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CHAPTER 1. DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE DIOCESE 
 

The population of the Diocese of New Ulm has been stable for the last seventy years. While its birth rate 
exceeds its death rate, a substantial percentage of its people – especially the young – leave the area in 
search of greater economic opportunity elsewhere. An examination of recent population trends among its 
counties and municipalities reveals shifts in the population. In general, counties and cities on the eastern 
side of the diocese are growing and areas on the western side are shrinking. 

 
A. Stability of the General Population 

Over the course of its fifty-plus-year history, the general population of the Diocese of New Ulm has been 
remarkably stable. The 2010 U.S. Census reports that there were 1.9 percent fewer people in the fifteen 
counties that make up the Diocese of New Ulm than there were in 2000. However, the population of the 
diocese is up 2.2 percent from its 1990 level. Together, these figures mean that in the past decade, the 
diocese as a whole has lost some, but not most, of its population gains from the 1990s. 

Figure 3.1 charts the population of the combined fifteen counties that make up the Diocese of New Ulm 
from 1900 to 2010, according to the decennial U.S. Census. These counties gained about 47,000 people in 
the period from 1900 to 1940, and have remained stable in the seventy years since then. The latest U.S. 
Census figure of 284,768 for 2010 is only about 2,600 people more than the 1940 figure. In the 
intervening years, the population fluctuated from a high of just over 291,000 in 1980 to a low of about 
278,500 in 1990. 

By contrast, the population in the state of Minnesota grew by over 540,000 people between 1990 and 
2000, from 4,375,099 to 4,919,492, for a 12.4 percent gain. From 2000 to 2010, it continued growing to 
reach a total of 5,303,925 people, a gain of 7.8 percent. In the 1990s, no county in the diocese outpaced 
the statewide growth rate, while in the 2000s, only one did: Nicollet County. 

If current trends continue, Minnesota will continue to grow and the population of the Diocese of New 
Ulm will remain fairly stable. While most counties in the diocese will continue to experience declines, 
these losses will be offset by gains in others. 
 

B. Demographic Distinctions Among Counties 

Since different counties in the diocese have diverse demographic characteristics, it is worth taking a 
closer look at them. The population of the diocese is not evenly distributed. Some counties account for 
much more of the population than others. Furthermore, some counties are experiencing substantial 
growth, and others are experiencing significant declines. 

The study “Outmigration As an Economic Indicator: A Case Study of Southwest Minnesota,” published 
by the Southwest Regional Development Commission in 2007, observes that beginning in the 1970s, 
“counties closer to the Twin Cities metropolitan area on the eastern side of the region generally grew, 
while those closer to the Dakotas on the western side of the region generally lost population” (p. 2). 

This observation is certainly valid for the fifteen counties of the diocese, which constitute roughly the 
northern half of the study area. The report adds that following a period of more severe decline across the 
area in the 1980s, “the familiar pattern of the 1970s reappeared in the 1990s – growth in the east and 
contraction in the west, with some locally significant variations” (p. 3). 
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A map of the counties and incorporated municipalities in the Diocese of New Ulm can be found in Figure 
3.2. Figure 3.3 tracks the general population of the Diocese of New Ulm at the county level from the turn 
of the twentieth century to 2010. This data is plotted on the line graph in Figure 3.4. Since 1970, three 
counties – Kandiyohi, McLeod, and Nicollet – have shown strong upward trends. These three counties 
respectively are now the most populous in the diocese. In the last twenty years, two other counties – Lyon 
and Meeker – have posted more modest gains. 

In 1970, Brown County, home to the see city of New Ulm, was the diocese’s second-most populous 
county. By 2010, it had dropped to fourth place, almost even with Lyon. During this time, the population 
of Sibley County appears to be roughly stable. The diocese’s other counties – Redwood, Renville, 
Chippewa, Yellow Medicine, Swift, Lac qui Parle, Lincoln, and Big Stone – have been in steady decline 
since its founding in 1957 and show no signs of change. 
 

C. Household Income and Poverty Among Counties 

In addition to population size and growth, demographic characteristics related to wealth are worthy of 
note. Significant differences exist among the diocese’s fifteen counties in household income and poverty 
levels. In general, the counties on the eastern side of the diocese enjoy higher median household incomes 
than those on the western side. This is no doubt due to their higher populations, which are concentrated in 
larger municipalities where more commerce occurs and more wealth is generated. Counties with higher 
poverty levels, by contrast, are more evenly dispersed throughout the diocese. 
 
The most recent five-year estimates from the United States Census Bureau’s American Community 
Survey reveal that the four counties on the eastern side of the diocese have the highest median household 
incomes. Nicollet County tops the list with $59,877, followed by McLeod, Sibley, and Meeker counties. 
These figures are shown in Figure 3.5 and displayed in graphical format in Figure 3.6. On the other hand, 
the three counties with the lowest median household incomes – Swift, Big Stone, and Chippewa – are all 
on the western side. 
 
