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Chapter 3
Population and Household Trends
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Figure 7 - Boundaries of Townships/Boroughs/Cities
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POPULATION

Unless otherwise noted, the region referenced by the 
label “Lehigh Valley” will include the entirety of Lehigh and 
Northampton counties—the same two counties for which 
the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission offers planning and 
advisory support. A total of 62 municipalities exists within the 
region. This includes the three cities of Allentown, Bethlehem 
and Easton, which have historically served as the economic 
engines and population bases for the Lehigh Valley. Among the 
other municipalities across the two counties are 32 townships 
and 27 boroughs. Figure 7 distinguishes the cities, boroughs 
and townships by their political boundaries, which will factor 
heavily into the analysis for subsequent chapters. 

This two-county region experienced steady and sustained 
population increases over the last several decades as 
illustrated in Figure 8. As shown, during the 1980s and 1990s, 
decennial growth remained steady; however, between 2000 
and 2010 the Valley’s growth increased by approximately 
68,000 residents. Not only did this 11.8% growth rate exceed 
the state’s growth of 3.4% between 2000 and 2010, it was also 
higher than the 9.7% rate for the nation overall, substantiating 
the notion that the Lehigh Valley is experiencing considerable 
growth. Prior to 2000, Northampton County’s population 

growth rate was historically higher and increased faster than 
Lehigh County’s. However, over the past decade this trend 
has been reversed, with Lehigh’s growth rate edging ahead of 
Northampton’s at 12% and 11.5%, respectively. 

Projections prepared by the LVPC1 in 2012 anticipate 
continued population increases through 2040. The LVPC 
derived these projections through a specialized application 
of the Newling model, a forecasting method developed at 
Rutgers University that operates under the principle of an 
inverse relationship between relative population growth over 
a specified period of time and population density.2 If the Valley 
achieves growth similar to the forecasts generated by the 
Newling model, it will add almost 230,000 residents over the 
next thirty years, bringing the total population to approximately 
874,000.

Other neighboring counties, such as Berks, Monroe and 
Bucks, also experienced significant population increases. 
This attests to the fact that much of eastern Pennsylvania has 
attracted new residents in recent years, shown by Figure 9. 

1 Population Projections for Lehigh and Northampton Counties: 2010-2040, 
Lehigh Valley Planning Commission, July 2012.

2 For further details on the LVPC population forecasts and the methodology 
behind them, visit http://www.lvpc.org/pdf/population/municipalPopulation-
Forecasts.pdf.
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Figure 8 - Population Growth in the Lehigh Valley

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, LVPC
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Figure 9 - Fastest Growing Counties in Pennsylvania

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Figure 10 - Migration from the Previous Year; 2010

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey, 2006-2010

Migration Trends

Approximately 14% of the Valley’s residents have moved 
within the last year while 85% resided in the same house. 
Of the 87,481 residents in the Valley who did move, almost 
58% relocated to a new house in their current county 
of residence (Lehigh County or Northampton County). 
Therefore, the overall in-migration of new residents from 

outside the Valley totaled approximately 37,000. Of the 
Valley’s recent migrants, a little more than half (54%) 
relocated from elsewhere within Pennsylvania. Figure 10 
shows migration to and from areas adjacent to the Lehigh 
Valley based on 2010 American Community Survey (ACS) 
5-year estimate data. 
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The figures for Lehigh and Northampton counties reveal 
a stark divide in the rate of population growth within the 
cities when compared to the townships and boroughs. As 
illustrated in Figure 11, locations outside the Valley’s three 
cities of Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton absorbed the 
vast majority of population growth over the last 30 years. 

Between 1980-2010, the cities’ populations increased by 
approximately 19,600 while areas outside the cities grew 
by 129,800, representing 13% and 87%, respectively, of 
the Valley’s total growth. As such, the total proportion of 
the Valley residing in the cities decreased from 40% to 
34% during this time period according to historical data 
provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. One exception to 
this trend occurred during the most recent decade of 2000-
2010 when the City of Allentown’s population increased by 
almost 11% (11,400), which was more comparable to the 
growth of 14% in non-city locations. This level of growth for 
Allentown not only bucks the trend for population growth 
to take place outside of the older cities, but it is distinctive 
within the northeastern U.S., where the population of many 
older industrialized cities has grown modestly (less than 
10%), remained stagnant or declined over recent decades. 
Between 2000 and 2010, Allentown was the fastest 
growing city in the state.3 

3 Assad, Matt, Scott Kraus and Eugene Tauber. “Latinos Drive Allentown 
Population Surge,” The Morning Call, March 9, 2011.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Age 

The age composition of the Valley’s population changed 
considerably over the last 20 years. The Valley, like many 
areas of the country, has experienced a general aging of 
its population. This is reflected in a considerable increase 
in median age for Northampton County (34.9 years to 
40.9 years) from 1990 to 2010, as well as a more modest 
increase for Lehigh County (35.7 years to 39.4 years). 

