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A Pathway to the Middle Class:
Migration and Demographic Change in 
Prince George’s County
Brooke DeRenzis and Alice M. Rivlin

Findings
Using Census and IRS migration data, this study �nds that:

 The racial composition of the populations of Washington, D.C. and Prince George�s 
County have changed in opposite directions in the last �fteen years, as the region�s 
black population became more concentrated in Prince George�s County and less con-
centrated in the District.  While they were still majority-white in 2005, Montgomery, Anne 
Arundel, Howard, and Charles counties have become increasingly diverse.

From 1989 to 1999, the population of Prince George�s County was consistently mid-
dle-income while the District lost middle-income households.  In both years, Prince 
George�s median household income was well above the national average.  Due to its mid-
dle-class character, Prince George�s poverty rate was much lower than the District�s though 
it was higher than poverty rates of more a�uent nearby Maryland jurisdictions. In contrast 
to the District, Prince George�s County had virtually no neighborhoods with concentrated 
poverty in 1999.

Migration in and out of Prince George�s County changed the composition of the 
county�s population from 1993 to 2004, although it had little impact on the popula-
tion�s total size.  An average of 46,000 people moved in and 49,000 people moved out of 
Prince George�s County each year.  Nearly 60 percent of all in-migrants were black, and out-
migrants were much more likely to be white than in-migrants. The incomes of in-migrants 
were lower than out-migrants, and the former were more likely to be foreign born.

 On balance, migrants moved into Prince George�s County from the District of Colum-
bia, and Montgomery County since 2000, and moved out to more distant Howard, 
Anne Arundel, and Charles counties.   Migration �ows across the county�s borders with 
the District and Montgomery County were characterized by thousands of lower-income 
and mostly minority workers moving in both directions, though in�ows to Prince George�s 
County from D.C. are much larger than out�ows.  Those moving into Prince George�s 
County from the District and Montgomery County tended to settle near the borders of 
their previous residential jurisdictions.  Meanwhile, migration �ows with Anne Arundel, 
Charles, and Howard counties consisted generally of white and black migrants with rela-
tively higher�but still moderate�incomes moving out of Prince George�s. Those moving 
between Prince George�s and all surrounding jurisdictions except for Montgomery County 
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were overwhelmingly native-born; migration �ows between Montgomery and Prince George�s 
counties had relatively high proportions of foreign-born individuals.

Throughout the entire period, households crossing the Prince George�s�D.C. border in both 
directions had lower incomes relative to households migrating between the county and 
surrounding Maryland jurisdictions.  Of households crossing the Prince George�s�D.C. border, 
those migrating to Washington consistently had lower incomes than the larger number of mi-
grants moving into Prince George�s County from D.C.

Migration has contributed to the changing demographic landscape of Prince George�s County.  With 
its relatively a�ordable housing prices and middle-income character, Prince George�s County serves 
as a pathway to the middle class for large numbers of lower-income, working minorities.
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Introduction

The Washington area is growing and decentralizing.  
From 1990 to 2000, the District of Columbia�s popu-
lation declined while the number of people living 
in surrounding suburbs increased.  Prince George�s 
County was among the suburban jurisdictions that 
experienced population growth, increasing by 10 
percent from about 729,000 residents in 1990 to 
over 800,000 in 2000.1  Prince George�s continues to 
grow, with an estimated 840,000 residents in 2005.2

A dynamic county in a rapidly changing region, 
Prince George�s County has experienced signi�cant 
demographic transformation during the last 15 
years.  The county, which was half black in 1990, has 
become increasingly black while its foreign-born 
population has also grown. 
 
During this period of growth, Prince George�s has 
maintained its middle-class character; the majority 
of its households were middle-income in 1989 and 
1999.3  Still, it is not as well o� as its neighboring 
Maryland jurisdictions.  Some are concerned that 
the region�s rapid economic development and rising 
housing costs�particularly in Washington, D.C.�
have resulted in many of the area�s lowest-income 
residents moving to Prince George�s County.  In light 
of both this concern and the county�s changing de-
mographics, this paper examines the characteristics 
of the people and households migrating into and 
out of Prince George�s County between 1993 and 
2004.4  

Following a discussion of data and methods, the 
paper describes the demographic and economic 
characteristics of Prince George�s total population, 
and compares the county to nearby jurisdictions, 
including the District of Columbia and Montgomery, 
Anne Arundel, Howard, and Charles counties.  After 
providing an overview of the total population, the 
paper examines how migration in and out of Prince 

George�s County has contributed to changes in 
population, income distribution, and racial/ethnic 
composition.  

