
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flgUl'e B. Age Structures of Representative States 

California (Melting Pot) Age Distribution, 2000 

4.0% 6.0%6'()% 4.0% 2.0% 0.0% 2.0% 

Nevada (New Sunhelt) Age Distribution, 2000 

_Female 
_Male 

6.0% 4.0% 2.0% 0.0% 2.0% 4.0% 6.0% 

Pennsylvania (The Heartland) Age Distribution, 2000 
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Table C. Racial Composition of CIu1d aad Aduh Populations for Selerted Rates, 2000 
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dramatically II)rlbc younger ~egll1ent oj the population 
than I()r the older segment, hee<luse Ihe innnigrant pop 

ulation tends to he younger and havc highn fertility In 
Califomia, 6) percent of the children arc non Angio, 
compared to 49 percellt of Ihl' adults, If you loo!.: al 
proJections Illr Califol1lia in till' ycar 20:5, {luly tile 
elderly population is going to he 1110stly while. The 
workill)!agt' and dliid populations will he moslly llllli 
liethllic. Along with thai age slructure will he a differ­
l'llt kind of social-economic dynamic in California and 
other Melllllg Pot states than the dynamics in a lot or 
New Sunbell or Heartland states. 

This raCial generation gap also means that the cities 
with the highest pcrccntage of married couples with 
children arc places like Santa Ana, California: EI Paso, 
Texas: and Riverside, California not the kinds of 
places that I A.'III'(' if 10 Re({I'a and O:.~i(' (liid f/(lrric/ 

took place ill back in the I9)()~ These arc the CIIIC~, 
hccause the lIispanic popUlation tcnds to ha\'c higher 
levels of falllily h()u~eh()ld~ than the white or blad 

populations. ThiS di,tlllcl!on Illay introducc new racial 
ovcrtoncs to existin!,! conflicts over re"OlIl'L'l:, hclwccn 
parents, who care about schools and aid to children, 
and the elderly. who care abOlIt health care ami Social 
Security. 011 the other hand, the long-standing necessi· 
ty of inh:rgenerational compromise and collahoration 
in the political arena lIlay hridge racial divides that 
would otherwise simply he ignored. 

Apportionment, Redistrictin~ and Voting 
Their differcnt sources of growth also confront 

thesc different groups or state~ with new issues ('elatlllg 
10 political represcntation. The appor1iollment and 
redistricting of congressional scah arc determined hy 
population growth, whatever its source. t Im\ever, the 
right to vote in national .- and u,ually local elections 

is extended only to adult citizens. 
Large nUlllhers or immigranls arc Dcnditing lI1any 

of the Melting Pot slale, ill terills of appor\HlIlIllenl. 
California and New York, t()r instance, lead the COHn­
try with 1).69 percenl and 10.9) percent of their popu· 
latio!]s non·citi/,clls. respccliwly. These imilligrant" 
however, do not necessarily get represented politically. 

Issues or laimess arc likely to he raised on two fronts 
On the one ham!. is it fair lilal people who cannOI \'OIL' 

al'e disproportionately aflcctlllg lhe congressional scab 
allocated to s(Jllle statcs'! On Ihe other hand, IS it fair 
thai SOIlle' states amI. even 1I10re, SOIlIC congr,'ssional 
di~tricts havc S(I many pcople who have no clout at 
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the (lolhng hooth'l While llIany of the Hisranics and 
Asians living III Melting Pot slates arc citizens, these 
'lliestions of fairness will be hard to avoid if intergen. 
cfational cOllllids ~()lIll' to he IIlllcctnl hv a racial gen· 
eration gap. 

(Sec abo Ronald Weher s essay Oil rl'distrieting in 
Chaptcr 6,) 

Conclusion 
These diverse trends that arc driving ,tates toward 

Ihe distinct delllographic profiles of Melting Pot, New 
Sunhelt and Heartland s!ates will affecI statc govern· 
ments on several levels. Policy·milkers will need to 
respond to theil' stales' p;u1icular sources of growth, 
whether it be integrating nL'W immigrants. keeping 
pace with dOlllestic inlluxes and sprawl or looking 
aflcr their aging populations Political ill'tors will need 
10 anticipale racial ovet1olll', to conllicting interests 
wilhin and hetween the stalcs and remain Illindful of 
new qllestion~ (If fairness in represellting their con· 
slituencic~, While c;teh state'~ demographic trajectory 
IS lIlIiquc and invites lInique response's. across the 
nation, many demographic' trl'nds lhal were once 
impot1ant mainly to city planners and plllilicians are 
hecoming genuinely statewioe issllcs. 
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