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Summary 
In hundreds of communities across northern 
New England, the population is aging rapidly 
and becoming smaller. The entire country is 
aging, but northern New England stands out: 
Among the populations of all US states, those 
of Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont have 
the top-three highest median ages, respectively. 
The situation is even more extreme in northern 
New England’s rural counties, where the 
populations of the smallest towns generally are 
substantially older than those of the rest of the 
region. These communities also have seen the 
slowest, or even negative, population growth over the last three decades. As the populations of the rural 
regions become older and smaller, policymakers are concerned about the ability of the local communities to 
maintain their labor force, sustain local businesses and the tax base, and provide care for the growing 
number of senior residents. This regional brief explores changes in the size and age of the populations of the 
cities and towns in the three northern New England states. It also considers the role immigration plays in 
sustaining the stability and growth of those populations. 
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Economic Impacts of Population Aging and Decline 
Population aging and population decline each carry a range of implications for a city or 
town. A local population decline depletes the available workforce, diminishes the tax 
base, weakens the health of the business environment and the housing market, and 
destabilizes institutions such as schools and hospitals.1 An aging population also has 
negative consequences for the workforce and tax base, and it poses unique demands on 
public services.2 

The loss of working-age residents (aged 18 to 64), in particular, has both direct and 
indirect consequences for a community’s workforce and tax base. In the short term, it 
results in smaller per capita output.3 In the longer run, when prime-age residents leave a 
community, they take their children and their reproductive potential with them, 
exacerbating the negative effect of their out-migration on the population size and age 
structure. Because of this generational effect, net out-migration of young adults 
contributes to a cumulative process of population decline and aging.4  

A shrinking supply of working-age residents can prompt employers to look elsewhere 
to expand their business, which makes it more difficult for local governments to collect 
enough tax revenue to pay for infrastructure and education. An inferior infrastructure and 
school system, in turn, can encourage the younger people who had remained in the 
region to head elsewhere for more opportunity. This can cascade into further problems by 
making the region a less attractive destination for migration.5 Cities and towns with a 
declining population also are likely to see decreases in the number of establishments that 
provide financial services, education, and leisure and hospitality activities. Declining 
student enrollment, resulting from a decrease in the size of the school-age population, 
can deprive schools of resources and make it difficult to remain open. An increase in the 
median age of the population also is shown to have the effect of decreasing residents’ 
access to services, even when the community’s population doesn’t decline.6  

The Geography of Population Growth and Decline in 
Northern New England Towns 
Each northern New England state (Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont) experienced 
overall population growth between 1990 and 2017, but the growth was unevenly 
distributed: The population of the larger metropolitan areas expanded the most, while 
many rural areas saw their population decline. Slow population growth—and in some 
areas, population loss—has garnered significant attention across northern New 
England.7, 8, 9  Figure 1 illustrates the changes in population across municipalities over 
this period.10 Twenty-seven percent of the cities and towns across Maine, New 
Hampshire, and Vermont lost population between 1990 and 2017, and an additional 44 
percent saw their population grow at a rate that was less than the national average of 
30.2 percent. In one-third of the cities and towns, the number of residents aged 18 to 64 
declined. These shrinking populations are located primarily in southern Vermont, northern 
New Hampshire, and all across Maine, with the exceptions of the Portland and Bangor 
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areas. Most of the cities and towns that kept pace with or exceeded the national 
population-growth rate are located in southeast New Hampshire, coastal Maine, and the 
Burlington, Vermont, area. 

 Local populations can decline through internal migration—when fewer people move 
into a city or town than move out. However, the greatest source of population change in 
New England since the 1990s has been the drop-off in “natural population increase,” 
which is the number of births less the number of deaths.11 Birth rates have fallen and 
mortality rates have risen as the population has aged. The declining birth rate results not 
only in slower overall population growth, but also in the even faster aging of an already 
relatively old population. 

 

Aging Population and the Dependency Ratio 
In 2017, the median ages in Maine (44.7), New Hampshire (43.1), and Vermont (42.9) 
were the first, second, and third highest in the country, respectively. Maine is projected to 
have more residents aged 65 or older than residents under the age of 18 by 2020, which 
is 15 years earlier than the entire country is expected to hit that benchmark, according to 
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a 2018 report by the US Census Bureau.12 By 2030, 28 percent of Maine’s population will 
be 65 or older—up from just 16 percent in 2010; no other state’s population will have a 
higher share of older residents. 13  Across the country, only 20 percent of the population 
will be in this age group. At 17.7 percent in 2017, the share of senior residents in 
Vermont’s population was already close to the projected national figure for 2030.14 

As the median ages and projections suggest, the 65-or-older share of each 
northern New England state’s population is among the highest in the nation. The 
“dependency ratio” is commonly used to assess the sustainability of public services, 
which are most heavily focused on school-age children and seniors. The ratio measures 
the number of dependents (residents under the age of 18 and 65 or older) in a population 
divided by the number of working-age residents (aged 18 to 64) in that population. The 
assumption is that the working-age population economically supports the entire 
population. Between 1990 and 2017, the dependency ratio increased in 54 percent of the 
cities and towns of Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont. 