To give a general sense of migration�s impact on 
the county, the study �rst reviews data on all mi-
grants moving in and out of Prince George�s County 
irrespective of their place of origin/destination.  
However, di�erences between localities, such as 
public school quality, housing prices, and municipal 
services, often in�uence people�s decision to move 
from one jurisdiction to another in the same region.  
To assess movements in a regional context, the 
paper examines migration between Prince George�s 
and the jurisdictions that surround it, including the 
District of Columbia, Montgomery, Anne Arundel, 
Howard, and Charles counties, all which have sub-
stantial population exchanges with the county. 

Data and Methods

This paper uses several data sources to examine de-
mographic and economic change in Prince George�s 
County.  To describe trends among the total popula-
tion, this paper uses data from the 1990 and 2000 
decennial censuses.  Where possible, the paper uses 
more recent Census Bureau estimates from the 2005 
Population Estimates or the 2005 American Commu-
nity Survey.

To analyze migration, the paper relies on two data 
sets provided by the U.S. Census Bureau: the IRS 
Area-to-Area Migration Data and the Five-Percent 
Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) from Census 
2000.  The textbox below summarizes these data 
while a detailed discussion appears in the appendix.  
The paper uses these data for three purposes: mea-
suring migration �ows, analyzing migrant income, 
and analyzing migrants� demographic characteris-
tics.
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IRS Area-to-Area Migration Data,
1993–2004

Five-Percent Public Use Microdata 
Sample (PUMS), Census 2000

Data Source: IRS Individual Master File of 
income tax returns  (administrative)

Migrant Universe:  
• In-migrants: Households and individuals 
  residing in Prince George’s County who lived 
  in a different U.S. county or another country  
  the prior year 

• Out-migrants: Households and individuals 
  residing in another U.S. county who lived in 
  Prince George’s County the prior year 

Geographic Unit of Analysis:  County

Time Period: Two-year increments beginning 
with 1993–1994 and ending with 2003–2004

Variables: 
• Number  of returns estimate the number of  
  migrant households
• Number of exemptions estimate the number of  
  individuals
• Median adjusted income of migrant  
  households

Uses in Paper:
Å Measure annual gross and net migration þows 
• Analyze income of migrant households

Limitations:
Å Only counts individuals and households ýling 
  income tax returns (see appendix)
• Does not capture immigration (see appendix)
• Does not provide demographic data

Data Source: 5 percent weighted sample of 
individuals and households from Census 2000 
(survey)

Migrant Universe: 
• In-migrants: Individuals residing in Prince 
  George’s County in 2000 who lived in a  
  different U.S. county or country in 1995

• Out-migrants: Individuals residing in another 
  U.S. county in 2000 who lived in Prince 
  George’s County in 1995

Geographic Units of Analysis: County and 
Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs)

Time Period: Migration within the ýve year 
period of 1995 and 2000

Variables: 
• Race/ethnicity of migrant individuals
• Foreign born status of migrant individuals
• PUMA for place of residence in 2000

Uses in Paper:
• Analyze demographic characteristics of 
  migrants
• Analyze settlement patterns of in-migrants 

Limitations:
Å Does not capture annual migration þows (see 
appendix)

Measuring Migration Flows

This study uses the IRS migration data to examine 
annual migration �ows from 1993 to 2004.  Data on 
migration �ows have three elements and include: 
(1) gross in-migration, the total number of people 
moving into a place from a given area(s); (2) gross 
out-migration, the total number of people moving 
out of a place to a given area(s); and (3) net in-mi-
gration, de�ned as the gross number of migrants 
who moved to a place minus the gross number of 

migrants who moved out.  Positive net in-migration 
indicates that more people moved in than out (net 
in�ow) while negative net in-migration demon-
strates the reverse (net out�ow).  Gross migrations 
measure the magnitude of movement in and out of 
a place whereas net migration represents net popu-
lation gains or losses caused by migration.

Analyzing Migrant Income

This report also uses the IRS migration data to exam-
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ine the claim that migration has increased the pro-
portion and number of low-income households in 
Prince George�s County.  Migration can increase the 
number of households at the lower end of the in-
come distribution in two ways: (1) households with 
lower incomes can move into a jurisdiction; and 
(2) households with higher incomes can move out.  
To review both e�ects, the paper presents income 
trends among households moving in, as well as 
among those moving out of Prince George�s County.  
Migrant income is expressed as the median house-
hold adjusted gross income in 2003 dollars.5  Ad-
justed income is in accordance with the IRS�s de�ni-
tion of adjusted gross income and includes taxable 
income from all sources minus speci�c deductions, 
such as the student loan interest deduction, the IRA 
deduction, and the self-employed health insurance 
deduction.6  Note that IRS-provided household 
adjusted income and Census-reported household 
income di�er and should not be compared. 