Figure 3.5 also shows the percentage of each county’s households that falls into each of twelve income 
ranges. This information is laid out graphically in Figure 3.7. Poorer counties have larger percentages in 
lower income categories; wealthier ones have larger percentages toward the top. It is interesting to note 
that while the median household income for the diocese as a whole lags behind that of Minnesota by only 
about $1,700, the percentage of all diocesan households in the top four income ranges (those making 
$100,000 and above) is much lower than the corresponding state figure: 13.6 percent versus 23.3 percent. 
 
The U.S. Census Bureau calculates its poverty thresholds according to the number of people living in a 
household, whether the householder has reached 65 years of age, and whether some are children related to 
the householder. For 2011, the poverty threshold for a single person under 65 living alone was $11,484. 
For two people living in the same household where the householder was under 65, it was $14,567. 
 
Using these numbers, Figure 3.8 shows estimates of the percentage of people in each county of the 
diocese living below the poverty level. Yellow Medicine County has the highest percentage of people 
below poverty level at 13.8 percent, while McLeod County has the lowest percentage at 7.5 percent. The 
percentages are also broken down into sex and age groups. Across counties, women consistently make up 
a higher proportion of poor as compared to men. Slightly less than a third of the diocese’s poor population 
is children. 
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D. Municipalities in the Diocese 

Like the diocese’s counties, its incorporated municipalities show significant demographic variations. 
Figure 3.9 lists fifty-three cities and towns that experienced an increase in population between 1990 and 
2010 in the order of their growth percentage. Interestingly, the greatest growth did not always occur in 
expected areas. Five out of the top ten towns in terms of growth are located in counties with only modest 
population increases, and one out of the ten – Walnut Grove – is located in Redwood County, a county 
with a declining population. However, those cities over 10,000 people experiencing the greatest increases 
– North Mankato, Hutchinson, and St. Peter – are predictably located in counties where the greatest 
growth is occurring at the county level. 

By way of contrast, Figure 3.10 lists seventy-three incorporated municipalities in the diocese that 
underwent a population decline or had a stable population during the same twenty years. Here again, the 
large towns posting the greatest losses – Madison, Bird Island, and Ortonville – are predictably located in 
counties that are contracting overall. The diocese’s fastest growing county during the period – Nicollet – 
did not have a single city or town on the list. 

The two lists taken together provide an exhaustive account of the incorporated municipalities in the 
diocese. The U.S. Census does not break out the population figures of unincorporated towns, such as 
Leavenworth or Wilno, from their townships. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to compare the available 
municipality data with county data, as has been done in Figure 3.11. This table shows that in the period 
between 1990 and 2010, the population growth in the diocese’s cities and towns has generally outpaced 
that of counties by a considerable margin (8.5 percent to 2.2 percent). However, in the two counties 
experiencing the greatest rate of population loss, the decline in cities and towns was greater than that of 
the county as a whole. At the end of the twenty-year period, a slightly higher percentage of the people in 
the diocese lived in incorporated municipalities as compared to unincorporated towns and rural areas. 
 

E. The Diocese as Non-Metropolitan 

The Diocese of New Ulm is unique among Minnesota dioceses in that none of its counties are classified 
as part of a metropolitan area by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget. The Office classifies five 
counties – Brown, Kandiyohi, Lyon, McLeod, and Nicollet – as micropolitan areas. The micropolitan 
category defines counties that include at least one city with a population of 10,000 to 49,999 plus 
surrounding counties from which a large number of people commute to these cities. These cities generally 
represent important centers of trade and commerce in rural areas. 

The lack of a large city in or close to the diocese goes a long way to explain why it has a difficult time 
maintaining its population. While the birth rate is considerably higher than the death rate, the area loses a 
portion of its population due to outmigration on an ongoing basis. People – especially young people – 
leave in search of economic opportunity. They find it in larger cities, which have more available jobs. As 
the “Outmigration” study points out, the loss of people looking for jobs explains why the unemployment 
rate in the area is not generally higher than the rest of the state (p. 9). 
 

F. The Diocese as Agricultural 

The “Outmigration” document calls commercial agriculture “a major economic driver” in the study area, 
“inter-related with agricultural processing industries such as food manufacturing, meat packing, and 
increasingly ethanol and bio-diesel production” (p. 2). It reports that the food processing and 
manufacturing sectors of the economy have suffered statewide since 2001, leading to substantial 
outmigration from southwest Minnesota (p. 14-15). 
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Nevertheless, we should be cautious in characterizing the diocese’s economy as primarily agricultural. 
Information available from the United States Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service 
indicates that the diocese is not nearly as dependent on farming as it once was. The ERS employs a 
method called Economic Typology, which classifies counties according to their dominant economic 
sector. In 1950, a county was considered farming-dependent according to this classification system if at 
least 20 percent of income in the county was derived from agriculture. At that time, every county in the 
diocese met this criterion.  

For the ERS’s 2004 typology report, a county is considered to be farming-dependent if either 15 percent 
or more of average annual labor and proprietors’ earnings derived from farming from 1998 to 2000 or 15 
percent or more of employed residents worked in farm occupations in 2000. According to these criteria, 
only three counties in the diocese are considered farming-dependent: Lac qui Parle, Lincoln, and 
Renville. By contrast, four counties are considered to be manufacturing-dependent: Brown, Lyon, 
McLeod, and Nicollet. This means that 25 percent or more of average annual labor and proprietors’ 
earnings were derived from the manufacturing sector from 1998 to 2000. The other eight counties in the 
diocese were considered non-specialized for 1998-2000; they did not have a dominant sector. 

