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1.0 INTRODUCTION  
 
Recently released data country-level population data herald the growth in the fringe 
Chicago area counties and a loss in the core area.  Most notably Kendall County is 
identified as the fourth fastest growing county in the nation while Cook County had 
the largest population loss in the nation.  Both of these points are misleading.   
 
First, small counties tend to have higher growth rates (expressed in percent growth) 
than large counties because their small base.  Nationally, Kendall ranks fourth 
among counties over 10,000 in population but if all counties were included it would 
not rank nearly as high.  More importantly the actual growth of approximately 25,000 
residents is not particularly impressive given the eight million people in the Chicago 
metropolitan area.  The metropolitan region is growing territorially but we are in the 
very early stages of growth into the fringe counties, beyond the traditional six 
counties.  The bulk of the growth is still within the collar counties.    
 
Second, Cook County is one of sixty-one counties in Illinois that experienced a 
population decline from 2000 to 2005.  Moreover, over forty Illinois counties 
registered higher percentage declines than Cook County.  Nationally, there are ten 
large counties (with populations over 500,000) with larger percentage population 
declines.  Many of these counties have percentage declines that are twice that of 
Cook County.  Among large counties percentage changes tend to be much more 
important than absolute changes.              
 
What the region appears to be experiencing is a continuation of the trends that have 
persisted for over a century.  The core areas are declining in density while outlying 
areas are growing.  The area of density decline started between 1890 and 1990 in 
the area immediately surrounding the Loop and has spread every since.  There 
were, what we would now consider to be intolerably high densities in the early 1900s 
and living environments have improved with population deconcentration.  Density 
standards have changed over the years and population in the core areas have 
continued to decline, with the exception of the new high-rise residences near the 
downtown.  In the 1970s the areas of declining populations reached many of the 
inner ring of suburbs and even reached Highland Park in Lake County and Elmhurst 
in DuPage County.  Now the area of population loss is sufficiently extensive 
throughout Cook County to result in a net population decline.  While the population 
may be declining it is unlikely that the number of households has declined; the units 
that make major purchase decisions such as housing and transportation.  Still, the 
main population growth is in the traditional collar counties not in the fringe counties 
that were added to metropolitan Chicago in the last decade, such as Kendall, 
Grundy, Kankakee and DeKalb. 
 
Perhaps what is most noteworthy is that the six-county core region grew by only 3.4 
percent.  This is in contrast to a growth of 11.4 percent in the 1990s.  If the growth in 
the 1990s were uniform the previous five-year period would have had a growth rate 
of 5.7 percent.  This then suggests that the growth rate in the six-county 
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metropolitan area is slowing.  In many regards this is more important considering 
that the geographic growth trends have changed little. 
 
It must be noted, however, that in contrast to the growth in the 1970s and 1980s, the 
current rate is a substantially higher.  The five-year growth rate from 1970 to 1990 
was just over one percent.  The rate since 2000 then is three times higher.       
 
These growth rates are examined more closely among the counties in the Chicago 
area at three levels and this reflects the organization of the paper: 
 

1. Metropolitan Chicago 
2. State of Illinois 
3. The nation   

 
Since only county population totals were released (March 16, 2006) there is no 
information for other geographies or other variables.  
 
 
2.0 METROPOLITAN ANALYSIS 
 
The Chicago metropolitan area has  
traditionally included six counties (Figure 1). 
Cook and DuPage counties represent the  
core area.  They have the highest populations  
and in the 1990s their growth rates were   
lower than the outer collar counties.   
The highest percentage growth rates was 
in McHenry and Will counties though Will, 
with a much larger base, had a much 
greater increase in the number of residents.  
 
For this report, then, we divide the six counties  
into two classes, the Core and the Outer 
Collar Counties.  The core consists of Cook  
and DuPage Counties.  They constitute an  
area that has been built up for many decades  
and it is not difficult to find large tracts of  
vacant developable land. 
 