One could argue that household income is not an 
appropriate measure since it is a factor of household 
size.7  To address this concern, we reviewed the per 
capita income of people moving between Prince 
George�s County and other jurisdictions.  The per 
capita income trends have the same general pat-
terns as median household income trends, suggest-
ing that household size does not dramatically skew 
household income trends.  

	Analyzing Migrants� Demographic Characteristics

Since the IRS data does not include demographic 
characteristics, this study uses the Census 2000 
�ve-percent PUMS to determine the race/ethnicity 
and foreign-born status of those who moved in and 
out of Prince George�s County between 1995 and 
2000.  It is important to note that the IRS and Census 
samples are di�erent, as is the period of time in 
which the migrants� moves could have taken place.  
In short, the data are not directly comparable.

Findings

A. The racial composition of the populations 
of Washington, D.C. and Prince George�s 
County have changed in opposite di-
rections in the last �fteen years, as the 
region�s black population became more 
concentrated in Prince George�s County 
and less concentrated in the District.  

Like other suburban jurisdictions in the Washing-
ton area, Prince George�s population has increased 
by roughly 15 percent over the past �fteen years.  
Population growth can result from two factors: natu-
ral increases (births minus deaths) and net in-migra-
tion, or the number of people moving into a place 
minus the number moving out.  From 1990 to 1999, 
more people moved out of Prince George�s County 
than in, resulting in a net migration loss of 17,000 
residents.8  However, Prince George�s population 
grew during this period due to a natural increase of 
more than 74,000 people.9  By contrast, both natural 
increases and net migration gains fueled popula-
tion growth in other Maryland counties, including 
Montgomery, Anne Arundel, Howard, and Charles 
from 1990 to 1999.10  

Substantial demographic change has accompanied 
population growth in the Washington area and 
the nearby Maryland suburbs.  Over the past �f-
teen years, the region�s black population has been 
concentrated in the District and Prince George�s 
County.  However, Prince George�s population has 
become increasingly black as D.C.�s black population 
has decreased.  In 1990, 65 percent of D.C. residents 
were black compared to half of Prince George�s 
residents.11  By 2000, the proportion of the popula-
tion that is black had grown in Prince George�s (62 
percent) and declined in D.C. (59 percent).12  This 
trend continued to 2005, when an estimated 65 
percent of Prince George�s County and 56 percent of 
the District was black.13   
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While Prince George�s has been a majority-black 
jurisdiction since 1990, the Maryland counties 
surrounding it are majority-white.  However, these 
jurisdictions have become more diverse, with the 
white population�s share of the total decreasing in 
each county over the past �fteen years (Table 1). 

Table 1.  Racial and Ethnic Composition of Selected Jurisdictions, 1990 and 2005

D.C. Prince George’s Montgomery Anne Arundel Charles Howard
1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005 1990 2005

White 27.4% 31.1% 41.6% 19.0% 72.5% 55.8% 84.6% 77.3% 78.4% 57.6% 82.0% 67.1%

Black 65.3% 55.7% 50.2% 64.7% 11.8% 15.6% 11.7% 14.4% 18.0% 34.3% 11.6% 15.8%
Latino   5.2%   8.6%   4.0% 10.7%   7.2% 13.6%   1.6%   3.6%   1.5%   3.1%   2.0%   4.0%
Asian   1.8%   3.0%   3.7%   3.8%   8.1% 13.0%   1.8%   2.8%   1.2%   2.2%   4.2% 10.9%
Other   0.4%   1.6%   0.5%   1.8%   0.4%   2.0%   0.4%   1.8%   0.9%   2.7%   0.2%   2.3%

Source: Census 1990, 2005 U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates

Immigration has contributed to the region�s increas-
ing diversity, with the total foreign born population 
growing in every jurisdiction. From 1990 to 2000, 
Prince George�s foreign-born population grew by 
almost 60 percent, becoming nearly 14 percent of 
the total population in 2000.14  Of the Maryland 
counties bordering Prince George�s, only Montgom-
ery had a larger proportion of the population that 
was foreign-born (27 percent) in 2000.15  Similar 
to Prince George�s County, immigrants accounted 
for 13 percent of the District�s total population.16  
Foreign-born residents represented 11 percent of 
the population in Howard County, 5 percent in Anne 
Arundel, and 3 percent in Charles in 2000.17

B.  From 1989 to 1999, the population of 
Prince George�s County was consistently 
middle-income while the District lost 
middle-income households.

