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The Washington Region’s Population Increased 1.1 Percent in 2017; Net Domestic Out-Migration Continued March 23, 2018  Population growth in the Washington region stabilized in 2017 and was modestly stronger than in 2016. Our region continues to lose residents to other parts of the nation, although the loss in 2017 was less severe than the losses in prior years. The moderating net domestic out-migration is likely the result of a slowdown in job growth in key metro areas that has likely diminished their relative attractiveness to potential out-migrants. Net international migration became the largest source of growth in 2016, surpassing the natural increase (births minus deaths).1 Compared to the other 15 largest metro areas, the region continues to rank near the middle of the pack with the seventh fastest population growth and the ninth largest net domestic migration rate in 2017.   In 2017, the Washington region’s population increased 1.1 percent or by 65,910 residents. This increase is 0.04 percentage points larger than the gain in 2016 and is the first year since 2010 that population growth has not weakened compared to the prior year. The reversal was driven by relatively larger gains in Northern Virginia and Suburban Maryland compared to 2016. The number of residents in Northern Virginia increased 1.2 percent (+36,890 people), reaching its fastest growth rate since 2013. Similarly, Suburban Maryland had the largest population growth rate since 2015, rising 0.8 percent in 2017. Population growth in the District of Columbia continued to be relatively stronger than those in the other sub-state areas but also continued its downward trend; in 2017, the number of residents in the District increased 1.4 percent, the smallest gain since 2008.  

 
                                                           
1 This trend reflects a revision to last year’s data.  
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For the region overall, net international migration was the largest source of population growth for the region in both 2016 and 2017 and has been a consistent source of growth in the past seven years. In 2017, the region gained a 44,760 residents as a result of net international migration, or a rate of 7.2 residents per 1,000 residents. Net international migration rates have been between 6.5 and 7.5 since 2011 and this component has been the most stable for the region during this time. Additionally, net international migration rates were consistent across sub-state areas in 2017: Suburban Maryland (7.6 residents per 1,000 residents), Northern Virginia (7.4 per 1,000), D.C. (6.0 per 1,000).  The natural increase, births minus deaths, was the second largest source of growth in 2017. The gain resulting from the natural increase has decreased slightly since 2011 as the result slightly increased death rates and decreased birth rates. In 2011, the region added 49,020 residents from the natural increase, a gain of 8.6 per 1,000 residents. In 2017, the region added 42,610 residents from the natural increase, or 6.9 residents per 1,000.   

  Net Domestic Migration  The modest improvement in population growth was due to less net domestic out-migration in 2017 compared to prior years. In 2017, 21,540 more people moved out of the region to elsewhere in the U.S. than moved in, a loss of 3.5 residents per 1,000 residents. For comparison, in 2016 the region lost 5.1 residents to net domestic out-migration per 1,000 residents.   
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In 2017, Suburban Maryland lost 13,740 residents to net domestic migration or 5.6 residents per 1,000 residents, the sharpest loss of any sub-state area. However, these losses were milder than in 2016, when Suburban Maryland lost 17,300 residents (7.1 residents per 1,000 residents). Net domestic migration in Northern Virginia resulted in a loss of 9,350 residents (3.1 per 1,000), or about one-half the size of the losses in 2016. Net domestic migration in the District has remained positive but the gains have moderated since 2011. In 2011, the District added 7,410 residents from net domestic migration (12.1 residents per 1,000 residents). In 2017, the District gained just 1,150 residents from net domestic migration (1.7 per 1,000).   

  In general, domestic migration to and from the Washington region is tied to the economic performance of the nation and, in particular, of the key metro areas with which it trades population. The Washington region has historically had strong migration ties with 44 metro areas that accounted for about one-half all the migration flows both to and from the Washington region between 2000 and 2015.2 These metros include 22 that have historically lost population to the Washington region, on net, and 22 that have historically gained population from the Washington region, on net.  Gross migration outflows from the Washington region had the largest fluctuations between 2000 and 2015, while gross inflows remained relatively stable. Outflows increased when the national economy and the economies of the key migration metros were gaining strength. Conversely, gross migration outflows slowed when the economies of these metros pulled back.   
                                                           
2 See more at http://sfullerinstitute.gmu.edu/research/reports/migration-washington-region/ 
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 Job growth in the metros with strong migration ties to the Washington region is shown below. Job growth in these metros peaked in 2015 and has had a downward trajectory through 2017. The downward trend is most pronounced in the 22 metros that have historically gained net residents from the Washington region. This downward trajectory and the overall convergence of growth rates suggests that historic patterns are likely continuing: the economic factors that induce potential out-migrants to leave may be diminishing as a result of the slowdown in job growth in metros that they have historically left for.  

   Population Change by Jurisdiction  Within the region, population growth in 2017 ranged from a decrease of 0.2 percent in Rappahannock County, VA to an increase of 5.2 percent in Falls Church City, VA. The second largest percentage increase occurred in Manassas Park City, VA (+3.1%), followed by Loudoun County, VA (+3.1%). Loudoun County, VA led in absolute gains and added 11,800 residents in 2017. Montgomery County, MD had the second largest absolute increase (+10,480), followed by the District (+9,640). (See Table 1 on page 8 for a complete list.)  Every jurisdiction in the region added residents as a result of net international migration except for Rappahannock County, VA which had a net loss of one resident. After normalizing for the population size, Alexandria City, VA had the largest rate of net international migration and added 15.2 residents per 1,000 people as a result of this 
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component. Falls City, VA had a rate of 11.0 and Montgomery County, MD had a rate of 10.5, ranking second and third highest, respectively.   

