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Where We Stand: 8th Edition                                                     

Update 9: Population Estimates                                                                      May 2021 

On May 4th, the U.S. Census Bureau released estimates of 
the populations of all counties as of July 1, 2020. According 
to these estimates, St. Louis remains the 20th most 
populous Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) in the 
country, with 2.8 million residents in 2020. The Baltimore 
MSA continues to trail closely with about 5,000 fewer 
residents. The 50 most populous MSAs, referred to as the 
peer regions, maintained the same rank order for 
population in 2020 as was the case in 2019 with two 
exceptions. Las Vegas pulled ahead of Pittsburgh, taking 
over the rank of 27th, and Jacksonville pulled ahead of 
Milwaukee, taking over the rank of 39th.  

Based on population estimates, this update ranks the peer 
regions on population, change in population, and 
components of population change along with further detail 
about population change for the counties that make up the 
St. Louis region. See Page 2 for how data differ from 
decennial census counts.  

Population estimates for the past decade show the 
continued trend of the Midwest and Rustbelt regions 
experiencing minimal population gains and, for some 
regions, losses. Over the decade, regions in the Sunbelt 
region were the big population gainers.  

Estimates for the second half of the decade reveal that 
some of the most populous and expensive regions 
experienced annual declines in population. Most of these 
regions still had population gains over the entire decade, 
but the recent decreases may indicate a new trend.  

Data are not yet available to understand the implications 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, but it appears the pandemic 

may have accelerated this movement away from some of 

the U.S. population centers, at least for now. Further, the 

increased number of deaths due to COVID-19 are apparent 

in the 2020 population estimates, which consider deaths 

that occurred prior to July 1, 2020.  

1 Where We Stand tracks the St. Louis region among the 50 most populous Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs), which are geographic entities delineated by the Office of Management 

and Budget (OMB). MSAs are areas with “at least one urbanized area of 50,000 or more population, plus adjacent territory that has a high degree of social and economic integration with 

the core as measured by commuting ties.” 

Table 1 
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The estimates discussed in this report do not reflect the 2020 
residential decennial census. A decennial census is an actual 
count of the population; the United States Constitution 
mandates that such a census must occur every 10 years.  

In addition to the decennial census, the Census Bureau releases 
annual population estimates. These estimates are based on 
population counts from the previous decennial census, with 
adjustments made for estimated natural change (births and 
deaths), as well as in-migration and out-migration. While these 
annual estimates are the best available estimates of population 
for years between decennial censuses, they are not considered 
to be as authoritative as the actual census. 

Currently, the 2020 decennial census counts have only been 
released for states. While the state-level counts are generally 
close to state-level population estimates, there are some 
differences. Table 2 displays the differences in 2020 decennial 
census counts of residential population and 2020 population 
estimates for the United States and select states. On average, 
the decennial count for the states is 0.6 percent higher than the 
population estimates. The largest difference among the states is 
for New Jersey where the census count was 4.5 percent higher 
than the population estimates for 2020.  

For the state of Missouri, the 2020 decennial census count was 
one-tenth of 1 percent larger than the 2020 population 
estimate. In Illinois, the census count was 1.6 percent higher 
than the population estimate.   

The census counts at the county and block levels, which are to 
be used for redistricting, are expected to be released on 
September 30th. The annual population estimates are still useful 
for understanding change in population between the decennial 
censuses. The remainder of this report uses data from the U.S. 
Census Bureau population estimates vintage 2020.  

Decennial Census vs. Population Estimates  
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2019 to 2020 

St. Louis ranks lower than many of the peer regions and the 
United States as a whole on population change from 2019 to 
2020. The St. Louis MSA experienced a net loss of 144 people, 
less than one-hundredth of 1 percent, ranking 38th among 
the peer regions on population change for the year.  

Regions in the southern and the western parts of the United 
States experienced the greatest increases in population over 
the last year. The 10 peer regions at the top of the change 
table are all in the Sunbelt. Some of the most populous 
regions, and several Midwest peer regions, lost population 
between 2019 and 2020.  

The largest percentage declines were in San Jose, San 
Francisco, New York, and Los Angeles, which each saw a 
decline of a little more than half of 1 percent. While some of 
the population loss in these large metropolitan areas may be 
due to people moving in the first few months of the 
pandemic, each of these five regions also lost population over 
the previous few years.  