With one of the strongest metropolitan economies 
in the nation, the Washington region has experi-
enced tremendous economic growth over the past 
several years.  Prince George�s County has shared in 
that prosperity.  In 1989, median household income 

in Prince George�s County was 43 percent higher than 
the national median.  The county experienced a real 
decrease in median household income of 4.6 percent 
from 1989 to 1999, but its median remained 32 percent 
higher than the national average.  Likewise, while Prince 
George�s poverty rate rose from 5.7 percent in 1989 to 

7.7 percent in 1999, its poverty rate was lower than 
the national rate during both time periods.  There 
has been no real change in Prince George�s median 
household income or poverty rate since 1999.18   

Still, there are disparities between Prince George�s 
County and its neighboring jurisdictions.  In both 
1989 and 1999, Prince George�s poverty rate was 
higher than those of bordering Maryland jurisdic-
tions, and its median household income was lower 
(Figures 1 and 2).  

By contrast, the county was better o� economically 
than the District.  In 1999, Prince George�s median 
income was 38 percent higher than D.C.�s, and the 
county�s 7.7 percent poverty rate was much lower 
than the District�s rate of 20 percent.  Moreover, 
Prince George�s County did not have pockets of 
concentrated poverty (de�ned as census tracts with 
poverty rates of 30 percent or more) as of the year 
1999.  Less than one percent of all Prince George�s 
census tracts (only one of 183 tracts) su�ered from 
concentrated poverty compared to 23 percent of all 
census tracts in the District. 

Prince George�s also remained consistently middle 



�April 2007    The Brookings Institution    Greater Washington Research Program

holds in Washington, D.C. declined from 58 percent 
in 1989 to 52 percent in 1999.  An analysis of 2005 
American Community Survey data reveals that 
neither D.C. nor Prince George�s has experienced a 
statistically signi�cant change in the percentage of 
middle-income households since 2000. 

The relatively a�ordable housing available in Prince 
George�s County may, in part, help the county main-
tain its middle-class character.  Driven by a strong 
regional economy, housing prices in the District and 
many of its inner-ring suburbs have soared over the 

income while the District lost middle-income house-
holds. We use national income quintiles, adjusted for 
the higher cost of living in the Washington area, to 
create �ve di�erent income categories: low; lower-
middle; middle; upper-middle; and high.  House-
holds that fall into the three �middle� categories are 
�middle-income.�19

In 1989, about 66 percent of Prince George�s house-
holds were middle-income, a percentage that fell 
very slightly to 64 percent in 1999 (Figure 3).  By 
contrast, the proportion of middle-income house-

Figure 1. Poverty Rates, 1989 and 1999
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Figure 2. Median Household Income, 1989 and 1999 (1999 dollars)
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past �ve years.  From 1999 to 2004, the real median 
housing price in the District more than doubled.20  
Meanwhile, Prince George�s 50 percent real increase 
in median housing prices was the smallest increase 
among D.C. and the inner-ring suburbs (Montgom-
ery, Prince George�s, Fairfax, Alexandria, and Arling-
ton).21  At $226,900, the county also had the lowest 
median housing price in 2004.22  Residents in other 
parts of the Washington region, as well as immi-
grants looking to settle in the area may move to the 
county in order to buy a home. 

C.  Migration in and out of Prince George�s 
County changed the composition of the 
county�s population in this period, al-
though it had little impact on the popula-
tion�s total size.

Migration had little e�ect on the total number of 
people living in Prince George�s County.  But large 
numbers of people moved in and out of the county 
each year.  Over the period, an average of 46,000 
people moved into Prince George�s County annu-
ally while an average of 49,000 people moved out 
per year (Figure 4).  These �ows include migration 
from all places, and were each roughly equivalent to 
seven to eight percent of the county�s total popula-
tion.

had low to moderate incomes, the median adjusted 
incomes of all households moving into Prince 
George�s County were consistently lower than those 
of all households moving out (Figure 5). 