In the outer collar are the remaining four  Figure 1. 2000 Population in 000s  
counties.  They have traditionally been  and Percent Change 1990 - 2000  
part of the Chicago Metropolitan area but 
still have considerable undeveloped areas.  As we will demonstrate below, these 
counties currently have the greatest growth in the Chicago area.  Beyond the six-
county traditional metropolitan area are the adjacent Fringe Counties of Boone, 
Kankakee, DeKalb, Kendall and Grundy.  The latter three are part of the 
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metropolitan area redefined in 2003.  Kankakee County was part of the Chicago 
metropolitan area until 2002 when it became a separate metropolitan area.  Boone is 
part of the Rockford Metropolitan area.    
 
2.1 Core Counties 
 
In land area, Cook and DuPage Counties represent respectively among the largest 
and smallest counties respectively in the state.  Together they constitute a relatively 
compact core area.  The densities in DuPage far exceed those of the other suburban 
counties and with the exception of the western reaches; the county can be 
characterized as being fully developed.  Moreover, many of the neighborhoods that 
were new a few decades ago with large families have now experienced population 
declines as the large households are transitioning into ‘empty nesters.’  The number 
of households is likely not declining nor the purchasing power of the residents, but 
the population is on the decrease.  
  
The collective population of this region shows a modest decline (Table 1).  DuPage 
County is still growing but this growth is not sufficient to offset the decline in Cook 
County and in the eastern part of DuPage County.  Municipalities in the eastern part 
of DuPage County started loosing population several decades ago.  Elmhurst and 
Villa Park started loosing population in the 1970s and Hinsdale in the 1980s.   Since 
the area of population declines is now greater, together the two counties had a 
population decrease, but it was still less than one percent or just under 50,000 
residents. 
 
           

Table 1 
Population Changes in the Core Counties 

 

 July 2005 July 2003 July 2000
2000 – 2005 
change 

Percent 
change 

.Cook County 5,303,683 5,349,219 5,376,741 -73,058 -1.36

.DuPage County 929,113 924,495 904,161 24,952 2.76
Core Counties 6,232,796 6,273,714 6,280,902 -48,106 -0.77
Source: adapted from: U.S. Census Bureau Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Counties of   
Illinois: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-EST2005-01-17), data released March 16, 2006 

 
 
2.2 Outer Collar Counties 
 
In contrast to the Core Counties, the Outer Collar Counties are exhibiting strong 
growth (Table 2).  Lake County, the most developed Outer County, is the only one 
with a growth rate over the last five years that is less than ten percent.  This can be 
attributed to the lack of growth in the lakefront municipalities in the southern part of 
the county (Highland Park started loosing population in the 1970s).  At the other end 
of the spectrum, Will County is nationally among the leading counties in growth.  
More on this  later.   
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Table 2 
Population Changes in the Outer Collar Counties 

 

 July 2005 July 2003 July 2000 
2000 – 2005 

change 
Percent 
change 

.McHenry County 303,990 288,559 260,077 43,913 16.88

.Lake County 702,682 682,335 644,356 58,326 9.05

.Kane County 482,113 458,379 404,119 77,994 19.30

.Will County 642,813 585,609 502,266 140,547 27.98
Outer Collar 2,131,598 2,014,882 1,810,818 320,780 17.71

 Source: adapted from: U.S. Census Bureau Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Counties of Illinois:  
April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-EST2005-01-17), data released March 16, 2006 

 
Note that only McHenry County has a population increase (43,913) that is less than 
the collective decline in the Core Counties (48,106 – Table 1).  When the decline in 
the Core Counties is deducted from the total for the Outer Counties we derive a six-
county growth of approximately 270,000 or 3.4 percent from 2000 to 2005.  This is in 
contrast to 11.4 percent from 1990 to 2000.  If the growth in the 1990s were linear 
then a five-year period would have registered a 5.7 percent growth rate in 
comparison to 3.4 percent since the year 2000.  
 
