
Implicit in these patterns has been an extraordi-
nary “thinning out” of the region’s population.
Density has evaporated in the St. Louis metropolis. In 1950,
St. Louis’ then-urbanized area boasted a population density of
6,141 persons per square mile. By 1990, density had dissi-
pated by 55 percent to leave a scattering of just 2,757 people
per square mile across the region’s now 737 square mile
expanse.50 By 1999, St. Louis’ urbanized area was the 17th least
dense among the 68 largest metropolitan areas having under-
gone the 5th greatest density decline since 1982.51

The City of St. Louis epitomized this thinning out,
as the region’s core continued to hemorrhage not
only residential population in the 1990s, but jobs.
As the city proper lost 48,496 residents, it also lost 21,200
jobs in the last decade, or 6.6 percent of its base. That
reduced its share of the region’s 1.64 million total full- and
part-time jobs to just 18 percent, down from 22 percent in
1990 and 41 percent in 1970.

Meanwhile, St. Louis’ inner suburbs are being 
further destabilized by the outward shift of resi-
dential and economic life. Around St. Charles County,
bedroom communities like O’Fallon, Lake St. Louis, and
Weldon Spring grew by 146, 35, and 258 percent in the
1990s, but closer-in, older suburbs were beginning to lose res-
idents, or lost them even more. Places like Wellston, Clayton,
and University City, on the Missouri side continued to lose
residents, while other suburbs like Rock Hill (which lost 8.6
percent of its population) sagged for the first time in several
decades. Similarly, older places like Cahokia and Washington
Park on the Illinois side continued to watch their population
slump even as areas like Caseyville and Alorton joined them as
population losers. Such population losses do not necessarily
correlate with decline—several areas that lost population in
the 1990s gained in median housing value—but the loss of
residents frequently does presage distress. Either way, the
region’s population was simultaneously “blowing out” and
“hollowing out.”
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Numerous older suburbs in the region lost population in the 1990s

Source: Brookings analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data by municipality, 1990 and 2000



Not surprisingly, poverty remained concentrated
in the region’s central city and older suburbs as
jobs, people, wealth, and opportunities departed.
In 2000, a full third of the region’s poor people lived in 
St. Louis City, with an additional huge share clustered in the
innermost neighborhoods of St. Louis County. In the city, the
local poverty rate remained at 24.6 percent—substantially
above the regional figure of roughly 10 percent. Most notice-
ably, the overall poverty rate in St. Louis County rose from
5.6 to 6.9 percent during the decade as poverty continued to
edge upwards in inner-county communities like Clayton and
Brentwood. These locales saw their distress rates increase from
4.5 percent and 2.9 percent in 1990 to 7.7 percent and 5.5
percent in 2000. Other inner-suburban communities’ already-
high poverty rates climbed higher. Pagedale’s poverty rate rose
from 22.6 percent in 1990 to 30 percent in 2000 while
Jennings rose from 11 percent to 19 percent. By contrast, the
poverty rates in St. Charles and Jefferson counties remained at
just 4 and 6.8 percent, respectively. 

Female-headed households also live predomi-
nantly in the central city and older suburbs.
Approximately 8 percent of all households in the St. Louis
area were female-headed in 2000—roughly 81,000 of them.
Some 18,300 of these households—22 percent of them—were
located in the City of St. Louis where they account for 12.4
percent of all households. Furthermore, inner-suburban areas
of St. Louis County, such as Pagestone and Wellston, have 
elevated percentages of such households ranging from 15 to
30 percent of all households. By contrast, female-headed
households make up less than 10 percent—more often less
than 5 percent—of all households in the outer suburbs.

Overall, a significant new concentration of minor-
ity population arose in the 1990s as white
residents left in numbers while the nonwhite pop-
ulation grew disproportionately there. Nonwhite
citizens encompassed 5.6 percent of the downtown population
in 1990, but 19.7 percent in 2000. This new concentration
resulted from the disappearance of 364 white residents and an
increase in 335 persons of color. Furthermore, 70 percent of
the region’s black population resides in the north half of the
City of St. Louis, the inner northern suburbs of St. Louis
County, and inner St. Clair County. This concentration
ensures that the City of St. Louis registered 51 percent black
in 2000 while the City of East St. Louis hit 98 percent black.
In many of these areas, even outside East St. Louis, black resi-
dents comprise 85 to 99 percent of the population. In the
1990s, a number of close-in older suburbs—Vinita Park, and
Bel-Nor among others—became majority-minority for the
first time. By contrast, whites predominate all around the
region’s outer suburban rings. In these suburban and exurban
areas black residents generally make up less than 10 percent of
the population. St. Charles County remains 94 percent white.
Jefferson was 98 percent white in 2000.

Interestingly, the black population has begun to
move out too—but slowly. Most notably, this heavily
urban community has begun to flee the City of St. Louis
(which lost 10,359 black residents in the 1990s) and settle in
St. Louis and St. Charles counties. St. Louis County gained
53,758 black residents during the 1990s and now contains a
larger black population (192,544 compared to 177,446) than
the central city. St. Charles County’s African American popu-
lation also grew—by 54 percent—but it still encompasses just
7,573 citizens. No other county saw significant black popula-
tion change. In general, whites and blacks continue to make
up 96 percent of this not-very-diverse metropolis, despite
small absolute growth in Asians and Hispanics in the region.
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Poverty declined in the St. Louis region, except at the center in St. Louis City and County

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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