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DATA: HOME FOR THE HOLIDAYS EDITION 
“Over the river and through the woods...” so 
begins a refrain that many of us relate to this 
time of the year. We at the CARPC Data 
Desk decided to channel the holiday spirit for 
our December data presentation. For many, 
this time of year is about getting together 
and celebrating with family and friends. But 
how we are celebrating and who we are 
celebrating with has changed from the lyrics 
of many of those holiday songs of yore. Data 
confirm that many of the national trends in 
household composition, family ancestry, and 
household mobility are occurring in our 
region as well. Below we look at “Table DP02” of the ACS 1-Year estimates and highlight factors 
like households, families, and ancestry that are changing in Dane County. Along the way we will 
have a little fun trying to relate it back to the holiday season now upon us. 

Over the River and through the Woods… 

News stories abound every holiday 
season about how many people are 
traveling—and the distances they 
travel—to be home for the holidays. 
While the ACS lacks data on travelling 
for the holidays specifically, it does 
contain information about where people 
are from. Half a century ago, only two 
in ten people living in Wisconsin were 
born outside of Wisconsin.1 There is a 
good chance that travelling “home for 
the holidays” meant intra-state travel, 
if not just over the river and through 
the woods to grandfather’s house. 
Today, three in ten people living in 
Wisconsin are originally from outside 
the state. In our region, four out of 
every ten people were born outside of 
the state, three from elsewhere in the 
US and one from outside the country.2 
This is a significant change from 50 
years ago.  

  

                                                           
1 1970 US Census of Population 
2 Or Born in Puerto Rico, U.S. Island areas, or born abroad to American parent(s). 

 

Over the river and through the woods 

To Grandfather's house we go. 

The horse knows the way 

To carry the sleigh 

Through white and drifted snow. 

-Traditional 
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…to Grandfather’s House We Go 

Family over the past half century 
has also changed a great deal on 
the national scale. The number of 
people who have never married or 
currently live with a partner has 
increased while average household 
and family sizes have decreased. 
Those who choose to have children 
are having fewer and having them 
later in life. These trends are also 
observable in Dane County. The 
average family size in 1970 was 
3.6; today, it is 2.9 persons. 
Average household size decreased 
from 3.1 to 2.3 persons over the 
same period.  

The age breakdown of Dane County residents has also shifted. Just ten years ago, around 16% of 
households had one or more residents over 65 years old. Today, 23% of the households in Dane 
County have one or more residents over 65. Households with children under 18 make up around 
29.8% of all residences today whereas they made up around 27% of residences just 10 years ago. 

Holiday Traditions 

For many of our celebrations this 
time of year, the emphasis is on 
tradition. Those traditions can be 
heavily influenced by where our 
ancestors were from. Here again, 
the data show changes in the 
cultural makeup of our state and 
the region we call home.  

Our state has a long and proud 
history of immigration. Early 
immigrants from Germany, 
Scandinavia, and the British Isles 
in particular contributed their 
holiday traditions to those 
celebrated in our region today.  

  

 

 

I met a man who lives in Tennessee 

He was headin' for, Pennsylvania, and some home-made 
pumpkin pie 

From Pennsylvania, folks are travelin' down to Dixie's 
sunny shore 

From Atlantic to Pacific, gee, the traffic is terrific 

-Perry Como, “There’s No Place Like Home for the 
Holidays” 
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In 2008, 41.1% of county 
residents claimed some German 
ancestry. About 13% claimed 
Norwegian ancestry. A decade 
later, 34.1% percent and 10.5% 
of residents respectively claimed 
those ancestries. The change is 
the result of two factors: fewer 
people with those backgrounds 
and an increase in people with 
other ancestries.  

Unfortunately, the table “DP02” 
does not include detailed 
breakdowns for non-European 
countries. For a look at how 
other parts of the globe 
influence the make-up of our 
county, we need to look at table 
“DP05” which covers Race and 
Ethnicity. 

Persons who identified as Hispanic or Latino made up around 5% of the county’s population ten 
years ago. Asian residents accounted for about 4.5% of the population. Currently, each of these 
groups is between 6% and 6.5% of the population. Persons of color accounted for roughly 15% of 
the county population a decade ago. They are now over 20% of the population. As a result, their 
traditions too have become a larger part of our region’s holiday hustle and bustle. 

No matter how you celebrate this time of year, we hope you will spend it with family and 
friends. Safe travels and happy holidays! 

We also hope that you take a moment this time of year to think about data! The United 
States Census Bureau releases the previous year’s estimate of the American Community 
Survey (ACS) annually in late autumn. The ACS 1-Year product covers counties and large 
cities; the ACS 5-Year product covers all cities, villages, and towns. There is a wide range 
of data that are available on many topics pertinent to local governance.  

Over the coming months we will be adding ACS 1- and 5-Year data to the resources 
available on our website and publishing Tableau workbooks on key topics to our Tableau 
Public account. We plan to maintain and update these data in the coming years. 
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