The ERS’s June 2005 report, “The 20th Century Transformation of U.S. Agriculture and Farm Policy,” 
chronicles the evolution of the role of farming in the nation’s economy with the following chart (p. 2): 
 

1900 41 percent of workforce employed in agriculture 

1930 21.5 percent of workforce employed in agriculture 
Agricultural GDP as a share of total GDP, 7.7 percent 

1945 16 percent of the total labor force employed in agriculture 
Agricultural GDP as a share of total GDP, 6.8 percent 

1970 4 percent of employed labor force worked in agriculture 
Agricultural GDP as a share of total GDP, 2.3 percent 

2000/02 1.9 percent of employed labor force worked in agriculture (2000) 
Agricultural GDP as a share of total GDP (2002), 0.7 percent 

Source: Compiled by Economic Research Service, USDA. Share of workforce employed in agriculture, for 
1900-1970, Historical Statistics of the United States; for 2000, calculated using data from Census of 
Population; agricultural GDP as part of total GDP, calculated using data from the Bureau of Economic 
Analysis. 

 
 
The report identifies a number of factors behind this great transformation. At the top of the list are 
technological innovations: “Following World War II, technological developments occurred at an 
extraordinarily rapid pace. Advances in mechanization and increasing availability of chemical inputs led 
to ever-increasing economies of scale that spurred rapid growth in average farm size, accompanied by an 
equally rapid decline in the number of farms and in the farm and rural populations” (p. 6). 
 
Data from the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis shows that a higher 
percentage of Minnesota’s labor force – 2.6 percent, or about 89,000 people statewide – worked in 
agriculture as of 2010. The same conclusion, however, is evident as from the chart above: The diocese, as 
well as other rural areas of Minnesota, has already lost the vast majority of its farm workers due to 
innovations in the agricultural sector. There are few people left working in this sector. Therefore, we 
should not anticipate much additional erosion of our population because people can no longer find jobs on 
the farm.  
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CHAPTER 2. POPULATION PROJECTIONS FOR THE DIOCESE 
 
 
The population of the Diocese of New Ulm is projected to remain stable for the next thirty years. In 
almost all of the diocese’s fifteen counties, population trends already established are projected to 
continue. McLeod and Nicollet counties – already among the most populous in the diocese – will see 
substantial gains over the next thirty years. Meeker and Lyon counties will experience more modest 
increases. The populations of Kandiyohi and Sibley counties will decline very slightly, with others seeing 
larger declines. Projections published by the Minnesota State Demographic Center in 2012 indicate that 
the diocese should shrink by 0.2 percent overall by 2040, a loss of about 500 people. 
 
 
A. Population Projections by County 

Every five years, the Minnesota State Demographic Center (MSDC) publishes projections for the 
population of each of the state’s counties over the next thirty years. These projections also include 
demographic characteristics for these populations, such as age, sex, and race. Projections published after 
the decennial U.S. Census – such as those published in 2012 – are based especially on data from that 
census. Those published in intervening years are based on estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau. 

It is important to understand the distinction that demographers make between estimates and projections. 
Population estimates give information on the present and past population. They rely on statistical methods 
and administrative records to provide reasonable approximations of populations. This is necessary, for 
example, between census years. Projections, on the other hand, tell about the population at future dates. 
They chart plausible courses of future population changes based on past census data (and estimates) and 
on assumptions about future births, deaths, and migration. 

The authors of “Outmigration” note that projections by the MSDC in 2002 were too optimistic about 
population growth in Minnesota (p. 3). These projections were based in part on the growth experienced 
even in many rural areas during the 1990s. While this study calls the MSDC’s March 2007 projections 
“pessimistic” (p. 4), these projections still overestimated the 2010 population by significant margins. 
Comparing them to the 2010 U.S. Census figures, the MSDC overestimated the state population by over 
140,000, or 2.7 percent, and the diocesan population by about 4,000, or 1.3 percent. The primary reason 
for the gaps appears to be the negative impact on birth rates of the recent recession, an event which state 
demographers had no way of predicting. 

The MSDC released its latest population projections for the state in October 2012. As expected, these 
latest figures paint a more somber picture of the diocese’s future population than the 2007 report. In 2007, 
the MSDC predicted that the diocese’s population would grow by 5.8 percent between 2005 and 2035. 
Taking into account a smaller-than-estimated population in the 2010 census, the 2012 projections foretell 
a population decline of 0.2 percent for the diocese between 2010 and 2040. 

Using data from the MSDC’s 2012 report, Figure 3.12 provides a county-by-county look at the projected 
population of the Diocese of New Ulm to 2040. Figures are provided for every five years. The MSDC 
anticipates that in 2040, the diocese will be home to 284,238 people, about 500 less than currently live 
within its boundaries. By comparison, the state is projected to grow 23.3 percent over the same period. It 
is projected to have 6,537,710 people by 2040. 