  The natural increase was not a consistent source of growth throughout the region; Rappahannock County, VA Manassas City, VA and Clarke County, VA had more deaths than births, resulting in population losses in the natural increase component. The highest birth rates were in Fairfax City, VA (27.5 births per 1,000 residents), Manassas City, VA (18.1) and Alexandria City, VA (17.9). Relatively fewer deaths occurred in Manassas Park City, VA (2.6 per 1,000 residents), Loudoun County, VA (3.8) and Manassas City, VA (3.9). Combined, the rates of natural increase were relatively large in Fairfax City, VA (17.0), Manassas City, VA (14.2) and Alexandria City, VA (12.9).  Net domestic migration was negative for nine of the 24 jurisdictions in the Washington region. The largest absolute loss occurred in Fairfax County, which had 15,350 more residents move to other parts of the region or the U.S. than move in. The largest absolute gained was in Loudoun County, which added 5,390 residents as a result of net domestic migration. After normalizing for population size, the largest losses were in Manassas City, VA, Fairfax City, VA and Fairfax County, VA. The largest relative gains were in Falls Church City, VA, Manassas Park City, VA, and Loudoun County, VA.   
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   Population Change in the 15 Largest Metro Areas  The Washington region had the seventh largest percentage population growth rate of the 15 largest metros3 in 2017. The region ranked eighth from 2014 through 2016, fifth in 2013, fourth in 2012 and second in 2011.  In 2017, Dallas led the metros for population growth, rising 2.0 percent and by 146,240 residents. Only one metro had population declines and the number of residents in Chicago fell by 13,290 (-0.1%); Chicago’s population has now decreased for three consecutive years. By contrast, the population in the Detroit metro has increased since 2015 and increased 0.2 percent (7,130 people) in 2017.   Similar to the pattern in prior years, net domestic migration was positive for the four metros with the fastest population growth in 2017. Conversely, metros with higher rates of net domestic out-migration had comparatively weak overall population growth rates.  
                                                           
3 Measured by Gross Regional Product 
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    About These Data Data are from the Vintage 2017 Population Estimates from the U.S. Census, released March 22, 2018. Estimates are as of July 1 for every year. The jobs data are from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics as of March 12, 2018. The 2013 metro region delineations are used throughout for all metros and all years. Note that these data do not include any information on demographics.    
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Table 1. Population Change by Jurisdiction in the Washington Region, 2017 
 

 
Population 2016-2017 Change 2016-2017 Component of Change* 

2016 2017 People % Natural Increase 
Net International Migration 

Net Domestic Migration 
District of Columbia 684,336 693,972 9,636 1.4% 4,293 4,160 1,152 
Calvert County, MD 91,099 91,502 403 0.4% 219 58 131 
Charles County, MD 157,430 159,700 2,270 1.4% 739 181 1,359 
Frederick County, MD 247,881 252,022 4,141 1.7% 1,118 788 2,241 
Montgomery County, MD 1,048,332 1,058,810 10,478 1.0% 6,738 11,090 (7,367) 
Prince George's County, MD 911,154 912,756 1,602 0.2% 5,182 6,523 (10,101) 
Arlington County, VA 231,610 234,965 3,355 1.4% 2,011 2,296 (947) 
Clarke County, VA 14,322 14,508 186 1.3% (15) 6 195 
Culpeper County, VA 50,333 51,282 949 1.9% 265 69 613 
Fairfax County, VA 1,144,636 1,148,433 3,797 0.3% 8,278 10,795 (15,348) 
Fauquier County, VA 68,784 69,465 681 1.0% 160 40 486 
Loudoun County, VA 386,279 398,080 11,801 3.1% 3,864 2,535 5,392 
Prince William County, VA 456,560 463,023 6,463 1.4% 4,773 2,406 (713) 
Rappahannock County, VA 7,333 7,321 (12) -0.2% (30) (1) 20 
Spotsylvania County, VA 131,405 133,033 1,628 1.2% 641 185 806 
Stafford County, VA 143,477 146,649 3,172 2.2% 912 293 1,977 
Warren County, VA 39,066 39,563 497 1.3% 95 4 396 
Alexandria city, VA 157,288 160,035 2,747 1.7% 2,048 2,412 (1,697) 
Fairfax city, VA 23,827 24,097 270 1.1% 408 263 (402) 
Falls Church city, VA 13,868 14,583 715 5.2% 138 83 492 
Fredericksburg city, VA 28,271 28,360 89 0.3% 163 86 (158) 
Manassas city, VA 41,457 41,501 44 0.1% 589 284 (833) 
Manassas Park city, VA 16,085 16,591 506 3.1% (32) 160 373 
Jefferson County, WV 55,848 56,338 490 0.9% 59 44 390 
Washington Region 6,150,681 6,216,589 65,908 1.1% 42,616 44,760 (21,543) 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (Vintage 2017 Population Estimates); The Stephen S. Fuller Institute at the Schar School, GMU  *Excludes the Residual change which cannot be allocated to a component  