 

2010 to 2020 

From 2010 to 2020, the St. Louis MSA gained population. The 
growth, however, was smaller than most of the peer regions 
and the United States. From 2010 to 2020, the region ranks 
44th among the peer regions, growing by just over half of 1 
percent, or 15,369 people.  

Most of the population increase in the St. Louis MSA occurred 
from 2010 to 2015, when the region gained close to 19,000 
residents. Over the last five years, the region only had one 
year of positive growth, 2016 to 2017, but experienced a 
total loss of more than 3,000 people in the five-year period.  

Population Change Table 3 Table 4 
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Population Change of Select Peer Regions 

Figure 1 shows the annual percent change in population for      
St. Louis and the five MSAs with the largest percent decrease in 
population from 2019 to 2020. These regions are also some of 
the most populous and expensive U.S. metro regions. All five of 
the large metro regions experienced population gains at the 
beginning of the decade and declines in at least the last two 
years.  

The population in the St. Louis region also increased at the 
beginning of the decade and saw annual decreases at the end of 
the decade. However, relative to the other metro regions, the 
annual percent changes in population were small in St. Louis. 
And, unlike these other regions, St. Louis did not see a larger 
decline in population for the 2019 to 2020 period than for the 
previous few years.  

Figure 2 displays the annual population change for the St. Louis 
MSA and the EWG region from 2010 to 2020, showing that the 
St. Louis area experienced population growth in the first half of 
the decade and declines in the second half.  
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Population Change, St. Louis MSA 

East-West Gateway 8-County Region Over the past decade, the St. Louis MSA has seen a 
continuation of the long-term trend of population 
gains in the outlying counties and declines in the 
inner counties of the region.  

Map 1 shows the 14 counties and the city of St. 
Louis that make up the St. Louis MSA. The city of  
St. Louis and the surrounding seven counties in 
purple make up the East-West Gateway (EWG) 
region. Table 5 displays the population for each of 
these counties for 2010, 2019, and 2020.  

From 2019 to 2020, the population declined by 
1,176 in the EWG region. Together, the five 
Missouri counties in the region grew by 1,640 
people and the three Illinois counties together saw 
a decline of 2,816 residents, according to the 
population estimates.  

Among the counties in the region, St. Charles had 
the largest increase in population with a gain of 
more than 4,000 residents. The city of St. Louis had 
the largest decline in population, losing just over 
3,000 residents.  

Map 1: St. Louis 15-County Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) 
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There are two basic components of population change: natural 
(births minus deaths) and migration (domestic and international). 
The change over the last decade from population growth to 
population decline in the St. Louis MSA results from a combination of 
a rising number of deaths, a declining number of births, a net loss of 
people migrating to other parts of the United States, and a small net 
in-migration of people from other countries. 

Natural Change  

Among the peer regions, St. Louis saw one of the smallest rates of 
growth due to natural change. Table 6 shows that from 2010 to 
2020, the difference between the number of births and deaths in the 
MSA resulted in a 2.4 percent increase in population, ranking 43rd 
among the peer regions.  

Figure 3 shows that from 2010 to 2020, the annual number of births 
in the St. Louis MSA steadily declined while the number of deaths 
increased. The average annual number of births in the first half of 
the decade was 34,172 compared to an annual average of 32,691 for 
2016 to 2020. The lowest number of births over the 10-year period 
was for the last year, from July 2019 to June 2020, with 31,780 births 
in the St. Louis MSA. The rate of births per 1,000 residents steadily 
declined from 12.5 in 2010 to 11.3 in 2020.  

The number of St. Louis residents dying trended upward from 24,825 
in 2010 to 29,617 in 2020 (July 2019 through June 2020). The 
increase in deaths due to COVID-19 appears to have exacerbated an 
existing trend. In the 10-year period, the number of deaths in 2020 
was 4.4 percent more than the year with the second largest number 
of deaths, which was 28,381 people in 2018. The rate of deaths 

Components of Population Change Table 6 
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For both the St. Louis MSA and the United States, the number of 
deaths rose fairly steadily from 2010 through 2020. However, 
the increases in deaths for both geographies from 2019 to 2020 
were greater than would have been expected, given the linear 
trend.  

Figure 4 shows the number of deaths in the United States from 
2010 through 2020, with the purple line showing the actual 
number of deaths, and the orange line showing the linear trend. 
The difference between these lines shows that the rate of 
increase in deaths accelerated sharply from 2019 to 2020.  