Figure 3.13 plots the data from Figure 3.12 on a line graph. Appearing at the top of the graph is a group 
consisting of the diocese’s three most populous counties, those with populations above 30,000 as of 2010. 
Two of these counties – McLeod, and Nicollet – will maintain impressive rates of growth through the 
thirty-year period. The population of Kandiyohi – the third county in this top group – is projected to peak 
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in about 2025 and then decline slightly through the remainder of the period. The MSDC anticipates that 
late in the 2030s, McLeod will overtake Kandiyohi as the diocese’s most populous county. 

During the period, Meeker and Lyon counties will also register considerable growth. These two counties 
are part of a middle tier of counties in the diocese – those having between 20,000 and 30,000 people. A 
third county in this group, Brown County, is projected to lose about 8 percent of its population between 
2010 and 2040. 

Nine counties in the diocese comprise the lowest tier in Figure 3.13 – those having populations of less 
than 20,000 people. All these counties are projected to incur declines over the period. Sibley County will 
experience the smallest loss at just under 2 percent. Redwood and Yellow Medicine counties are projected 
to lose less than 10 percent of their populations, while Chippewa, Lac qui Parle, and Swift counties are 
anticipated to post losses between 10 and 20 percent. Big Stone, Lincoln, and Renville counties are 
projected to incur the biggest losses at over 20 percent through the period. 

 
B. An Aging Population 

A June 8, 2007, media release from the MSDC heralded the arrival of the aging baby boomers. “A giant 
aging wave will overtake Minnesota in the coming decade, according to new projections” released by the 
MSDC, it said. “During the coming decade, the number of Minnesotans ages 55 to 69 is projected to grow 
by 239,000, accounting for almost half of the total population growth.” 

The media release went on to describe how the aging trend at the state level would extend beyond 2015 
for two more decades. “Between 2005 and 2035, the population over age 65 will grow by almost 770,000, 
or 125 percent. The population under 65 will increase only 10 percent during the same period,” it said. 

The MDSC’s 2012 projections reveal a trend for the 2010-2040 period that is just as dramatic. Between 
2010 and 2040, the population over age 65 is projected to grow by almost 840,000, or 122 percent. The 
population under 65 will increase less than 9 percent for the same period. 

These projections are illustrated in Figure 3.14. The graph breaks down the general population into four 
large age groups, including a 65-plus segment. Between 2010 and 2040, the line representing this group 
rises dramatically, until it is between the two lines for the 25-to-44-year-old group and the 45-to-64-year-
old group. 

Limiting the data to our own fifteen counties, Figure 3.15 provides a similar graph for the Diocese of New 
Ulm. Here the rise in the line for the 65-plus segment is even sharper until after 2035. While the 
percentage increase between 2010 and 2040 is only 58 percent, the line crosses the two lines for the 25-
to-44-year-old group and the 45-to-64-year-old group between 2020 and 2025, and then rises significantly 
above them. Next to the young, the diocese’s 65-plus population will make up the largest segment of the 
population within fifteen years. 

Figures 3.16 and 3.17 show the percentage contributions of each large age group over the course of the 
projection period for Minnesota and the Diocese of New Ulm, respectively. Already in 2010, the diocese 
has a significantly older population than the state as a whole, with 16.9 percent of its people over 65 as 
opposed to the state’s 12.9 percent. This is expected to continue throughout the period, while the 
percentages of those over 65 will increase greatly on both levels. By 2040, those Minnesotans over 65 are 
projected to be 23.2 percent of the state population. On the diocesan level, those over 65 are projected to 
make up 26.8 percent of the population. 

Thus, the aging of the baby boomers will have a tremendous effect on the state, and arguably an even 
bigger effect on the diocese. This is because we already have an older population. We tend to be older 
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because we lose a large portion of our young people through outmigration. Figure 3.18 illustrates this fact 
by breaking down the age groups further into five-year segments and plotting three MSDC projection 
years along with the 2010 census figures. It is easy to see the “wave” in the lines representing the baby 
boomers gradually work its way down through successive ten-year periods. Also noteworthy is the “baby 
boomlet”: a large triangular wave in the 2020 projection occurring twenty-five years in front of the baby 
boomer peak. Finally, outmigration is readily evident in the graph, especially among people in their teens 
and twenties. Comparing each of the first three lines with its successor, one finds a substantial decline 
from the 15-to-19 age group to the 25-to-29 age group.  
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CHAPTER 3. THE HISPANIC POPULATION 
AND RACIAL COMPOSITION OF THE DIOCESE 

 
 
Like the state of Minnesota as a whole, the Diocese of New Ulm has witnessed a dramatic increase in its 
Hispanic/Latino population over the last two decades. As of 2010, Hispanics made up 5.3 percent of the 
total population of the diocese. Because of their higher fertility rates, this population will continue to 
increase significantly. However, the 180 percent increase that the Minnesota State Demographic Center 
projected Hispanics to achieve by 2035 may well be too high. One reason is that within the past year, the 
number of migrants entering the country from Mexico has come to a standstill. As of 2010, the non-white 
minority population of the diocese (which includes some Hispanics) stood at 5.5 percent. African 
Americans (and especially Somalis), American Indians, and Asians made up large portions of this group. 
 
