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The demographic dividend refers to the potential economic gains that arise when a rising share of the 

population enters the working ages as fertility declines and dependency ratios fall. While this 

process is typically attributed to demographic transition, population mobility can substantially 

reshape when and where the dividend is realized. However, the interaction between demographic 

dividend and migration has not been fully examined, largely because most studies focus on the 

national level which the effect of migration is rather trivial, while the limited number of subnational 

analyses often lack sufficient data to isolate migration effects. To fill this gap, this study examines 

the demographic dividend at the U.S. state level by decomposing changes in the working-age 

population into components driven by demographic transition and internal migration between 1850 

and 2020. Using historical census data, the analysis traces shifts in dependency ratios and the timing 

of peak working-age population shares under observed conditions and a counterfactual no-migration 

scenario. The results show that migration substantially altered both the timing and magnitude of the 

demographic dividend across states. In several out-migration states, such as Georgia, Tennessee, and 

Vermont, the peak share of the working-age population occurred five decades later than would be 

expected from demographic transition alone, noting that the analysis is censored at 1990 due to the 

discontinuation of birthplace information in the census. In contrast, major destination states such as 

California, Arizona, and Washington experienced earlier and larger demographic dividends driven by 

sustained inflows of young and economically active migrants. Other states, including Illinois, 

Indiana, and Pennsylvania, display minimal divergence between observed and counterfactual 

trajectories, indicating that fertility and mortality change dominated their demographic dynamics. 

Overall, the findings demonstrate that internal migration was a central force shaping uneven 

demographic and economic potential across U.S. states during the twentieth century. 

Several limitations should be noted. First, migration is not exogenous, as population 

movements may respond to economic and demographic conditions that are themselves influenced by 

the demographic dividend, limiting causal interpretation. Second, the counterfactual no-migration 

scenario abstracts from selective migration and broader general equilibrium effects. Finally, post-

migration fertility, which migrants give birth after relocation, may blur the distinction between 

migration-driven and natural demographic change. Consequently, the results of this analysis should 

be interpreted with caution and viewed as descriptive evidence of long-run demographic processes 

rather than causal estimates.  