A decrease in the size of the youngest segment of the population can cause the 
standard dependency ratio to mask more substantial shifts in an area’s demographic 
composition. The “old-age dependency ratio” takes this factor into account. This measure 
is derived by dividing the number of residents who are 65 or older by the number who are 
18 to 64. Between 1990 and 2017, 93 percent of the cities and towns across Maine, New 
Hampshire, and Vermont saw an increase in their old-age dependency ratio. 

Table 1 compares the age profiles of northern New England cities and towns with 
the rest of the country in 2017. Nationally, 22.6 percent of the population was under the 
age of 18, and 15.6 percent was 65 or older. Relative to the national averages, nearly 
half of the northern New England cities and towns—a combined total of 495 
municipalities from the three states—had both a smaller share of residents under the age 
of 18 and a greater share over 64. These communities tend to be smaller than average 
for northern New England and account for just over 31 percent of the region’s total 
population.  

The collective population of these communities with a relatively large number of 
senior residents and small number of younger residents has grown much more slowly 
than those of the other northern New England municipalities, expanding just 5.2 percent 
between 1990 and 2017 compared with a region-wide average growth rate of 13.4 
percent over the same period. Towns with smaller working-age-population shares may 
experience many of the economic challenges described in Section II. They are not 
located in the parts of the region that have experienced exceptional growth in recent 
years, such as southern New Hampshire and the areas around Burlington, Vermont, and 
Portland, Maine. Some of the towns with disproportionately older populations, however, 
have experienced overall population growth. These include, most notably, communities 
along the coast of Maine and in northern Vermont that have become increasingly popular 
retirement destinations.15 The most rapidly growing cities and towns in northern New 
England, however, are those with a relatively small senior population and an average-
sized or relatively large youth population—the four cells in the upper-right-hand portion of 
Table 1.  
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Table 1: Towns, Population Growth, and Immigrant 
Contribution by Age and Composition 
Northern New England States, 2017 
 

 

Sources: US Census Bureau 1990 Decennial Census and US Census Bureau American 
Community Survey, 2013–2017. 
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Senior 
Share 
Below 

National 
Average 

# Towns/% of Total 
N.NE Population 

37/8.4% 56/9.0% 41/2.5% 

Population Growth 
(1990 to 2017) 

15.4% 26.5% 33.1% 

Immigrant Share of 
Pop. Growth 

41.9% 6.5% 3.4% 

Towns 
within +/–
2 ppt of 
National 
Average 
Elderly 
Share 

# Towns/% of Total 
N.NE Population 

114/22.0% 111/14.3% 27/2.9% 

Population Growth 
(1990 to 2017) 

11.2% 19.3% 22.2% 

Immigrant Share of 
Pop. Growth 

33.2% 5.3% 5.3% 

Senior 
Share 
Above 

National 
Average 

# Towns/% of Total 
N.NE Population 

495/31.1% 116/9.1% 50/0.7% 

Population Growth 
(1990 to 2017) 

5.2% 18.8% 18.5% 

Immigrant Share of 
Pop. Growth 

14.5% 6.2% 4.2% 
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Immigration’s Contribution to Growth in Slow-growing 
Cities and Towns 
Immigrants account for a fairly small share of the overall population in northern New 
England—less than 5 percent in 2017—but they have made a substantial contribution to 
the region’s population growth in recent years. Between 1990 and 2017, Maine, New 
Hampshire, and Vermont together added nearly 60,000 immigrants, a growth rate of 63 
percent, while the size of the native-born population increased by less than 12 percent. In 
seven of ten recent years (2009 through 2018), New England’s population would have 
shrunk or failed to grow without the addition of immigrants. As natural increase continues 
to decline, immigration is expected to become the primary contributor to national 
population growth after 2030.16 

Table 2: Northern New England Population 
Composition and Change by Nativity 
Northern New England States, 1990 to 2017 

 1990 2017 Change Percent 
Change 

Native 2,804,373 3,132,004 327,631 11.7% 

Immigrant 95,027 154,638 59,611 62.7% 

Total 2,899,400 3,286,642 387,242 13.4% 

Immigrant Share 
of Population 3.3% 4.7%   

 
Sources: US Census Bureau 1990 Decennial Census and US Census Bureau American 
Community Survey, 2013–2017. 
 