 
A. Large Increase Among Hispanics 

A “Hispanic” person, according to the U.S. Census, is someone of Hispanic origin. Hispanics are those 
people who indicated in the census that their origin was Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South 
American, or some other Hispanic origin. Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race. What unites 
them is not their ethnicity, but their roots in Spanish-speaking countries. The government uses the word 
“Hispanic” synonymously with “Latino.” This Plan for Parishes uses “Hispanic” to refer to these people, 
consistent with the name of the diocesan office overseeing their pastoral care. 

In the last twenty years, the state of Minnesota and the Diocese of New Ulm have witnessed an explosion 
in their Hispanic populations. As Figure 3.19 shows, the Hispanic population of the diocese grew almost 
five-fold (468 percent) – from about 3,200 in 1990 to almost 15,000 in 2010. In 2010, Hispanics made up 
5.3 percent of the general population of the diocese, slightly above the state’s 4.7 percent. These figures, 
however, were still far below the corresponding numbers for the United States. On a national level, the 
number of Hispanics grew from 9.0 percent of the population in 1990 to 16.3 percent in 2010. 

Figure 3.19 also breaks down the numbers of Hispanics in the diocese by county, and sorts these counties 
by their Hispanic percentage. Kandiyohi County has the largest percentage of Hispanics, with 11.2 
percent. It is followed by Sibley County with 7.2 percent, Renville County with 6.6 percent, and Lyon 
County with 6.0 percent. Kandiyohi County is home to the greatest number of Hispanics by far, with over 
4,700 people. It is followed by McLeod County with over 1,800 Hispanics and Lyon County with over 
1,500. 

Figure 3.20, which lists all incorporated municipalities in the diocese with at least fifty Hispanics, gives 
us further insight as to where they reside. Over 85 percent of Kandiyohi County’s Hispanics, or about 
4,100, reside in Willmar. Over two-thirds of Lyon County’s Hispanics, or about 1,060, live in Marshall. 
Gaylord has the highest percentage of Hispanics (23 percent) of cities and towns in the diocese with a 
population over 1,000. 

Eight of the top ten municipalities listed in Figure 3.20 have Hispanic ministry, and six have a Sunday 
liturgy in Spanish. Municipalities among the top ten that currently do not have Hispanic ministry are St. 
Peter and North Mankato. 
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B. Hispanic Population Projections 

In January 2005, the MSDC released revised population projections by race and Hispanic origin for the 
years 2005 to 2035 for the state of Minnesota. In its summary of results, it projected major differences in 
the growth of the white population and that of the Hispanic population statewide: “Because the white 
population is older on average, experiences little or no in-migration, and has a slightly lower fertility rate, 
it is not projected to show much growth,” it said. “Overall, the white population is projected to grow nine 
percent over 30 years, compared to 112 percent for the total minority population. The proportion of the 
population that is white alone, not Latino, is projected to fall from 86 percent in 2005 to 75 percent in 
2035” (p. 1).  

By contrast, “the Latino population is projected to rise rapidly, growing from an estimated 196,300 in 
2005 to 324,400 in 2015 and 551,600 in 2035. All regions of the state are expected to see increases. 
About two-thirds of the total Latino population is projected to live in the seven-county Twin Cities area 
by 2035,” it concluded. 

Unfortunately, this study does not break down the data to the county level, so it is impossible to know 
exactly how these projections are expected to impact the Diocese of New Ulm. 

There are also reasons to think that the projections offered in this study may be high. First of all, like the 
MSDC’s population projections discussed in the previous chapter, it might have overestimated fertility 
rates among Hispanics by not accounting for the recent recession. Secondly, a major component of the 
growth among Hispanics is in-migration, and about two-thirds of the Hispanics in the state are Mexican. 
Within the last year, net migration from Mexico has fallen to zero. 

An April 2012 Pew Hispanic Center study attributes the standstill to several factors, including “the 
weakened U.S. job and housing construction markets, heightened border enforcement, a rise in 
deportations, the growing dangers associated with illegal border crossings, the long-term decline in 
Mexico’s birth rates, and broader economic conditions in Mexico” (“Net Migration from Mexico Falls to 
Zero – and Perhaps Less,” paragraph 2). As is evident from these considerations, there are many factors 
that influence the growth or decline of the Hispanic population. Any major shifts will change the 
population projections. 

 
C. Racial Composition of the Diocese 

White people constitute the diocese’s largest racial group at 94.5 percent of the general population, 
according to the 2010 U.S. Census. At 5.5 percent, the diocese’s non-white population is similar in size to 
its Hispanic population. (Since some Hispanics self-report as white and others do not, we do not know 
exactly how many Hispanics are in this group.) Figure 3.21 shows the composition of this group on the 
diocesan level and at the county level. The non-white population contains large components of African 
Americans, American Indians, and Asians. 

