
 

 

 

 

 



 

Sponsoring Organizations 

ULI—the Urban Land Institute 
ULI—the Urban Land Institute is a 501(c) (3) nonprofit research and education organization supported by its 
members. Founded in 1936, the Institute now has more than 33,000 members worldwide representing the 
entire spectrum of land use and real estate development disciplines, working in private enterprise and public 
service. As the preeminent multidisciplinary real estate forum, ULI facilitates the open exchange of ideas, 
information, and experience among local, national, and international industry leaders and policy makers 
dedicated to creating better places. The mission of the Urban Land Institute is to provide leadership in the 
responsible use of land and in creating and sustaining thriving communities worldwide. 

The ULI Center for Balanced Development in the West 
The mission of the Center for Balanced Development in the West is to advance the work of the Urban Land 
Institute by providing responsible leadership in ensuring more sustainable urban growth patterns throughout 
the West. The Center was formed in 2005 by ULI members from the West who wanted ULI to work more 
closely on improving growth patterns in the nation’s fastest-growing region. The goals of the Center are to 
enhance understanding among land use experts, advocates, and public and private practitioners regarding 
the implications of development in the West and the conflicts between competing land use demands; to 
identify and publicize best practices for achieving balanced growth; and to serve as a forum for dialogue and 
problem solving on urban growth issues. 

ULI Arizona 
ULI Arizona began in 1984 as means to expand membership resources needed to support the Institute’s 
program of work in Arizona. Lee Hanley became the first Chair of the Arizona District Council in 1986 
followed by Gena Trimble, Matthew Crow, Joe Blackbourn, and Greg Vogel. The current Chair is John 
Graham. In 2006, ULI Arizona joined a select group of eleven other District Councils to establish an 
Executive Director platform in order to support community outreach activities such as regional visioning. In 
addition to membership and financial growth, ULI Arizona has benefited from a working relationship with the 
ULI Center for Balanced Development in the West due to local presence of a Center researcher, David 
Stocker. The Influx/Outflux program is an example of coordinating ULI resources to create positive impact 
for land use decision makers in Arizona. 
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ULI’s Influx/Outflux Initiative 
The Influx/Outflux initiative was created in response to the rapid pace of economic, demographic, and 
housing market change in metropolitan Phoenix (including Maricopa and Pinal counties).    

ULI’s Center for Balanced Development in the West, in partnership with ULI Arizona, convened two summit 
meetings of key data producers and analysts to examine demographic trends in the region. From utilities 
and health statisticians to developers and educational institutions, each of the approximately 30 summit 
participants contributed a crucial data point that, when analyzed with the other data points, resulted in a 
composite picture of change. This report is a high-level summary of findings from this effort, to-date, and 
examines the significance of recent population counts, estimates, and indicators for metropolitan Phoenix. It 
shows that population growth has most likely remained stable since 2007. 

The complete detailed report and analysis of the data is available for download at www.uli.org/centerwest 
and arizona.uli.org. 

Demographics is Destiny 
Growth, change, and a fresh start. These attributes define the spirit of metropolitan Phoenix —and how 
could they not? Like other “boomtowns,” the region has fewer established traditions—meaning residents, 
businesses, and communities have greater freedom to adapt and thrive.i Perhaps more than job growth, 
weather, or any other factor, this sense of opportunity has provided the foundation for population growth of 3 
percent to 5 percent annually, during most years, for nearly four decades (see Figure 1).  

The region’s ability to attract rapid 
population growth has long been a 
wellspring of confidence for 
businesses and communities. 
Long-term plans were laid 
assuming that, in metropolitan 
Phoenix, population growth is as 
reliable as sunshine. 

Yet the last few years have been 
marked by greater volatility in the 
region’s economy and housing 
markets. In addition, new laws and 
stepped up enforcement actions 
may have deterred unregistered 
immigrants, a key source of growth 
in recent years, from settling in the 
region.  

What influence do mounting economic pressures, housing challenges, and immigration laws have on 
migration?  Has the region’s population continued to grow, stabilize, or potentially even decrease? 

 

Figure 1:  Annual Population Growth Rate of 

United States and Metropolitan Phoenix (1970—2009) 

 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates Program. 
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Several stories in the local and national press reported that metropolitan Phoenix’s tide of shuttered homes, 
empty stores, layoffs, and depleted public coffers signaled that the region’s population was shrinking. 
Despite similar stories from the late 1980s that shared a similar sensation—the most prominent being a 
story in Barron’s, “Phoenix descending: Is boomtown USA going bust?”—the region’s last real estate 
downturn was just a prologue to a lengthier and more robust population boom by catalyzing stronger 
leadership on economic development. Some contend that the past few years represent another normal, 
albeit severe, cyclical economic downturn but that the core drivers of growth for the region remain intact 
today.  

Important decisions must be made during the coming year, in both the public and private sectors, that will 
depend on knowing how the population has changed. The difference between positive 1 percent and 
negative 1 percent net population growth could translate into perhaps $1.5 billion in gained, or lost, income 
and sales tax revenuesii—and billions more in revenues for private enterprises. In terms of land use, it could 
mean the difference between new housing demand on the order of perhaps 15,000 units or, alternatively, a 
1 percent rise in total housing vacancy.  

The region’s public and private decision makers cannot wait for data from Census 2010 to be released if 
they are to act now or lay plans in anticipation of an economic recovery. What follows is a look at near-term 
estimates and indicators of population change in the region—not forward looking projections—to aid in the 
process of making better business, community, and public policy decisions. 

