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Population changes for a specific area are often linked to changes in basic economic and social conditions
(Christensen and others 2000). The quality of life for a specific locality, housing costs and other cost of living
components, cultural traditions, social networks, and labor market conditions are some of the factors that can
impact population changes. These factors can act in combinations to impact both the migration and natural
increase components of population change. The impacts can occur in both directions. Changes in the social
and economic conditions can lead to population changes, and population changes can, in turn, lead to changes
in social and economic conditions.

Map 12 displays population changes for the SEA counties from April 1990, the date of the decennial census,
through July 1, 1998. The U.S. Bureau of the Census Population Estimates Program develops population esti-
mates for intercensal years by using data sources such as birth and death information, tax returns, and migra-
tion records. These estimates are made as of July 1 for each intercensal year and include revisions for previous
estimates back to the last census (U.S. Census Bureau 2000b).

The population growth in California has exceeded, and often far exceeded, the population growth rate for the
United States almost every year since the 1970s. The only exception was a period in the 1990s when California
was experiencing the effects of a prolonged and severe recession. Still, the growth rate for the 1990-98 period
for California was 9.7 percent, more than 2 percent above the growth in population for the United States during
the same period. The growth in population for the region during the 1990-98 period was less than the growth
rate for California as a whole at 8.6 percent.

The slowest growth has occurred in six counties along the Pacific coast. These counties include Marin, Santa
Cruz, and San Francisco Counties in the San Francisco Bay area; Monterey and Santa Barbara Counties in
the central coast area; and Los Angeles County. All these counties had growth rates of less than 6 percent for
the 1990-98 period, substantially below the population growth rates for both the state of California and the SEA
region as a whole. Monterey, Santa Barbara, San Francisco, and Los Angeles are included among those counties
that had the smallest (3.0 percent to 19.6 percent) increase in total employment during the same period. This is
an indication that slow employment growth (and other factors such as housing costs and high cost of living) may
more than offset the potential positive effects of high wage levels and quality of life considerations on population
changes.

At the other end of the population growth scale, Kern, Kings, and San Benito Counties in the Central Valley,
and Imperial, Riverside and San Bernardino Counties in southern California had growth rates of 15.3 percent
or higher during the period. This was more than double the population growth rate for the United States. All
three nonmetropolitan counties are located in this list of counties and were among the counties that had con-
sistently high unemployment rates from 1987 through 1997, an indication that the unemployment rate by itself
may not be a good predictor of population growth. The other 14 SEA counties had population growth rates
between 7.4 and 15.1 percent for the 1990-98 period.

Change in the population of a county may not show what is happening in different communities within the
counties. Many of the SEA counties are large and geographically heterogeneous and may include declining or
stagnant communities as well as rapidly growing communities. Population growth rates of incorporated places
by size class for the entire region (table 4) show that population growth was the fastest in communities with a
population of 2,500 to 9,999 and less for both smaller and larger places. Incorporated and unincorporated areas
are explored in more detail on map 13.

Table 4—Population change in incorporated places, by size class, 1990 to 1999

Size of incorporated places in 1990 Population change, 1990 to 1999
Percent
Under 2,500 15.3
2,500 to 9,999 34.6
10,000 to 49,999 17.4
50,000 to 99,999 15.3
100,000 to 499,999 14.6
Over 500,000 12.3

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2000b.
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The population change in the unincorporated and incorporated portions of a county can provide a useful per-
spective on the nature of population change within a county, but incorporated and unincorporated population
change is not a perfect definition of rural and urban population changes. Incorporation is an artificial designa-
tion, and some smaller incorporated places are, in fact, rural and some unincorporated areas are geographically
linked with an urban area and are urban in character (Christensen and others 2000). Census data and intercensal
population estimates produced by the Population Estimate Program of the U.S. Bureau of the Census for the
period April 1990-July 1998 are used in map 13. Changes in the unincorporated and incorporated population
estimates include the impact of areas that were unincorporated in 1990 and became incorporated by 1998.

The designated threshold for change in this analysis is a greater than or less than 10-percent increase in the
incorporated or unincorporated population component over the 1990-98 period. There are four possible population
growth combinations for a given county: both the incorporated and unincorporated component have increased
greater than 10 percent; the incorporated component has increased greater than 10 percent, and the unincor-
porated component has increased less than 10 percent; the incorporated component has increased less than
10 percent, and the unincorporated component has increased greater than 10 percent; and finally, both the
incorporated and unincorporated component have increased less than 10 percent.

All the slow-growth counties from map 12 had growth of less than 10 percent in both the incorporated and unin-
corporated components of the county population (except for San Francisco County, which has no unincorporated
population component). The faster growing counties in the region all had growth faster than 10 percent in both
the incorporated and unincorporated or in only the incorporated components. Only two counties, Alameda and
San Luis Obispo Counties, had growth of greater than 10 percent in the unincorporated component of the popu-
lation and less than 10 percent in the incorporated component. Conversely, seven counties, including all but one
of the Central Valley counties in the region, had growth greater than 10 percent in the incorporated portion of the
county and growth of less than 10 percent in the unincorporated part of the county.

Population in the SEA region is predominantly urban. Only two counties in the region have more than 50 percent
of the total population in the unincorporated portion of the county. In 1998, 16.9 percent of the population of the
SEA region lived in unincorporated areas, up from 16.7 percent of the total population of the region in 1990.
Although the growth in the unincorporated portions of the region is occurring faster than in the incorporated
portions and the proportion of the population of the region living in unincorporated areas is increasing, the
percentage is increasing in only four SEA counties.

Table 5 shows the proportion of the total county population living in the incorporated and unincorporated portions
of the county and the percentage of change in the unincorporated component over the 1990-98 period. Expressing
the population changes in the unincorporated portions of the region in percentage terms can be somewhat
misleading, as the total number of people living in unincorporated areas is small relative to the number in incor-
porated areas. Large percentage changes in the unincorporated part of the region are only a small absolute
increase in population. In absolute terms, the incorporated portions of the region added four times as many
people as the unincorporated part in the 1990-98 period.

Table 5—Proportion of county population living in unincorporated areas, 1990-98, and actual
percentage of change in population in unincorporated areas, 1990-98

Proportion in April, Proportion in July, Actual percentage of change in
County 1990 1998 unincorporated population
Percent

Alameda 9 10 14.2

Contra Costa 19 19 15.7

Fresno 24 23 7.0

Imperial 25 24 28.8

Kern 48 45 9.1

Kings 34 30 3.3

Los Angeles 10 11 6.6

Marin 28 28 3.7

Merced 39 38 8.0

Monterey 26 27 5.3

Orange 6 7 41.5

Riverside 29 29 26.2
Sacramento 61 59 7.1

San Benito 43 38 18.1

San Bernardino 18 17 12.1

San Diego 16 16 12.7

San Francisco 0 0 No unincorporated areas
San Joaquin 26 25 8.4

San Luis Obispo 41 43 11.7

San Mateo 9 9 9.1

Santa Barbara 43 42 4.8

Santa Clara 7 7 2.9

Santa Cruz 57 56 4.6

Solano 6 6 5.0
Stanislaus 26 25 11.5

Ventura 13 13 8.0

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2000b.
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