Redwood County leads all counties in the non-white percentage of its population, with almost 11 percent. 
This is largely attributable to the American Indians living on the Lower Sioux Indian Reservation (or 
Mdewankanton Tribal Reservation) and a substantial number of Hmong people living in the Walnut 
Grove area. Lyon, Kandiyohi, and Nicollet counties also post large numbers of non-white people, 
especially on account of their sizeable African American populations. These people are predominantly 
Somalis, who have immigrated to Minnesota over the last twenty years.   
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CHAPTER 4. PARISH POPULATION AND MASS ATTENDANCE TRENDS 
 
 
After being stable at about 70,000 people for the first forty-five years of its history, the Catholic 
population of the Diocese of New Ulm has experienced a significant decline in the last decade. Since 
2002, it has lost just over 10,000 people. The biggest declines percentage-wise have occurred among its 
two youngest age groups. The losses in terms of parishioners and households have been felt in almost 
every parish in the diocese. The percentage of Catholics attending weekly Sunday Mass has also dropped 
almost 10 percent during the period. The decline in the numbers of Catholics in the diocese has occurred 
simultaneously with a strong upsurge in the number of people who are not recognized as being affiliated 
with any religion. 
 
 
A. Historical Stability and Recent Decline of the Diocese’s Catholic Population 

Like its general population, the registered Catholic population of the Diocese of New Ulm has been fairly 
stable from its inception through the turn of the twenty-first century. Figure 3.23 shows that it has 
hovered around 70,000 through the forty-five year period. Differences between its high and low 
fluctuations have amounted to 10 percent or less. 

The most recent ten year period, however, reveals an adverse trend. The number of Catholics in the 
diocese has been falling, from 70,406 in 2002 to 60,391 in 2012 – the most recent year in which figures 
are available from the diocese’s annual parish self study. 

Since this most recent period represents a departure from the long-term trend, it is worth further 
investigation. Figure 3.23 shows the breakdown of the Catholic population into age groups, as reported by 
the parishes in their annual self study and compiled by the diocese. Between the years of 2002 and 2012, 
the diocese did not experience any loss in the 70-plus age group; the number of people in this group 
remained almost exactly the same. A small loss of about 2,500 people was incurred in the broad 30-69 
age group, or 7.8 percent. 

Bigger percentage losses were realized among the younger age groups. The 18-29 age group lost about 
1,370 people, or 13.5 percent. Much worse, the 0-5 age group lost about 1,290 people, or 30 percent of 
the group. Finally, the K-12 age group lost 4,800 people – a whopping 31.5 percent of that population. 
 

B. Current Households and Parishioners of Parishes  

The Third Plan for Parishes provided a map detailing the numbers of households and parishioners for 
each parish of the diocese for the self study year that ended in 2002 (p. 5). Figure 3.24 provides an 
updated version of that map for 2012. Generally, the parishioner figure is twice to three times the 
household figure for each parish. Holy Redeemer Parish in Marshall is the single largest parish in the 
diocese with 3,483 people, followed by St. Mary’s in Willmar, the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity in New 
Ulm, St. Mary’s in Sleepy Eye, and St. Anastasia in Hutchinson. 

While this map conveys important data about the relative sizes of parishes, it is also important to keep in 
mind how our parishes compare to parishes across the nation. According to a recent national survey, the 
average number of registered households in U.S. parishes is 1,168, with a median of 761 (see “The 
Changing Face of U.S. Catholic Parishes,” Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, 2011, p. 1). In 
the Diocese of New Ulm, the average number of registered households for the same year was 350, with a 
median of 190. Nationally, the number of parishes with 200 or fewer households was 15 percent of the 
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total in 2010 (“The Changing Face,” p. 1). In our diocese, these parishes accounted for slightly over half 
the total (51 percent) in the same year.  

Perhaps more telling of the decline in Catholics in our diocese is Figure 3.25, which accounts for the 
percentage losses in parishioners and households for each parish between 2002 and 2012. Most parishes 
incurred double-digit losses in at least one of the two measures over the period. Most parishes in rapidly 
growing municipalities, such as Green Isle, Winsted, Walnut Grove, Darwin, and North Mankato, did not 
seem to benefit from the influx of new residents. 

Almost all parishes experiencing substantial growth through the period were the recipients of parishioners 
of parishes that were closed or transitioned to oratories under the Third Plan. For example, St. John’s–
Assumption Parish in Faxon Township took in many of the parishioners from the Oratory of St. Thomas 
in Jessenland, while St. Joseph’s in Lamberton was the destination parish for parishioners from the 
Oratory of St. Thomas in Sanborn. 
 

C. Recent Mass Attendance Patterns 

Simultaneous with the decline of the diocese’s overall Catholic population over the last decade is the 
decrease in the number of Catholics attending weekly Sunday liturgy. Figure 3.26 shows a parallel 
between the two trends during the period. While the total number of Catholics has declined about 10,440 
between 2000 and 2012, the average number of weekly Mass goers has dropped by about 10,680, 
according to figures collected from parishes in the annual self study. 

When expressed in terms of percentages of the total Catholic population, the shrinking numbers of people 
in the pews appear more troubling. Figure 3.27 tracks this change, showing that average Sunday Mass 
participation has declined from 47.2 percent in 2000 to 37.7 percent in 2012. The Diocese of New Ulm’s 
Mass participation figure is now at the national average of 38 percent, as determined in the recent national 
survey (“The Changing Face,” p. 1). 