2.3 Fringe Counties 
 
The counties beyond the Outer Collar have modest population levels but the ones 
with the low population levels are now registering high growth rates.  The best 
example is Kendall County (Table 3).  Starting at approximately 50,000 the county 
added nearly 50 percent more residents.  Conversely the larger counties, DeKalb 
and Kankakee Counties, had growth rates of less than ten percent.  Kankakee even 
lost population in the 1980s but is now growing again.  Over the last forty-five years, 
however, the total growth in the Fringe Counties has only been seventeen percent.        
 

Table 3 
Population Change in the Fringe Counties, 2000 to 2005 

County 2005 2003 2000 Change Percent
Kankakee  107,972 106,198 103,833 4,139 3.99
DeKalb  97,665 93,631 88,969 8,696 9.77
Kendall  79,514 67,052 54,544 24,970 45.78
Boone  50,483 46,596 41,786 8,697 20.81
Grundy 43,838 39,601 37,535 6,303   16.79
Fringe total 379,472 353,078 326,667 52,805 16.16

Source: adapted from: U.S. Census Bureau Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Counties  
of Illinois: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-EST2005-01-17), data released March 16, 2006 

 
In contrast to the statewide growth (2000-2005) of 2.8 percent, growth in the Fringe 
Counties has been impressive but the absolute growth was modest.  The 52,805 net 
increase is exceeded in each of the Outer Collar Counties except McHenry. These 
counties, then, are showing early signs of growth but it will be some time before they 
exhibit the absolute growth numbers found in the Outer Collar Counties.    
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3.0 STATE OF ILLINOIS 
 
With a population decline from 2000-2005 Cook County joins sixty other counties in 
the state with a population decline (Table 4). Collectively these sixty-one counties 
tallied a total decline of almost 111,000 resident of which 73,058 was accounted for 
by Cook County.  Cook County then registers two-thirds of the losses but it accounts 
for three-quarters of the population of these counties.  As a consequence, the 
percentage decline in Cook County (-1.38%) is less than the collective decline in the 
other sixty counties (2.07%).   
 
On the other end of the scale, the growth counties together have a growth rate of 8.8 
percent.  Clearly by dividing these counties into two sets one better understand the 
divide between counties that are growing and those that are not.  While we do not 
show the spatial pattern, with sixty downstate counties declining in population, we 
have large territories that have been and are continuing to experience population 
decreases.      

 
Table 4 

Illinois Counties with Population Increases and Decreases, 2000-2005 
 

 
Counties 2005 

Population 
2000-2005 

change 
Percent 
change 

With decreases   61 7,134,708 -110,968 -1.53
With increases   41 5,628,663  455,046 8.80

Illinois total 102 12,763,371  344,078 2.77
Cook County 1 5,303,683 -73,058 -1.38

Other 60 with decreases 60 1,831,025 -37,910 -2.07
Source: adapted from: U.S. Census Bureau Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Counties of 
Illinois: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-EST2005-01-17), data released March 16, 2006 

 
 
Table 5 provides a partial list of the counties with decreases and the position of 
Cook County in this list.  The two highest declines, Pulaski and Alexander, are found 
in the southern part of the state, near Cairo.  Cairo is well known because it is the 
southern most city in Illinois but the population has been declining since 1920 when 
it was over 15,000.  Cairo now has less than 4000 residents.  This general area 
included the earliest settlements in the state but now is better known for its isolation 
from the rest of the state.         
 