Similarly, Figure 5 shows that the number of deaths in St. Louis 
was higher in 2020 than would have been expected from the 
trend over the previous nine years. In St. Louis, 1,680 more 
people died between 2019 and 2020 than died between 2018 
and 2019. Based on the linear trend, the expected increase 
would have been less than 500.  

The ratios of births to deaths is another way of looking at how 
the natural population change in 2020 differed from previous 
years. In 2010, there were 140 births for every 100 deaths in the 
St. Louis MSA. The ratio declined by 25 over the next nine years 
to 115 births per 100 deaths in 2019. In 2020, there were only 
107 births for every 100 deaths. 

The United States as a whole also saw a declining trend in births 
and an increase in deaths with a dramatic increase in deaths in 
the last year (July 2019 to June 2020). For the United States, 
there were 158 births per 100 deaths in 2010. Over the next 
nine years, the ratio decreased by 26, to 132 births per 100 
deaths in 2019 and then declined another 10 births in one year 
to 122 births per 100 deaths in 2020.  
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The St. Louis region ranks 43rd among the peer regions on net 
migration from 2010 to 2020. Over the decade, St. Louis 
experienced a 1.9 percent decline in population due to more 
people moving out of the region than into the region. St. Louis is 
one of 15 of the peer regions that experienced net out-
migration. All regions experienced positive net international 
migration. Therefore, the net out-migration of regions is due to 
people moving around the country.  

Table 8 shows net domestic migration for the peer regions from 
2010 to 2020. Austin experienced a 19.5 percent increase in 
population due to the substantially larger number of people 
moving into the region than out of the region. Some of the most 
populous U.S. regions are at the bottom of this table, with the 
largest rates of net out-migration. New York, San Jose, Chicago, 
and Los Angeles all experienced more than a 6 percent decline in 
population from 2010 to 2020 due to net domestic out-
migration.   

 

Migration  Table 7 Table 8 
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Table 9 For the St. Louis MSA, Figure 6 shows that domestic migration 
results in net losses for the St. Louis region and these losses are 
partially offset by net international in-migration. Over the 10-
year period there was a net domestic out-migration of 88,968 
people, and a net international in-migration of 37,282, for a total 
net out-migration of 51,686 residents. 

The last year in the series had the smallest net out-migration for 
the St. Louis MSA, with a net loss of 2,339 people. This compares 
to an average annual loss of 5,169 people over the decade. 
Domestic out-migration has declined each year since 2016, 
when there was a net loss of more than 12,000 residents. The 
net domestic out-migration for July 2019 to June 2020 includes 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. This last year 
continued the trend of slowing domestic net out-migration. It is 
too soon to know the effect of the pandemic on migration in the 
region. 
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One Memorial Drive, Suite 1600 

St. Louis, MO 63102 
 

314-421-4220/618-274-2750 
 

To receive future WWS Updates,  

contact wws@ewgateway.org.  

To view past editions of WWS and WWS Updates,  

visit https://www.ewgateway.org/wws.  

Grant Funding Sources: The work that provided the basis of this publication was support-

ed, in part, by a grant provided from the U.S. Department of Transportation through the 

Missouri Department of Transportation and the Illinois Department of Transportation. The 

opinions, findings, and conclusions expressed in this publication are those of the author 

and not necessarily those of the Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission, the 

Illinois Department of Transportation, the Federal Highway Administration, or the Federal 
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Title VI: East-West Gateway Council of Governments (EWG) hereby gives public notice 

that it is the policy of the agency to assure full compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964, the Civil Rights Restoration Act of 1987, Executive Order 12898 on Environ-

mental Justice, and related statutes and regulations in all programs and activities. Title VI 

requires that no person in the United States of America, on the grounds of race, color, or 

national origin, shall be excluded from the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or 

be otherwise subjected to discrimination under any program or activity for which EWG 

receives federal financial assistance. Any person who believes they have been aggrieved 

by an unlawful discriminatory practice under Title VI has a right to file a formal complaint 

with EWG. Any such complaint must be in writing and filed with EWG's Title VI Coordina-

tor within one hundred eighty (180) calendar days following the date of the alleged dis-

criminatory occurrence. For more information, or to obtain a Title VI Nondiscrimination 

Complaint Form, please see EWG's website at www.ewgateway.org/titlevi or call (314) 

421-4220 or (618) 274-2750. 

Prepared by Mary Rocchio, Derek Wetherell, and John Posey 
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