Median adjusted household income is based on the 
IRS de�nition of adjusted gross income, which is tax-
able income from all sources minus speci�c deduc-
tions, such as the student loan interest deduction, 
the IRA deduction, and the self-employed health 
insurance deduction.  Between 1993 and 2003, the 
median adjusted incomes of all in-migrant house-
holds ranged from $23,900 to $27,100.23  By contrast, 
the median adjusted incomes of all households 
moving out of the county over the same time period 
were higher, ranging from $28,000 to $30,400.  
Median adjusted incomes of in-migrant and out-mi-
grant households were closest in 1993�1994 when 
the median income of out-migrant households was 
about 8 percent higher than the median income 
of in-migrant households.  The largest income gap 
between in and out-migrant households occurred 
in 1999�2000 when the median adjusted income of 
out-migrant households was around $30,300�18 
percent higher than the $25,700 median adjusted 
income of in-migrant households.  Both in-migrant 
and out-migrant households had lower median ad-

Figure 3. Percentage of Households that are 
               Middle-Income, 1989 and 1999
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The large �ows of people 
moving into and out of 
Prince George�s County 
contributed to the moder-
ate change in the county�s 
economic composition.  Re-
call that migration can shift 
the income distribution to 
the left in two ways: house-
holds with lower incomes 
can move into a jurisdiction 
and households with higher 
incomes can move out.  
Though both in-migrant and 
out-migrant households 
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justed incomes compared to households that stayed 
in Prince George�s County.  This trend likely re�ects 
research that movers tend to have lower incomes 
than non-movers because they are usually younger, 
and in an earlier phase of their working lives.

Migration also contributed to demographic change.  
Data from decennial censuses and annual popula-
tion estimates reveal that Prince George�s black 
population grew from 1990 to 2005.  Migration 

could contribute to this transformation in two 
ways:  more black individuals could move in and 
more whites could move out.  At nearly 60 percent, 
the majority of individuals who moved to Prince 
George�s County between 1995 and 2000 were black 
while less than a quarter were white (Figure 6).  By 
contrast, no one race captured the majority of those 
moving out of the county between 1995 and 2000: 
the percentage of out-migrants who were black (40 
percent) was nearly as large as the percentage of 

Figure 4. Migration in and out of Prince George's County
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Figure 5.  Median Household Adjusted Income for Prince 
George's Migrants and Non-Migrants (2003 Dollars)
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out-migrants that were white (46 percent).  Still, out-
migrants were much more likely to be white than 
in-migrants; the proportion of whites moving out of 
Prince George�s County doubled the proportion of 
whites moving in.

The number of foreign-born individuals moving into 
the county between 1995 and 2000 was twice as 
large the number of foreign-born individuals mov-
ing out.  About one in four individuals who moved 
to Prince George�s County from 1995 to 2000 was 
foreign born.  Foreign-born in-migrants were more 
likely to be black or Latino compared to immigrant 
out-migrants.  While blacks and Latinos each ac-
counted for about 36 percent of foreign-born in-
migrants, each group represented only a quarter of 
foreign-born out-migrants.

D. On balance, migrants moved into Prince 
George�s County from the District of Colum-
bia, and Montgomery County since 2000, 
and moved out to more distant Howard, 
Anne Arundel, and Charles counties.  

The �ndings presented thus far pertain to all of 
Prince George�s migrants, regardless of where they 

moved from or to.  However, people may move from 
one jurisdiction to another within the same region 
for a variety of reasons, such as di�erences in terms 
of housing prices, public school quality, public 
safety levels, or the changing racial, ethnic, or eco-
nomic composition of neighborhoods.  Such local 
factors likely shape migration �ows between Prince 
George�s County and its neighbors.  The rest of the 
paper therefore focuses on the county�s regional 
migration �ows. 

The jurisdictions bordering Prince George�s County, 
including the District of Columbia and Montgom-
ery, Anne Arundel, Howard, and Charles counties 
provide large shares of migrants moving into the 
county on a yearly basis.  They also annually capture 
substantial proportions of all individuals moving 
out of Prince George�s County.  In total, �ows among 
these jurisdictions account for over half of both 
gross in-migration and gross out-migration each 
year.  By contrast, exchanges with nearby jurisdic-
tions in Northern Virginia (Alexandria, Arlington, and 
Fairfax) make up roughly six to seven percent of the 
county�s in�ows and out�ows.  Due to the substan-
tial size of gross and net migration �ows between 
Prince George�s and its bordering jurisdictions, our 

Figure 6. Racial and Ethnic Composition of Prince George's 
               Migrants, 1995 to 2000 and Total Population, 2000
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