Among the urban counties both Macon (Decatur) and Peoria had population 
declines but they were modest.  More startling is that in the Quad Cities area, not 
only did Rock Island County loose population but so did all three of the adjacent 
counties, Mercer, Henry and Whiteside.  The latter two are within the metropolitan 
area.  Cook County, then, receives considerable attention but it is not the only urban 
county loosing population in Illinois.    
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Table 5 

Twenty-Five Illinois Counties with the Highest Population Declines, 2000-2005 
 

Rank County  2005 2003 2,000 
Percent 
change 

1 .Pulaski  6,794 7,058 7,348 -7.54
2 .Alexander 8,927 9,306 9,590 -6.91
3 .Warren  17,558 18,230 18,735 -6.28
4 .Hancock 19,153 19,518 20,121 -4.81
5 .Pope  4,211 4,320 4,413 -4.58
6 .Gallatin 6,152 6,213 6,445 -4.55
7 .Knox  53,309 54,399 55,836 -4.53
8 .Coles 51,065 51,699 53,196 -4.01
9 .Macon 110,167 111,099 114,706 -3.96

10 .Hamilton 8,301 8,354 8,621 -3.71
11 .Marion  40,144 40,820 41,691 -3.71
12 .Carroll  16,086 16,353 16,674 -3.53
13 .Clay  14,122 14,252 14,560 -3.01
14 .Henderson 7,972 8,044 8,213 -2.93
15 .McDonough 31,966 32,631 32,913 -2.88
16 .Wabash  12,570 12,694 12,937 -2.84
17 .Jackson  57,954 58,165 59,612 -2.78
18 .Edgar  19,157 19,326 19,704 -2.78
19 .Crawford 19,898 20,036 20,452 -2.71
20 .Edwards 6,784 6,846 6,971 -2.68
21 .Stark  6,169 6,199 6,332 -2.57
22 .Shelby 22,322 22,500 22,893 -2.49
23 .Cumberland 10,973 11,036 11,253 -2.49
24 .Saline  26,072 26,143 26,733 -2.47
25 .Morgan 35,722 35,993 36,616 -2.44
-- ------  

42 .Cook  5,303,683 5,349,219 5,376,741 -1.36
Source: adapted from: U.S. Census Bureau Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Counties of 
Illinois: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-EST2005-01-17), data released March 16, 2006 
 
 
 

Still, counties in metropolitan areas have recorded the highest growth.  Of the nine 
highest growth rates seven are part of the current Chicago metropolitan area (Table 
6).  Boone County is part of the Rockford metropolitan are but is adjacent to 
McHenry County and Monroe County is in the St. Louis metropolitan area.  These 
two counties only account for approximately 12,000 additional residents. 
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Table 6 
Highest Percentage Increases in Illinois, 2000-2005 

 

 2005 2003 2000 2000-2005 
change 

Percent 
change 

.Kendall 79,514 67,052 54,544 24,970 45.78

.Will  642,813 585,609 502,266 140,547 27.98

.Boone 50,483 46,596 41,786 8,697 20.81

.Kane  482,113 458,379 404,119 77,994 19.30

.McHenry 303,990 288,559 260,077 43,913 16.88

.Grundy  43,838 39,601 37,535 6,303 16.79

.Monroe* 31,040 29,742 27,619 3,421 12.39

.DeKalb 97,665 93,631 88,969 8,696 9.77

.Lake  702,682 682,335 644,356 58,326 9.05
* in the St. Louis Metropolitan area 
Source: adapted from: U.S. Census Bureau Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Counties of Illinois: 
April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-EST2005-01-17), data released March 16, 2006 
 
4.0 NATIONAL ASSESSMENT   
 
Nationally there are over 3000 counties many of which have very small populations.  
Moreover, their land areas vary substantially.  San Bernardino County in California is 
more than twice the size of each of the six New England state except Maine.  
Thirteen states have fewer than 25 counties and eight have at least 100 (including 
Illinois).  An analysis by county, therefore, is subject to vagaries of county shapes 
and sizes. 
 
Again, many of the counties have very low populations.  In Illinois 14 counties have 
fewer than 10,000 inhabitants and two are under 5,000.  Since these counties with 
modest population changes can have large percentage fluctuations, the U.S. Bureau 
of the Census reports ranking data for counties with more than 10,000 residents.  
Among these counties Kendall ranks fourth in population growth (Table 7).  
Consequently, reference to the fourth fastest growing county requires a size 
qualifier.  The table is likely to look very different if the 10,000 figure were noticeably 
lowered.     

