




Introduction

On November 6, 1997, the Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission (NIPC) endorsed population, household
and employment forecasts for 2020 for counties and municipalities in the six county northeastern Illinois
region.  The NIPC forecasts are developed primarily for the purposes of guiding planning and public
investment.   During the last 25 years, the forecast results have been used by the State of Illinois, by regional
agencies and at the local government level for transportation planning, water quality management, water
supply allocation, housing policy analyses and comprehensive planning. Increasingly, the results have also
been used by the business community.  The forecasts described in this report were produced in conjunction
with the development of the 2020 Regional
Transportation Plan.  

Regional Forecasts - A Renewal of
Substantial Growth

Between 1970 and 1990, the region’s population
and employment grew by 4% and 21%,
respectively.  The disparity between these two
rates of growth is explained by a
disproportionate increase in the size of the labor
force due to baby boomer entrants and the
increasing participation of women and
minorities.  The new forecasts indicate that
northeastern Illinois will grow by the year 2020
to slightly over 9 million people (a 25% increase
from 1990) and to approximately 5.3 million jobs
(a 37% increase).  This renewed growth is
illustrated in Chart 1.  The disparity between
population and employment growth will not be
as pronounced as in past years since growth in
labor force participation should parallel job
growth. Recent estimates of 1996 population
and 1995 jobs support the rapid regionwide
growth that is forecasted. 

The employment forecasts assume that
northeastern Illinois will maintain its share of nationwide economic growth. In addition, it is assumed that
regional growth will not be constrained by inadequate air service capacity.  These assumptions produced a
forecasted annual rate of growth of 1.06%, only slightly higher than the 1970-1990 rate of 0.95% per year.

The population forecasts assume that white and African-American birth rates will remain constant at 1990
levels and that Hispanic birth rates will moderate slightly.  When coupled with the changing age distribution
this will result in a moderate decline in the number of births up to the 2003-2006 span and then an increase.
Life expectancy is assumed to increase only slightly.  With an aging population, a steady annual increase in
the number of deaths is expected.



The pattern of population migration will shift from the substantial net outmigration during the 1970s and 1980s
to slight net inmigration over the forecast period.  Migration assumptions were chosen to balance the demand
for labor associated with the employment forecasts with the supply of labor implied by the population forecast.
This balancing process also required assumptions concerning long term unemployment (6%), resident workers
holding more than one job (5%), regional jobs held by non-residents (7.5% in 2020), and labor force
participation (slight increase and baby boom cohorts choosing not to retire as early as prior generations).

Chart 2 illustrates the expected shifts in the age
distribution and changes in race and Spanish origin.
The baby boom population was born between 1946
and 1964 with the peak occurring in 1957.  In 1970,
that population ranged in age from 6 to 24 with a
peak at 13.  Most of this group had not yet entered
the labor force.  By 1990, the boomers - ranging
from 26 to 44 with a peak at 33 - were entirely in
the labor force ages.  In 2020, largely on the basis
of this generation, the population over the age of 45
will account for a much larger proportion of the
overall population than at present.  Thus a
significant characteristic  of the labor force into the
future will be the disproportionate size of the older
labor force.  

At the same time, the school and pre-school age
population should grow steadily over the forecast
span. This growth will be fueled by the overall
growth in population, the higher birth rates of a
growing minority population, and the arrival of the
grandchildren of the baby boom cohorts.

Approximately two-thirds of the entire regional
population growth from 1990 will be Hispanic .

Over the forecast span, the Hispanic  population will increase from 837,000 to slightly over 2 million - an
increase of 141%.  The remaining one-third of the regional population increase will be non-Hispanic African-
American.  This represents a 44% increase from the 1990 level of 1.41 million to 2.03 million in 2020.  The
corresponding rates of increase projected by the Bureau of the Census for the U.S. as a whole are 136% for
Hispanics and 42% for African-Americans.  Forecasts have not been prepared for the Asian-American
population given its relatively small size in the current regional population.  Nonetheless, this group is likely
to grow very rapidly during the 1990 to 2020 span.