 
D. Catholic and Non-Affiliated Populations 

The percentage of Catholics in the total U.S. population is commonly understood to be about 25 percent. 
The latest American Religious Identification Survey, which was conducted in 2008, supports this 
assumption; it sets the figure at 25.1 percent. The survey reports that there has been little change in the 
percentage of Catholics since 1990. Other Christian religious groups dropped nine percentage points 
during the same period, from 60 percent in 1990 to 50.9 percent in 2008. Most noteworthy was the 
percentage of those claiming no religious preference (or to be atheist or agnostic) in the survey, up from 
8.2 percent in 1990 to 15 percent in 2008 (p. 3). 

The experience of the Diocese of New Ulm over the same period is similar. The recently released 2010 
U.S. Religion Census shows that the percentage of Catholics to the total population of the diocese has 
declined from 24.8 percent in 1990 to 24.4 percent in 2000, and then further to 22.6 percent in 2010. 
These results are presented in Figure 3.28. (The number of Catholics reported in the census differs 
slightly from the diocesan total for 2010 as represented in Figures 3.22 and 3.23 because parishes reported 
their numbers directly to the census, and may have reported slightly adjusted figures to the diocese.) The 
biggest decline, as we have discussed, has taken place over the most recent decade. 

Over the last two decades, there has been a dramatic rise in the percentage of people who are not affiliated 
with any church on the diocesan level. These people, who made up 15.9 percent of the total in the 1990 
census, constituted 24.6 percent of the total in 2010. In fact, this group is now bigger than the Catholic 
group, with a difference of over 5,000 people. 
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Figures 3.29 and 3.30 are based on the data in Figure 3.28. Figure 3.29 is a three-dimensional bar graph 
showing how the percentage of Catholics has changed from 1980 to 2010 on a county level. The county 
with the highest percentage of Catholics in 2010 was Brown County, with 41.6 percent. It was followed 
by Lyon County, whose Catholic share of the population has eroded significantly during the 2000s – from 
34.5 percent to 28.8 percent. Other counties on the graph, proceeding from back to front, had 
progressively lower percentages of Catholics in 2010. 

Figure 3.30 is a similar three-dimensional bar graph showing how the percentage of non-church-affiliated 
people has changed from 1980 to 2010 on the county level. As of 2010, the most secular county was 
Nicollet County, with 45.9 percent of its population claiming no religious affiliation. It was followed by 
Lyon County with 35.1 percent and Sibley County with 31.3 percent. Again, the other counties on the 
graph, proceeding from back to front, had progressively lower percentages of unaffiliated people in 2010. 
It is interesting to note that aside from Brown County, the counties on the western side of the diocese 
have the smallest share of unaffiliated people. 
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION: THE PRESENT AND FUTURE 
OF THE DIOCESE OF NEW ULM 

 
While the diocese’s rate of natural increase (that is, its birth rate minus its death rate) is considerably 
less than that of the state, the diocese is still experiencing a natural increase in its population over time. 
Were it not for outmigration, its long-term growth would be assured. One could say much the same thing 
for the Catholic population of the diocese, for its “baptismal rate” exceeds its “funeral rate.” However, 
the Catholic population is susceptible to more than just the outmigration of the general population. It also 
loses people through a loss of faith. The diocese lost an estimated 8,700 people for this reason between 
2000 and 2010. Only with a strong recommitment to the fundamentals of our faith will we be able to 
reverse the tide of secularism and thrive in the future. 

 
A. The Present and Future of the State and Diocese 

Demographers use a simple strategy to project the population of an area in any new time period. They 
take the population in the current time period, add the expected number of births, and subtract the 
expected number of deaths. Then they add in the expected number of migrants flowing into the area from 
outside, and subtract the number of migrants leaving the area. They call the amount of in-migration less 
the amount of outmigration the “net migration” for the area. This is also called “net in-migration” if in-
migration exceeds outmigration, and “net outmigration” if the opposite occurs. 

With this formula in mind, the prospects for the state of Minnesota in the years to come look very 
positive. Figures 3.31 and 3.32 show that Minnesota’s birth rate (the number of births per thousand 
people) has consistently exceeded its death rate over the last decade. In 2010, its birth rate was 12.9 and 
its death rate was 7.3 for a rate of natural increase of 5.6 – a decent number in spite of the recession. 

The Minnesota State Demographic Center expects this trend to continue. According to their most recent 
study, “Minnesota’s population is projected to grow to 5,772,258 by 2020 and 6,537,710 by 2040. These 
population gains will be driven by both natural increase – more births than deaths – and by net in-
migration – more people moving in than moving out” (“Minnesota Population Projections 2015-2040,” 
October 2012, p. 2). 

The MSDC also expects this growth to be uneven: “The Twin Cities suburbs and the Rochester and St. 
Cloud regions are all expected to see substantial growth over the next thirty years. The lakes area of north 
central Minnesota is also projected to have a considerable increase. Slow growth or decline is projected in 
much of western Minnesota and in the core counties of the Twin Cities (Hennepin and Ramsey 
Counties)” (p. 2). 