As shown in Figure 12, population in the age groups 
of 65 years and older and persons under 20 exhibited 
sustained growth over the past two decades. Conversely, 
the young adults (20-24) and formative household age 
groups of 25-44 exhibited erratic growth trends during 
this time. Migration patterns inevitably influence all of 
these shifts in age groups. The LVPC’s 2012 Population 
Projections report estimated that between 2010 and 
2040 net migration would account for 85% of the Valley’s 
population growth, as opposed to natural increase (births 
versus deaths), which accounts for the remaining 15%. 
The following are additional observations regarding these 
migratory patterns that were cited in the LVPC’s 2012 
Population Projections4 report.

4 Population Projections for Lehigh and Northampton Counties: 2010-2040, 
Lehigh Valley Planning Commission, July 2012. 
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Within the Lehigh Valley:

 ● People are bringing their families to live, beginning in 
their early thirties for Northampton County and late 
twenties for Lehigh. This accounts for the strong in-
migration of both the 30–34 and 35-39 age groups, as 
well as the 14 and under age groups.

 ● College-bound young adults are also migrating into 
the counties to attend local colleges and universities. 
However, after college, both men and women are 
leaving the region to take jobs or pursue opportunities 
elsewhere.

 ● At age 60 and above, there is net in-migration to Lehigh 
County, particularly among men, while Northampton 
County still experiences net out-migration.

Figure 12 also presents the age group projections 
prepared by the LVPC for 2020 through 2040, with 
historical data for 1990-2010 included for reference. These 
projections anticipate two major trends: a continuation of 
the population’s aging with significant growth in the 65 and 
older age group, as well as growth in the under 20 age 
group supported by growth of younger households in the 
25-34 age group.

Relevant conclusions presented in the Population 
Projections report are as follows:

 ● The largest increases, on a percentage basis, will occur 
in the retirement age group of 65 and older. The Valley’s 
percentage of population over age 65 is projected to 
increase from 15.2% to 21.7% between 2010 and 2040, 
an increase of about 91,000 in the resident population.

 ● All age groups under 20 (0-4, 5-9, 10-14 and 15-19) 
will increase consistently through the projection period. 
By 2040, the population in these age groups will have 
increased by 57,000 over 2010 levels.

If realized, these projected changes in the Valley’s 
population age structure could have a number of 
ramifications regarding the provision of services and 
demand for housing. Growth in the senior age group is 
likely to increase the need for medical and social services 
and may also warrant a provision for downsized housing 
units or specialized housing units, such as assisted living 
and nursing facilities. Growth in the under 20 age group 
could place pressure on elementary and high school 
facilities, while increases in younger households (25-34) 
may influence the supply of rental housing (as could the 
senior population), as well as the need for starter, owner-
occupied dwellings. From an economic development 
perspective, projected growth in the 25-34 age group 
has the potential to help maintain the Valley’s supply of 
workers as an increasing proportion of its residents “age 
out” of the labor force.
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Racial/Ethnic Composition

As shown in Figure 13, the White population in the Valley 
still remains the majority, which accounts for 82% of the 
total population in 2010 and increased by 3.5% from 
498,487 to 533,181 over the last 20 years. However, the 
Valley’s minority populations (which include all non-Whites) 
have almost tripled over the past two decades from 
40,000 to 114,000. Persons of Hispanic or Latino ethnicity 
(who can belong to any race, such as White, Black, etc.) 
comprised 15% of the population at the 2010 Census, a 
considerable leap from the 4.9% composition in 1990. This 
ethnicity, along with the Black and American Indian/Alaska 
Native races, nearly doubled in raw numbers from 2000 to 
2010.

These changes in the Valley’s population diversity reflect 
changes within the country as a whole. However, given 
that the Valley grew at a faster rate than the nation, it is 
likely that the influx of minority races and ethnicities are 
exerting a greater influence on the Lehigh Valley than in 
other metropolitan areas.

