
Figure 1. North Dakota Population Change by County,
2000-2004
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Demographics refer to the study of population
change and the use of statistics to charac-
terize population conditions.

In general, North Dakota population is de-
creasing, it is becoming older, there is move-
ment toward urbanization, and it is becoming
slightly more diversified by race and ethnicity.
These trends present unique opportunities
and challenges. In the rural areas, a simulta-
neously shrinking, yet aging population,
coupled with low population density, presents
challenges in terms of an adequate work
force, health service options, and infrastruc-
ture. As people age, they are more prone to
experience chronic health conditions which
places more pressure on the rural health
delivery system. Population change influences
the health care system because different age
groups have different needs and change has
direct implications for the supply and demand
of health services, providers, and other
workers. Do we and will we have a work force
both in terms of size and skill that can meet
community and societal goals? Does a region
host the correct service mix and orga-
nizational delivery system to address
the growing needs of an aging popula-
tion (e.g. cardiac and pulmonary rehab
may be more in demand than delivering
babies)? These are some of the chal-
lenges posed by changing demographics.

Population Change
Over 55 million Americans live in non-
metropolitan areas and comprise 20
percent of the U.S. population. From
1990 to 2000, the non-metropolitan
U.S. population grew by 10 percent
while the metropolitan population
increased by 14 percent.1

Fifty-four percent of the North
Dakota population lives in 49 non-
metropolitan counties while 46
percent live in the metropolitan
counties of Burleigh, Cass, Grand Forks,
and Morton. The non-metropolitan popula-
tion declined by two percent from 2000 to
2004 (56% in 2000).2

North Dakota population decreased by 1.3
percent from the 2000 census to the July
2004 estimate (642,200 to 634,366). Only
Benson, Burleigh, Cass, Morton, Rolette,
and Sioux Counties increased in population.
North Dakota ranks 48th in population.2

In 1990, North Dakota became an urban
state (based upon the number of people
residing in communities with populations of
2,500 or greater). From 1950 to 2000, the
rural population declined from 73.4 percent
to 45.4 percent, while the urban population
rose from 26.6 percent to 54.6 percent. By
2020, estimates indicate that 59 percent of
North Dakotans will be urban and 41 per-
cent will be rural.3

From 1990-2000, 47 of North Dakota’s 53
counties (87%) lost population. Six counties
lost over 20 percent and 20 counties lost
from 10 to 20 percent. The 2004 estimate
shows continued loss, however, at a much
lower rate. From 2000-2004, 47 counties
were estimated to have lost population.
However, no counties lost more than 13
percent (two counties lost from 10-13
percent) and 45 lost 10 percent or less.
Three urban counties and three counties
with a significant American Indian popula-
tion gained population (see Figure 1). In
contrast, nationally, from 1990-2000, 70
percent of rural counties gained population.4

The population density for North Dakota is
9.3 people per square mile compared to
79.6 people per square mile nationally. In
comparison, Minnesota has a density of 64
people.5

As indicated by Figure 2, 68 percent of
North Dakota counties (36/53) are frontier
with six or less people per square mile
compared to 25.1 percent of all counties
nationally.6



Figure 2. North Dakota Frontier Counties
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North Dakota has 371 legally incorporated cities.
Nine are above 10,000 in population (with four of
these being above 25,000). A total of 15 are
above 2,500. Fifty-two percent of all cities in
North Dakota have 200 or less people (36 per-
cent in 1960).7

Between 2003 and 2004, North Dakota experi-
enced a net international immigration of 671
people with approximately half located in Cass
County and another 20 percent in Grand Forks
County.8

General Population Characteristics
By racial composition, North Dakota (2004 esti-
mate) is 91.7 percent white, 5.6 percent Ameri-
can Indian, 1.1 percent Hispanic, 0.7 percent
Asian, and 0.6 percent black. This contrasts
slightly with the 1990 census. North Dakota is
becoming slightly more racially diverse as the
numbers of minority citizens has increased. In
1990, North Dakota looked like this: 94.6 percent
white, 4.1 percent American Indian, 0.7 percent
Hispanic, 0.5 percent Asian and 0.6 percent
black.9

The median age (median refers to a midway point
where half is above and half is below so median
age means half are younger and half are older
than the specific number presented) in North
Dakota increased from 36.2 (2000) to 38.8 (2004,
estimate) which compares to a national median of
36.2 (2004, estimate). In 1960, the median age
in North Dakota was 26.2.10

The American Indian population recorded a sig-
nificant population increase from 1990-2000,
growing by 21 percent from 25,917 to 31,329.11

While the median age for all North Dakotans is
38.8, the median age for the American Indian
population is significantly younger (23.1, 2003
estimate) which compares to a national American
Indian median age of 28.5 (2000 census). Median
age varies by reservation (2000 census): Turtle
Mountain Band of Chippewa, 27.1; Spirit Lake

For more information, contact:
Brad Gibbens, MPA, (701) 777-2569
bgibbens@medicine.nodak.edu

Sioux, 18.9; Standing Rock Sioux, 22.1; and Three
Affiliated Tribes, 22.9.12

Of the state’s population in 2004, 25.1 percent
are 19 and younger; 15.9 percent, 20-29; 19.0
percent, 30-44; 25.2 percent, 45-64; and 14.7
percent, 65 and older.13

2000 to 2004, two distinct trends emerged in
North Dakota and the U.S. First, North Dakota is
experiencing a decline in its youngest residents
and an increase in its oldest persons. The number
of North Dakotans, 19 and younger declined by 13
percent while those 85 and older increased by
11.5 percent. The second trend contrasts in part
with the first as nationally both the youngest and
oldest population groups are increasing. Nation-
ally, the number of Americans 19 and younger
grew by 1.3 percent and the number of Americans
85 and older grew by 14.6 percent. The fastest
growing age cohort, nationally, is 85 and older
and North Dakota ranks highest, amongst all
states, in proportion of residents 85 and older.13
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36 of 53 North Dakota Counties designated as Frontier
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