Immigrants help to not only buoy the overall population, but also to maintain age 
balance, because they tend to have more children than do native-born US residents, and 
they are younger.17 If immigrants flocked only to cities with young and growing 
populations, their addition would do little to counteract the population aging and decline 
experienced in rural communities. However, an analysis of the northern New England 
population data by city and town suggests that immigration makes a proportionally larger 



Regional Brief | 2019-02 | Aging and Declining Populations in Northern New England: Is 
There a Role for Immigration? 

Federal Reserve Bank of Boston | bostonfed.org | New England Public Policy Center 7 

contribution to growth in the municipalities where the population is older and more-slowly 
growing.   

The faster-growing, younger cities and towns identified in Table 1 have been the 
least reliant on immigration to support their growth, which was a combined 23 percent 
between 1990 and 2017. It accounted for just 5 percent of the total population growth in 
these communities.18 In communities with a relatively small youth population (the first 
column in Table 1), immigration accounted for 29.2 percent of all population growth. For 
communities with both a small senior population and a small youth population, 
immigration accounted for more than 40 percent of growth. 

 When we sort towns by rate of native-born population growth between 1990 and 
2017, we also see that increasing the immigrant population makes a particularly 
important contribution to the growth of slower-growing cities and towns (Figure 2, Panel 
A). The towns that were shrinking—municipalities in the bottom quintile of native-born 
growth saw their population decline by 11.5 percent on average—had their population 
losses modestly offset by an increase in the size of their immigrant population. (Examples 
include Calais, Maine, and Brattleboro, Vermont).19 Cities and towns in the second-lowest 
native-born-growth quintile (including Nashua, New Hampshire, and Rutland, Vermont) 
experienced the strongest impact from immigration. It accounted for nearly 60 percent of 
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the total population growth in these municipalities between 1990 and 2017. The middle 
quintile of towns, which collectively grew by 14 percent, attributed more than 10 percent 
of that growth to immigration. Immigration accounted for a fairly small portion of the 
growth in the cities and towns with the greatest native-born growth. (Figure 2 includes 
only towns with at least 500 residents in 1990.20)  

 The same communities where immigration made the largest contribution to the rate 
of population growth (Panel A) also accounted for the largest share of total immigrant 
population growth in northern New England (Panel B). The second-lowest quintile of 
towns by native-population growth became home to 45 percent of the immigrants who 
settled in Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont over the 1990–2017 period (Panel B). 
The top two quintiles of cities and towns with the greatest native-born growth each 
became home to approximately 15 percent of the region’s new immigrants during this 
period, while the municipalities with the lowest native-born growth became home to just 6 
percent of the new-immigrant population.  

Concluding Thoughts 
The population decline and dramatic aging taking place in cities and towns across 
northern New England have real, long-term consequences. Northern New England, even 
more so than the rest of the country, depends increasingly on immigration to sustain 
population growth in the face of a declining birth rate. The town-level analysis in this brief 
suggests that immigrants who have come to the region in recent decades have not joined 
just the larger, younger, and thriving communities; they also have settled in smaller towns 
and contributed to the growth of the population in those municipalities. 

Increased levels of immigration, though not currently part of the federal policy 
conversation, could help to slow if not stop population decline in northern New England. 
A related policy issue is refugee resettlement. Cities in the state of New York have been 
able to stem population loss through refugee resettlement programs. Recent reductions 
in the number of refugees admitted annually into the country have been criticized for 
impeding the resurgence of these cities.21 Municipal officials in Portland, Maine, which is 
not experiencing population decline or aging, recently stressed the importance of 
allocating adequate federal resources for the refugee-resettlement process, so that it 
does not place undue burden on the host communities.22  

Municipalities in other regions experiencing population decline have explored 
various incentive-based policies to alter the demographic trends. A number of very small 
towns throughout the Midwest offer newcomers free land if they are willing to build a 
home on that land and live there.23 Buffalo, New York, and Gary, Indiana, are among the 
cities trying to spur population growth by selling vacant houses for just $1. The programs 
include occupancy requirements to ensure that the buyers reside in the communities.24 In 
2018, Vermont rolled out a program that provides as much as $10,000 to people who 
relocate to the state but retain their current job and work remotely.25  

It is unclear how effective these incentive-based approaches will be in disrupting 
population loss in small towns. At the national level, however, shuffling members of the 
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working-age population between states is a zero-sum game. If the flow of immigration is 
reduced or limited, which seems to be the trajectory of current national policy, the 
demographic vise that is squeezing rural towns across northern New England will 
become even tighter, and policymakers will have limited options for responding.  
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