Figure 13

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Population Diversity
Lehigh Valley
1990
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*Asian and Pacific Islander are separate racial categories in 
the 2010 Census, but they remain aggregated for consisten-
cy with earlier decennial census reports.
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 HOUSEHOLDS

A comparison of the projected change in households in 
the Lehigh Valley between 2010 and 2040 is presented in 
Figure 14. Overall, Northampton County has shown higher 
growth in households compared to Lehigh County. For 
the 2000-2010 period, average household size increased 
slightly for the Valley as a whole. This modest change is 
counter to trends in previous decades in which households 
decreased in size. The impetus for increasing household 
size is largely attributed to the economic downturn and 
foreclosure crisis that began around 2008 and caused 
a greater number of extended families and unrelated 
individuals to share housing facilities instead of maintaining 
separate households. After 2010, projections indicate 

household size declined again, eventually beyond pre-
recession levels, due to the increase in single-person 
households, general aging trends in the population, and 
somewhat lower birth rates nationally. 

Figure 15 shows average household size by race 
and Hispanic origin for the counties in the Valley and 
Pennsylvania as a whole. Household size varied by 
race and Hispanic origin throughout the Valley in 2010. 
Additionally, minority-headed households and households 
headed by persons of Hispanic origin were considerably 
larger than White households in the two counties and the 
state. 
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Figure 14 - Household Projections

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, LVPC
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Group Quarters

Albeit a relatively small proportion, some of the Valley’s 
population resides in non-household group quarters 
as illustrated in Figure 16. This population comprises 
institutionalized residents, which the U.S. Census Bureau 
defines as facilities for people under formally authorized, 
supervised care at the time of the survey, and includes 
people in correctional facilities, nursing homes, in-patient 
hospice facilities, mental (psychiatric) hospitals, group 
homes for juveniles, and residential treatment centers for 
juveniles. 

According to data collected by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
only 3% of the Valley’s residents reside in group quarters 

as of 2010. About 7,700 are institutionalized with the 
majority (5,100) in nursing homes and the remainder in 
correctional facilities. The noninstitutionalized population 
totals approximately 11,900, with 9,700 residing in college 
dormitories or in “other facilities” (2,100), which could 
include adult group homes, workers’ group living quarters, 
seminaries or religious group quarters. If future college 
enrollment levels in the Valley continue to increase as 
they have historically, careful monitoring of dormitory 
construction could help identify sources of pressure on the 
local housing market.



32

Household Composition

The social structure of the Valley’s households, like many 
portions of the country, is changing with regards to marital 
and family relationships. As shown in Figure 17, the 
number of family households increased more slowly than 
nonfamily households over the last decade with respective 
growth rates of 9.9% and 12.7%. While both household 
types increased, as of 2010, a majority (68%) were 
families and 32% were nonfamily households. There has 
also been a large increase in other family arrangements 
(32%), including single parents with related children (34%) 
over the last decade. There has also been a 27% increase 
in householders living with housemates.

While most of the demographic changes that the Lehigh 
Valley is confronting broadly reflect similar trends 
taking place throughout most of the United States, it is 
possible that, due to its uncharacteristically high growth 
rate, this region may experience these changes with 
greater intensity. Ideally, the housing market will respond 
appropriately to ensure a standard of living that has 
already helped serve as a principal factor in attracting 
newcomers to the region.
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Population in Households and Group Quarters
Lehigh Valley; 2010

Lehigh
County

% LV 
Total

Northampton
County

% LV 
Total

Lehigh
Valley % Total

Total Population 349,497 54% 297,735 46% 647,232 100.0%
In households 340,504 54% 287,115 46% 627,619 97.0%
In group quarters 8,993 46% 10,620 54% 19,613 3.0%

Institutionalized population 4,759 62% 2,971 38% 7,730 1.2%
Noninstitutionalized population 4,234 36% 7,649 64% 11,883 1.8%

Source : U.S. Census Bureau (SF-1) and RKG Associates, Inc.

Figure 16

Households by Type
Lehigh Valley; 1990-2010

2010
1990 2000 2010 % Total Number %

Total Households 203,839 223,447 247,548 100.0% 24,101 10.8%
Family Households 146,366 153,180 168,379 68.0% 15,199 9.9%

Married-couple Families 121,019 121,853 127,042 51.3% 5,189 4.3%
With Related Children 53,570 53,653 52,607 21.3% -1,046 -1.9%

Other Family (No Spouse Present) 25,347 31,327 41,337 16.7% 10,010 32.0%
With Related Children 13,859 19,463 26,230 10.6% 6,767 34.8%

Nonfamily Households 57,473 70,267 79,169 32.0% 8,902 12.7%
Householder Living Alone 48,089 58,109 63,723 25.7% 5,614 9.7%
Householder Not Living Alone 9,384 12,158 15,446 6.2% 3,288 27.0%

Source : U.S. Census Bureau (SF-1) and RKG Associates, Inc.

Change 2000-2010

Figure 17


