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South Dakota  
State and County 

Demographic Profiles

Introduction
South Dakota’s Demographic Trends
Several of South Dakota’s demographic trends are 
particularly important for planning. This introduction 
highlights significant trends that are occurring in South 
Dakota’s counties.

Rural Depopulation 
Many of South Dakota’s rural counties reached their peak 
populations during, or even before, the 1920s. Addition-
ally, several of the counties that lost population between 
1990 and 2000 are projected to continue losing popula-
tion, due to out-migration and low birth rates. Farming-
dependent counties are particularly vulnerable to popu-
lation loss, particularly those that are not adjacent to a 
metropolitan area.

Population Growth in Metropolitan Centers, Along the 
I-29 Corridor, and Among Counties with High Ameri-
can Indian Population 
Each of South Dakota’s eight metropolitan counties 
gained population between the 1990 and 2000 Census. 
Sioux Falls and Rapid City continue to attract migrants 
from rural counties. Also, most counties along I-29 expe-
rienced population growth between 1990 and 2000 (only 
Deuel and Grant counties experienced population loss). 
Finally, most counties where at least 50% of the popula-

tion is American Indian experienced population growth 
from 1990 to 2000. Only Mellette County experienced a 
population decline. Most American Indian counties have 
young populations and high fertility rates.

Out-Migration of Young Adults  
One of the clearest trends is the out-migration of young 
adults. The exodus of residents aged 20 to 34 is apparent 
in many of South Dakota’s counties. This is especially 
true for farming-dependent counties. Out-migration has 
created an age imbalance that is evident in the population 
pyramids, showing an echo among the youth because of 
the many women of childbearing age who left.

Increasing Elderly Populations  
The median age of many of South Dakota’s rural coun-
ties show that we are getting older. Of South Dakota’s 66 
counties, 24 have 20% or more of their population aged 
65-plus. Again, the out-migration of youth leaves a higher 
percentage of older residents behind, concentrating the 
aging population in those counties. 

Declining Number of Farms  
The 2002 Census of Agriculture makes it quite clear that 
South Dakota’s total number of farms is declining. This 
occurs as farms grow in size and net earnings. 
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Considerations 

These trends pose some important issues for consider-
ation. For example, what do county commissioners need 
to consider as they plan for a declining population? As 
residents leave, basic services such as grocery stores 
and health care also decline. Higher fuel prices make 
it difficult for rural residents to travel to get necessary 
services. Also, depopulation continues to impact South 
Dakota’s schools. As the school-age population continues 
to decline, rural areas face increasing likelihood of further 
school consolidation. Finally, the relative scarcity of 
young workers keeps people working well past ordinary 
retirement age. 

Possible solutions include focusing on economic develop-
ment in rural populations. Also, SDSU’s Horizons Project 
has built a community-based approach that has empow-
ered community members to seek solutions to community 
issues they see as important. Members may be able to find 
some way to retain or attract youth into their county. 

Methodology 

Population Trends and Projections Population projections 
for this report were taken from the State Data Center in 
Vermillion. A cohort-survival model was used to calculate 
state and county projections. This rate uses a set of rates 
for births, deaths, and migration to determine the popula-
tion at a later point in time. This technique assumes that 
these rates will grow linearly, meaning they won’t change. 
The limitation to this method is that projections are based 
off a mathematical equation that has no way of predicting 
economic and social events that impact the population. 
For example, the drought may make the migration rate 
higher than would be expected using the cohort-survival 
method.

2000 Population Pyramids Data for the population 
pyramids comes from the 2000 U.S. Census Bureau. A 
pyramid was created in Microsoft Excel for both each 
county and the state. The age and sex of each cohort must 
be known to construct the pyramid. Pyramids graphically 
display the age and sex characteristics of the population.

2020 Population Pyramids Data for the 2020 population 
pyramids comes from South Dakota’s State Data Center. 
Population-projection figures are calculated using current 
fertility, mortality, and migration growth trends. These 
projections assume that past growth trends will remain 
constant and are calculated using a linear regression 
model. Caution is necessary when using the 2020 popula-
tion pyramids because social changes were not included 
in the model. For example, an industry may move into 
a rural county but the population projections will not 
capture the impacts of this new industry. In general, the 
further away the time interval, the more difficult it will be 
to predict social impacts, thus making it more difficult to 
project accurate population pyramids.   

Household Bar Charts The Household bar charts were 
constructed using data from the 2000 U.S. Census Bureau. 
The bar charts were constructed in Microsoft Excel. The 
charts are best interpreted by comparing one county or 
area with another. For example, these charts clearly show 
that American Indian counties have a higher percentage of 
single-parent households compared with other counties. 

Race/Ethnicity Pie Charts Race/Ethnicity pie charts were 
created for each of South Dakota’s counties. Data came 
from the 2005 American Quick Facts. These figures are 
based off population estimates. This means that the data 
is not based off a population count. The reliability of this 
data is not 100% but is still considered one of the best 
measures for current population characteristics. 

Sources

Rural Life and Census Data Center: South Dakota State 
University  
South Dakota Data Center (Vermillion, SD)
South Dakota Labor Market
South Dakota Vital Statistics
U.S. Census of Agriculture (2002)
U.S. Census Bureau (2000)
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South Dakota
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