Table 7 
Counties Reported by the U.S. Bureau of the Census as the Fastest Growing 

Counties in the Nation, 2000-2005 (with populations over 10,000) 
 

County 2005 2000 Change Percent
Flagler County, FL 76,410 49,832 26,578 53.3
Loudoun County, VA 255,518 169,599 85,919 50.7
Rockwall County, TX 62,944 43,074 19,870 46.1
Kendall County, IL 79,514 54,520 24,994 45.8
Forsyth County, GA 140,393 98,407 41,986 42.7
Source: Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, Table 9: Population Estimates for the 100 Fastest 
Growing U.S. Counties with 10,000 or more Population in 2005: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-
EST2005-09) 
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Perhaps more importantly the fourth place is achieved with only an increase of 
approximately 25,000 residents.  While this growth is changing the face of the 
county, it does on rival the growth in the Outer Collar Counties.  Moreover, many of 
the new households in the Fringe Counties are now likely to be families with 
children. Therefore the population growth will not necessarily translate into a similar 
growth in households. The growth in the number of households, in many cases a 
more useful statistic (households rather than individuals frequently make major 
purchase decisions).  In developed area the number of households may even 
increase in places where population is declining.  In 2000 Cook and DuPage had the 
smallest mean households sizes while Will, Kane and McHenry had the highest in 
the six-county area. 
 
In comparing Fringe and Outer Collar Counties the growth of Kendall is clearly 
overshadowed by the growth in Will County.  When both the number of new 
residents and the percent change are considered Will County is among the leading 
counties in the nation (Table 8).  The net increase in Will County is more than five 
times higher than in Kendall County.       
 

Table 8 
Counties with Growth of at Least Twenty Percent  

and with a Net Gain of 125,000  Residents 
 

County 2000 2005 Change Percent
Riverside County (Los Angeles), CA 1,946,419 1,545,387 401,032 26.0
Clark County (Las Vegas), NV 1,710,551 1,375,738 334,813 24.3
Collin County (Dallas), TX 659,457 491,777 167,680 34.1
Will County (Chicago), IL 642,813 502,267 140,546 28.0
Gwinnett County (Atlanta), GA 726,273 588,448 137,825 23.4
Source: Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, Table 9: Population Estimates for the 100 Fastest 
Growing U.S. Counties with 10,000 or more Population in 2005: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005 (CO-
EST2005-09) 
 
Perhaps the most important aspect of Table 8 is that Will is the only county outside 
the Sun Belt.  Traditionally the greatest population growth is associated with places 
in the South or the West.  It certainly underscores the point that there are major 
changes occurring currently in Will County. 
 
While this growth of Will County ranks high nationally, the declines in Cook County 
do not deserve special recognition.  In population Cook County is indisputably the 
second largest in the nation and small percentage fluctuations translate into large 
numbers.  Therefore a decline of 1.4 percent is over 70,000 individuals. 
 
This is the largest absolute decline in the nation but what is more important is the 
relative change.  There are ten large counties, with populations over 570,000 (the 
100 largest) that have higher percentage losses (Table 9).  Most of these ten 
counties have declining rates that are twice those of Cook County, e.g., -4.8 percent 
in San Francisco County versus -1.4 percent for Cook County.  Not also suburban 
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San Mateo County (number 13), adjacent to San Francisco to the south also shows 
a decline.  Other suburban counties with population declines include Nassau, Essex 
and Hudson (suburban New York; the latter two are in New Jersey) and Middlesex 
(Boston). This underscores the fact that suburban losses are not unique to the 
Chicago area.                       
  