From 1970 to 1990, the average household size in northeastern Illinois fell by over 13% from 3.14 person per
household to 2.72.  By 2020, this figure should fall only to 2.63.  This modest 3% decline will be the result of
changes in the age distribution, shifts in the race/Spanish origin composition of the population, and more-or-less
stable birth rates.  Most of the decline in household size will occur near the end of the forecast span as the
baby boom cohorts reach their senior years.



Change Within Northeastern Illinois - A Departure from Past Trends

Two alternative distributions of the regional total were prepared.  One assumes that the South Suburban
Airport will be constructed; the other assumes that growth in the demand for commercial air transportation
will be satisfied through improvements at existing airports. Both alternatives forecast a moderation of past
trends and show growth in the city of Chicago and many of the older suburbs.  Both also show substantial
growth in the newer suburban areas sustained not by abandonment of older communities but by region-wide
expansion in which all parts of the region share.  

The subregional population forecasts and change in the 1970-1990 span are shown in Chart 3 and Map Set

1.  During the 1970s and 1980s, the leading growth areas were DuPage County and northwest Cook County.
Substantial growth also occurred in south central Lake County, the northern tier of Will County and southwest
Cook County.  Much of this growth was the result of shifts of population away from the older portions of
northeastern Illinois.  The city of Chicago lost nearly 30,000 residents per year over the period.  Communities
in north, west and south suburban Cook County also lost population.  Across the region, 95 municipalities lost
population.   

Both forecast alternatives for 2020 show a very different pattern.  In general, the center of the region,
including many of the older suburbs, begins to grow again; growth in DuPage and northwest Cook slows; and
the rates of growth in Lake, McHenry, Kane and Will counties increase substantially.  If three concentric
rings are imagined around a regional center defined as Chicago and inner suburban communities, signs of
renewed growth will be seen in the center.  Population in the first ring will be relatively stable.  The second
ring, including most of the area that experienced rapid growth over the last twenty years, will show only
modest growth.  Substantial growth will occur in the outer ring.  The two airport-related alternatives differ
with growth shifting around the ring toward Will County in the South Suburban Airport alternative.





Chart 4 and Map Set 2 illustrate past and expected employment growth. They provide a picture very similar
to that of population change.  The key difference for both the historical and forecasted patterns is that
employment growth does not decentralize as far from the regional center as does population.

The population, household and employment forecast alternatives for the region and by county and municipality
are listed  in Table 1.

A Note on the NIPC Approach to Forecast Development - The Challenge Ahead

The central objective of NIPC’s forecast program is to produce a forecast of the total number of people and
jobs for the region and a distribution of these activities that is the most likely.  In generating such forecasts,
the Commission believes that the actual future levels and distribution will be the result not only of countless
private sector decisions but also of important government policy and investment actions.  The forecasts that
are described above and illustrated in the accompanying charts and maps most definitely do not suggest a
continuation of past development patterns.  Instead, they are based on the Commission’s expectation that
public  policy and investment will give increased emphasis to the maintenance of existing communities,
revitalization of declining areas, and cost-effective and environmentally-sensitive new development.  These
assumptions developed from a series of meetings with regional leaders in 1996.  The forecasts also reflect
the expectations of the 207 municipalities (of 270) which participated in the development of these results.

But the forecasted growth patterns will not happen without the active and continuing efforts of governments
in northeastern Illinois and the State of Illinois.  What are the effective, politically-supportable tools that will
sustain reinvestment in the region’s mature areas?  What can be done to insure that resources will be
available to maintain the infrastructure of existing communities?  Many communities must provide new
facilities and services and otherwise deal with the impacts of the growth that is coming.  How can their needs
be met?  These questions will be high on the Commission’s and the region’s planning agenda for the next few
years.
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