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*DRU stands for California Department of Finance Demographic Research Unit



Just 3 years into its forecast, DRU already overestimated 
California’s population by over 1.4 million by 2023. 
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The actual 2021 population figure was extrapolated as being half way between the 
2020 and 2022 actual ones.  This estimation has no impact on the finding that DRU’s 
estimate is over 1.4 million too high or 3.6% above the actual figure in 2023.  This is a 
gigantic error just 3 years into the forecast.  
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DRU ignored the impact of COVID and Work From Home.  That’s even though DRU 
published its forecast in July of 2021, already 16 months into the COVID and WFH era. 
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This 2023 data discloses figures 
for the State and the 15 largest 
counties.  We also added Marin 
County.  

DRU’s overestimation at the 
County level is volatile ranging 
from 0.9% for Sacramento 
County to 8.5% for San Francisco 
County. 
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This table discloses information on the change over the 2020 – 2023 period. 



Why is DRU’s forecast way off?  
It way overestimated migration 
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The actual estimates were derived by using the population figures, DRU’s own natural growth forecast 
(that is very reasonable), and calculating the resulting migration rates that would reconcile with the 
mentioned population figures.  As a result, these migration rates are not exact; but, they are 
directionally most representative.  Whether, the yearly migration rates are off by 10 or 20 basis points, 
does not matter.  We know for sure that they had to reach down into record negative levels for 
California’s population to decrease as rapidly as it did between 2020 and 2023. 
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The DRU migration rate forecast is highly 
unrealistic (red line).  Instead, of record 
negative migration rates over the 2020 – 
2023 period, it shows a rapid rebound after 
2019.  Migration reaches near historical 
record level at 0.28% by 2024 (record in 
data going back to 2009 is 0.29% in 2011).  
The migration forecast then keeps on rising 
to 0.31% much above actual figures in the 
historical data.  And, it remains close to that 
level till 2060.   

The DRU natural growth rate forecast is very 
reasonable (blue line).  It reflects California 
ongoing population aging.  It turns negative 
in 2037; and, it becomes increasingly 
negative out to 2060.  
  

The migration forecast is highly unrealistic relative to California’s own history 
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The migration forecast is highly unrealistic relative to California’s own history 

This is just a statistical approach to 
convey how unrealistic the DRU 
migration rates are. 

The DRU (2020 – 2030) migration rate bottom 5th percentile at 0.08% is 2 x higher than the Median  
(50th percentile) during the history (2009 – 2023). 

The DRU (2020 – 2060) migration rate bottom 5th percentile at 0.17% is much higher than the 75th percentile  
of 0.14% during the history (2009 – 2023). 
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The migration forecast is highly unrealistic relative to the US

The DRU migration forecast 
suggests it will bounce right back up 
and track the US medium level 
scenario from the UN Population 
Division.  But, during the history 
(2009 – 2019), California’s 
migration rate is far lower than the 
US.  

Remember WFH affects California.  
But, it does not affect the US. 



Over the long term DRU’s overstating California’s 
population growth is likely to grow much above the 
current level of 1.4 million. 
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Exploring California population scenarios using specified percentiles migration 
rates levels 

We used 2020 – 2023 actual population figures, DRU’s natural growth forecast, and migration rates at 
different migration percentile levels.  Remember, the migration rate Median or 50th percentile is 0.04%; 
and the 95th percentile is at 0.20%.  We also assumed that the migration rates increase from deep into 
negative territory in 2023 to 0% by 2026; and they reach their constant level at a specified percentile by 
2028.   

The DRU forecast with 
unrealistic migration rates 
comes in way higher than 
any of the scenarios using 
migration rate percentile 
levels. 
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Resulting DRU population forecast in excess of migration percentiles 
scenarios

DRU’s overestimation of 
California’s population could 
increase from 1.4 million in 2023 
to about 2.4 million by 2030 and 
3.2 – 5.8 million by 2060. 

DRU’s overestimation of 
California’s population could 
increase from 3.6% in 2023 to 
about 6.0% by 2030 and 7.7% to 
15.1% by 2060. 

If a forecast is already off by 3.6% by the third year, it is not a stretch of the imagination that this forecast 
would be off by 6% by the 10th year (2030) and by 7.7% to 15.1% by the 40th year (2060). 



Appendix I:  
California demographics history before COVID & WFH
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California’s demographic history is distinguished by 3 very different periods

The Boom years (1950 – 1989).  During this period California grew a lot faster than the US. 
Convergence (1990 – 2004).  California’s growth slowed down and converged towards US level.
Down (2005 – 2020).  California’s population slowed down further and is now much lower than the US.   

When we will get updated data till 2023, there is little doubt that California’s population will show a far 
more rapid decline over recent years than the US due to the impact of WFH.  
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Visual data on the 3 periods

Graph 1: Total.  This graph is interesting 
because it hides the relative slow down in 
California’s population growth vs. the US.  It is 
only when you split the time series into the 3 
distinct periods that you see what is going on.  

In summary, till 1989 California grew a lot faster 
than the US.  Since 2005, it has grown much 
slower than the US.  

And, after 2020 (beyond this data set) 
California’s population has most probably 
shrunk a lot faster than the US (WFH impact).  
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Data source: 

For California: 
California Department of Finance Demographic Research Unit
https://dof.ca.gov/Forecasting/Demographics/

For the US: 
Our World in Data
https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/population-and-
demography?facet=none&Metric=Population&Sex=Both+sexes&Age+group=Total&Proje
ction+Scenario=None&country=~USA

https://dof.ca.gov/Forecasting/Demographics/
https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/population-and-demography?facet=none&Metric=Population&Sex=Both+sexes&Age+group=Total&Projection+Scenario=None&country=~USA
https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/population-and-demography?facet=none&Metric=Population&Sex=Both+sexes&Age+group=Total&Projection+Scenario=None&country=~USA
https://ourworldindata.org/explorers/population-and-demography?facet=none&Metric=Population&Sex=Both+sexes&Age+group=Total&Projection+Scenario=None&country=~USA