How has the Population Changed since 2007? 
It appears very likely that the size of metropolitan Phoenix’ population has remained virtually unchanged 
since 2007. This finding is based on a review of three types of population data which are, for the purposes 
of this report, defined as: 

• population counts—an actual tally or reliable survey of population and housing; 
• population estimates—modeled statistics that use a combination of administrative data, survey 

information, and/or base information from Census 2000; and, 
• population indicators—conventional and unconventional data sources that suggest population and 

demographic dynamics. 

Population Counts 

The population counts that are currently available for the region are very reliable but, at this point, outdated. 
The U.S. Census of Population and Housing is viewed as the gold standard for population statistics because 
it is based on a full actual count that has taken place every 10 years since 1790. The last U.S. Census of 
Population and Housing took place in 2000, and reported approximately 3.25 million people living in 
metropolitan Phoenix. 

Since then, the only “known” population number for the region is based on a 2005 Special Census funded 
by Maricopa County, its cities, and towns. This statistically valid survey of one in 13 households, coupled 
with data from the Central Arizona Association of Governments (CAAG), reported that metropolitan Phoenix 
had grown by approximately 138,000 residents per year between 2000 and 2005 to reach approximately 
3.94 million people (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 3:  Arizona Department of Commerce  

Population Estimates (2000—2008)

 
Source: Arizona Department of Commerce. 
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Figure 2:  Metropolitan Phoenix Profile (1990—2005) 

 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau; Arizona DES; MAG;CAAG. 

 Population Estimates  

During the period between censuses, federal and state agencies, and some private vendors, prepare annual 
and, sometimes, quarterly or monthly population estimates. It is believed that these sources—in particular 
the statistics published by the Arizona Department of Commerce and the U.S. Census Bureau—have 
overestimated metropolitan Phoenix’s population growth during the past few years, and will be subject to 
revision after data from Census 2010 is released.  

In the most basic sense, population change only occurs when there are births, deaths, or migration. 
Shouldn’t it be simple to create population estimates? 

Births and death events are recorded with a high degree of precision on an ongoing basis and these vital 
statistics can be readily obtained from public health records. However, the infinite variety of human 
behaviors during the important period between birth and death is more challenging to record, so data on 
migration flows tend to be trailing and less reliable.  

This is especially problematic for metropolitan Phoenix because migration plays such a pivotal factor in 
shaping the population and is compounded by the region’s sizable population of undocumented immigrants 
who, by definition, typically go uncounted. 

Population estimates, like any type of 
statistical model, tend to function better in a 
“normal” environment where conditions are 
reasonably predictable. Population estimates 
often rely on some data from the last 
Decennial Census, so the more time that 
passes from the beginning of the decade, the 
less reliable these estimates may become. 
This is especially true in a period of 
heightened volatility because populations can 
change their behavior unexpectedly.  

The Arizona Department of Commerce and 
U.S. Census Bureau have published 
population estimates for metropolitan Phoenix for each year up to 2008 (see Figure 3). Both of these 
sources show a similar rate of population growth since from 2005 through 2008. While this consistency may 
appear reassuring, the reliability of both sources is called into question because they are based on outdated 
assumptions and data relative to the extraordinary pace of change in the region.  
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Figure 5:  U.S. Census Population Estimates Program  

Population Estimates (2000—2008) 

 
Source:  U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates Program. 
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Arizona Department of Commerce 

The Arizona Department of Commerce publishes annual state- and county-level population estimates for the 
prior calendar year.  

They show growth in metropolitan Phoenix ranging from 2.4 percent to 4.6 percent year-over-year, between 
2005 and 2008 (see Figure 3). However, they probably overstated population growth during the last few 
years of housing boom and bust because the top-line statistics published by Commerce represent a 
weighted average of two different approaches to estimating the population:  the housing method (70 percent 
of weight), and the composite method (30 percent of weight).  

The housing method is the main source of concern 
(see Figure 4). From 2000 to 2007, a growing share 
of the region’s housing inventory was held by spec-
builders and investors, compared to renters or 
owner-occupants, resulting in a noteworthy rise in 
vacancy levels during this period. As a result, the 
State estimates were, and likely still are, too high 
because they held housing vacancy and household 
size (persons per household) from Census 2000 
constant instead of using current figures.  

The use of the composite method also introduces some problems into the State’s estimates. It incorporates 
administrative data from governmental sources to build a composite estimate of different age cohorts. These 
data may be lagging by months or years; and agencies recording the base data may change their tabulation 
methods for reasons that are completely unrelated to creating population estimates. 

These shortcomings were raised as concerns at an Arizona Town Hall held in 2006, and a process for 
reform is currently underway. A consortium of state and local agencies is working in concert with a newly 
hired demographer at the Arizona Department of Commerce to improve the methods for producing 
estimates, which should become effective sometime after the release of Census 2010 data.  

Census Estimates 

The U.S. Census Bureau’s Population 
Estimates Program and American 
Community Survey release population and 
demographic statistics for metropolitan 
Phoenix on an annual basis. They show 
growth ranging from 2.8 percent to 4.2 
percent, year-over-year, between 2005 and 
2008 (see Figure 5). 

The Census Bureau uses a method to create 
these estimates that shares much in 
common with the composite method used by 
the state of Arizona (see previous section). It 
is based on administrative records including 
live and registered births, federal income tax 

 

Figure 4:  Housing Method for  

Estimating Population 

Calc. Variable Source 

 Housing units Assessor Files 
x Persons per household Census 2000 
x Housing vacancy rate Census 2000 

= Population  
Note:  Variables and sources specific to Arizona. 