How, then, will the fifteen counties that make up the Diocese of New Ulm fare? Figure 3.31 shows that 
the birth rate in the diocese over the past decade lagged slightly behind that of the state, on average by 
just over a point. Figure 3.32 shows that the death rate for the diocese surpasses that of the state by a 
considerable margin, generally by over two points. For example, in 2010 the diocese’s birth rate was 11.9 
and its death rate was 9.7, for a rate of natural increase of 2.2, 3.4 points lower than that of the state. The 
difference undoubtedly lies in the fact that the diocese’s population is older. 

Even a very modest rate of natural increase is enough to keep the population growing, provided people do 
not leave the area. However, the counties that make up the diocese have been beset with net outmigration 
for many years, and this trend is expected to continue. As stated in the “Outmigration” study, “The 
majority of counties in southwest Minnesota have experienced continuous, ongoing population loss over 
the last thirty years. A large component of this population loss is outmigration” (p. 1). Young people are 
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especially inclined to leave the area, searching for better economic opportunity elsewhere. Consequently, 
despite the probability that its modest rate of natural increase will continue for some time, the diocese will 
struggle to maintain its current population. 
 

B. The Future of the Diocese of New Ulm’s Catholic Population 

While the diocese’s general population may well decline slightly in the future, the prospects of its 
Catholic population are even less assured. This is already clear from Figures 3.31 and 3.32. Figure 3.31 
includes a diocesan “baptismal rate,” the number of (infant and child) baptisms per 1,000 Catholics in the 
diocese. It is analogous to the birth rate, insofar as through baptism, a person is initiated into the life of 
Christ and becomes a member of his Church. Just over ten years ago, this rate was above the birth rates 
for the state and the diocese. By 2010, it had fallen under the state birth rate and was very close to the 
diocesan birth rate. All three rates declined over the period, although the downturn in the diocesan birth 
rate was minimal. 

Figure 3.32 presents a diocesan “funeral rate,” in addition to the state and diocesan death rates. Back in 
1999, the funeral rate was almost the same as the diocesan death rate. This seems logical: If Catholics 
approximate the general population demographically, then one would expect that they would pass away at 
the same rate as the general population. Over the course of the decade, however, the funeral rate has 
climbed higher than the diocesan death rate. In 2010, it was about two points higher. This suggests that 
the Catholic population is aging faster than the general population of the diocese. It is consistent with the 
findings of our earlier age-group analysis of the Catholic population (see Figure 3.23). 

As it now stands, the baptismal rate for the diocese hardly surpasses the funeral rate; there is barely a 
point between them. This rate of increase in the Catholic population is inadequate compensation for the 
effects of outmigration. For Catholics, this outmigration takes two forms. First of all, like every subgroup, 
Catholics in the diocese are susceptible to the phenomenon that more people leave the area than enter. 
Based on figures provided in the “Outmigration” study (see especially p. 15), it is estimated that about 
1,500 Catholics migrated out of the area between 2000 and 2010. By comparison, the diocese’s aggregate 
total for natural increase (that is, baptisms less funerals) over the same time period was about 2,050. 

These figures indicate that the Catholic population should have increased a modest 550 people between 
2000 and 2010. Adding them to the 1,040-or-so people who entered into full communion with the Church 
through RCIA during the period, and we should have an increase of about 1,600. Yet, according to 
numbers from the annual parish self study, the diocese lost about 7,100 (see Figure 3.23). What explains 
the difference? A second type of outmigration, which is specifically Catholic: people who are no longer 
practicing their faith. The erosion of the Catholic population in the last decade together with the 
increasing number of people in the diocese who do not affiliate with any religion (Figures 3.28 and 3.30) 
points to the conclusion that many people in the latter group are former Catholics.  

In our discussion above, we noted that weekly Sunday Mass attendance in the diocese has declined from 
47.2 percent of the population in 2000 to 37.7 percent in 2012 (Figure 3.27). Figure 3.33 provides a more 
in-depth view of sacramental participation in the diocese over the same period. Appreciable declines are 
evident in every sacramental celebration tracked by the parish self study, with the biggest numerical 
losses being incurred in First Communions and Confirmations.  

Figure 3.34 presents the same data, this time as rates to adjust for the decreasing Catholic population over 
the period. Now the funeral rate appears roughly stable over the period; there are no more funerals per 
thousand Catholics in 2012 than there were in 2004. The other sacraments still indicate downward trends. 
This tells us that Catholics’ interest in the sacramental life of their Church is waning across the board. 
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Most disturbing are the considerable declines in the sacraments of initiation, for they represent the future 
of our Church. 

While the present predicament of the diocese is rather sobering, it can also be the occasion for optimism 
through a new-found dedication to the faith. In every age, Jesus Christ places the future of his Church in 
the hands of his faithful people; what becomes of the diocese is largely a matter of the decisions we make. 
Will we respond to his grace and choose those things that will make us happy and holy? With a renewed 
commitment to the Church’s teaching on the importance of marriage and family life, we can again have 
children in sufficient numbers to sustain our Church. With a renewed commitment to learning about our 
faith and sharing it with others, we can become the evangelizing Church that Christ calls us to be. The 
fact that 70,000-or-so people do not ascribe to any religion in our diocese (Figure 3.28) tells us that the 
mission fields of our Church are right outside our doors – and they will produce a great harvest if we are 
willing to share the treasure that we possess. 


