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Emerging and continuing trends 

• Great Recession of 2007-09 remains context 
– The rural population showed almost no change in 

the most recent year after declining for several 
years in the aftermath of the recession 

– Rural employment has grown but is still well 
below pre-recession levels 

– Adult educational attainment continues long-term 
upward trend 

– Poverty rates remain near post-recession highs 
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About one in seven Americans now 
lives in a rural area 

 
• Rural and nonmetropolitan used as synonyms 

Rural population over 46 million in 2015 
• This was about 14 percent of the total U.S 

population 
 



4 

Rural areas have generally seen slower population growth than 
urban areas since the early 1980s 
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Recent population decline in rural 
America 

• Rural population fell by an average of 33,000 a 
year  between 2010 and 2014 

• 2015 saw almost no change in rural 
population, with an estimated further decline 
of 4,000 

• Urban population has been growing by more 
than 2 million per year 
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Population grew in scenic areas and energy boom counties while 
other rural areas declined 
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Recent rural population trends reflect a slow rate of 
natural increase combined with substantial 

outmigration 
 

• Population change = Natural increase  + Net 
migration 
– Natural increase = Births – Deaths 
– Net migration = Inmigration - Outmigration 
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Outmigration and a slow rate of natural increase 
result in overall rural population decline 
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Many rural counties experienced natural 
decrease between 2010 and 2015 

 
• Between 2010 and 2015 there were 265,000  more 

births than deaths in rural areas 
• This was more than offset by net outmigration of 

401,000 
• 914 rural counties saw more deaths than births 

between 2010 and 2015 
– For 284 of these counties, this was the first sustained 

period of natural decrease on record 
– In some areas, these decreases reflect inmigration of 

retirees 
– In other areas, decreases reflect outmigration of young 

adults 
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Natural decrease counties are widespread in 
rural America  
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Rural employment has risen in the last several 
years 

 
 

 

Source:  USDA, Economic Research Service analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LAUS) data, seasonally adjusted.   
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Adult employment share remains below pre-
recession levels 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using employment from Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics and population from U.S. 
Census Bureau 
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Rural and urban unemployment rates have 
declined together since the recession 

 
   
 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using employment from Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics 
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Educational attainment rates have risen in both 
rural and urban areas 

Educational attainment for adults ages 25 and older 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2000 
Census and 2014 American Community Survey 
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Rural educational attainment levels in 2014 were lower for most 
racial and ethnic minorities than for Whites 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau 2014 American Community Survey 
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Educational attainment reduces the risk of unemployment 
 

Rural Unemployment Rates by Educational 
Attainment, Adults Ages 25-64  

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau, Current Population Surveys, 2007-14 
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Educational attainment is associated with higher earnings, but 
the returns to education are greater in urban areas 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the U.S. Census Bureau 
2014 American Community Survey 
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Rural poverty remained near post-recession highs in 2014 

Source:  Calculated by USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey for 1974-2008 and annual 
American Community Survey estimates for 2009-14. 
Note: Estimated rates based on official Census Bureau poverty measure. 
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Poverty rates are highest for female-headed families 

Source:  USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the American Community 
Survey, 1-year estimates, 2007 and 2014 
Note: Estimated rates based on official Census Bureau poverty measure. 
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Poverty rates are higher for children 
than for adults 

• The poverty status of children depends on the 
size, income, and composition of their families 

• Poverty rates rose substantially for both 
children and working-age adults between 
2007 and 2014 
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Poverty rates rose for rural children and working age adults 
during the recession and start of the recovery 

Source:  USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the 
American Community Survey, 1-year estimates, 2007-2014 
Note: Estimated rates based on official Census Bureau poverty 
measure. 
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Deep poverty has also risen since 2007 

• Families with an income less than half of the 
poverty level are considered to be in deep 
poverty 

• In 2007, nearly one in ten rural children lived in 
such families; by 2014, this figure was more than 
1 in 9 

• The proportion of working-age adults who were 
in deep poverty was about one-third lower, but 
also rose markedly between 2007 and 2014 
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Poverty rates for most racial and ethnic groups remain above 
pre-recession levels 

Source:  USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the American Community 
Survey, 1-year estimates, 2007 and 2014 
Note: Estimated rates based on official Census Bureau poverty measure. 
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Conclusions 
• Rural areas have seen recent improvements in employment and 

unemployment 
• Declining labor market participation has also contributed to 

falling unemployment during the period since the Great 
Recession 

• Educational attainment rates are rising in rural areas, but urban 
areas are making greater gains in the proportion of adults 
completing 4 or more years of college 

• Poverty rates in rural areas began to decline in 2014, but remain 
near post-recession highs   

• Child poverty rates also fell in 2014 
• Family structure, ethnicity and overall labor market conditions are 

all strongly associated with poverty rates 
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Questions?   

• Contact  
– Lorin Kusmin (lkusmin@ers.usda.gov) 202-694-

5429 

mailto:lkusmin@ers.usda.gov
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