Table 9 
19 Counties with Population Decreases among the 100 Largest Counties 

 

County  Rank July 1, 
2005 

July 1, 
2003 

2000 
Census Change Percent

Suffolk, MA 1 654,428 675,738 689,807 -35,379 -5.13
San Francisco,CA 2 739,426 751,960 776,733 -37,307 -4.80
Hamilton, OH 3 806,652 822,318 845,303 -38,651 -4.57
Cuyahoga, OH 4 1,335,317 1,361,330 1,393,978 -58,661 -4.21
Philadelphia, PA 5 1,463,281 1,477,055 1,517,550 -54,269 -3.58
Allegheny, PA 6 1,235,841 1,258,476 1,281,666 -45,825 -3.58
Wayne, MI 7 1,998,217 2,027,900 2,061,162 -62,945 -3.05
Baltimore city, MD 8 635,815 643,304 651,154 -15,339 -2.36
Erie, NY 9 930,703 939,849 950,265 -19,562 -2.06
Milwaukee, WI 10 921,654 931,437 940,164 -18,510 -1.97
Cook County, IL 11 5,303,683 5,349,219 5,376,741 -73,058 -1.36
St. Louis, MO 12 1,004,666 1,011,781 1,016,315 -11,649 -1.15
San Mateo, CA 13 699,610 698,800 707,161 -7,551 -1.07
Hudson, NJ 14 603,521 607,497 608,975 -5,454 -0.90
Jefferson, AL 15 657,229 659,215 662,047 -4,818 -0.73
Middlesex, MA 16 1,459,011 1,466,025 1,465,396 -6,385 -0.44
Essex, NJ 17 791,057 797,184 793,633 -2,576 -0.32
Monroe, NY 18 733,366 736,521 735,343 -1,977 -0.27
Nassau, NY 19 1,333,137 1,339,759 1,334,544 -1,407 -0.11
Hennepin, MN 20 1,119,364 1,119,949 1,116,200 3,164 +0.28
Source: Same as Table 8 
 
5.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 
The population growth in the Chicago area continues to extend to areas beyond the 
traditional six counties.  While this has been evident and predictable for decades, the 
actual 2000-2005 increases in net population in the Fringe Counties are modest in 
comparison with what is occurring within the traditional growth communities in the 
original six-county region.  
 
In this regard the county that needs most recognition is Will County. The dramatic 
increases in population and overall development are many times greater than in 
Kendall County even though the latter county was noted as having a very high 
percentage increase—fourth highest in the nation.  In absolute numbers the 140,000 
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net increase in Will County was more than five times greater than the 25,000 net 
increase in Kendall County. 
 
Conversely Cook County was singled out as having a high decrease in population.  
The more legitimate interpretation would consider percentage change.  On this scale 
Cook County does not rank in the top ten of the largest counties in population 
decline.  Even with the loss since 2000, Cook County’s population is approximately 
200,000 greater than in 1990. 
 
The Chicago area is continuing to expand outward and the recent data covering the 
2000-2005 period seem to reinforce the trends that have been established decades 
ago.  With these trends many of the core areas remain strong and viable as the 
number of empty nesters contribute to a modest decline in population though 
generally not to a loss in the number of households.  At the same time exceptionally 
affordable land on the fringe is drawing residents outward and growth is more 
noticeable now in the Fringe Counties than in the past. While noticeable, it will take 
at least a decade or more before the Fringe Counties will show the growth we 
currently see in the Outer Collar Counties.  This will be especially true if the 
metropolitan growth rate continues to decline.  In the first half of the current decade 
the metropolitan growth rate was less than one third of the rate in the previous full 
decade (1990-2000).              
 
The data examined in this report also reinforce the conclusion drawn in our earlier 
research, which stated that urban sprawl is more a function of prosperity than 
expansion of the highway network.  Few expressways have been added in the last 
several decades but population continues to push outward.  Interstate 355 is a new 
expressway but it services largely north-south suburban traffic.  Transportation 
facilities such as the extension of the Metra Union Pacific West Line to Elburn in the 
middle of Kane County, however, are examples of how the transportation system is 
expanded to meet growing demand.  People move outward and the transportation 
system follows.  All this supports the observation that the more things change 
(population growth) the more they stay the same (trends).   
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