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hen asked to describe the rural United
WStates, people usually mention serene and

sprawling farmlands, rolling hills, open
spaces, and safe, idyllic communities in which to raise
children.' Although there are a lot of acres in rural
America, just 6 percent of rural workers depend on
agriculture. Twenty-two percent depend on manu-
facturing,” and the rest work in retail, sales, health
care, construction, transportation, banking, services,
tourist industries, and government—similar to their
counterparts in cities and suburbs.

As in cities and suburbs, rural living is also
diverse.” It takes place in chronically poor areas, like
Appalachia, the Mississippi Delta, and the “Black Belt”
of Alabama, and in struggling areas in the Pacific
Northwest, Midwest, and Northeast where manufac-
turing has declined and agriculture has consolidated.
It also takes place in amenity-rich areas located on
the edges of urban centers—places such as the Rocky
Mountains and Northern New England—into which
city-dwellers have migrated in search of cleaner air,
lower housing costs, and enhanced recreation.

A large body of research focuses on the divide
between the rural and urban United States. These
studies tell us that poverty is higher in the rural
United States, incomes are lower, and job growth is
nearly non-existent.* But, as demographer Kenneth
Johnson states, “Rural America’ is a deceptively simple
term for a remarkably diverse collection of places.”

In this brief, we provide a glimpse of the economic
and demographic characteristics of life in the rural
United States (see Box 1 on page 3 for definitions of
rural and delineations of income levels). Using data
from the American Community Survey (ACS), we
compare those living in low- and lower-middle-income
counties (counties with average family incomes below
the median for all counties in the United States) to

KEY FINDINGS

. Nearly 75 percent of low-income rural
PP countiesin the United States are in the South.

. Twenty-seven percent of people living in
27% i very-low-income rural counties are black,

i compared to just 1 percent in very-high-
income rural counties.

i Compared to lower-income rural counties,

© higher-income rural counties have a larger

: 1 + share of immigrants but a smaller share of
x * non-native speakers. One-fifth of immigrants

:in low-income rural counties do not speak

: English, compared to just one-twentieth of
: immigrants in high-income rural counties.

PS :People living in poorer rural counties rely
" " . more heavily than those living in more
i well-off rural counties on public-sector

supports, and they are less likely to work.

those living in upper-middle- and high-income coun-
ties. Additionally, we compare counties at the extremes,
where median incomes are in the bottom and top 10
percent of the income distribution.

Low-income rural counties are clustered in the
South, lower-middle- and upper-middle-income rural
counties are clustered in the Midwest, and high-
income rural counties are clustered in the West. Still,
low-, middle-, and high-income rural counties dot
nearly every corner of the United States. In Georgia,
for example, over three-quarters of rural counties are
low income and just 2 percent (and two counties, to
be exact) are high income. In Kansas, as in most states
of the Midwest, almost 80 percent of rural counties
are middle income.
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Our research also reveals that dif-
ferences in income levels coincide
with differences in demographics.
People in low-income rural areas
are less educated and less likely to
be employed, and those who do
work are more likely to do so in
manufacturing and production and
less likely to do so in management,
business, science, arts, recreation,
and entertainment. Their incomes
are also more likely to fall below the
federal poverty line, and they rely
more heavily on public supports.

Low-Income Rural Coun-
ties Are Concentrated
in the South

Figure 1 shows the distribution of
income across rural U.S. counties.
Those in the bottom 10 percent of
the income distribution are clus-
tered in the South. Although just
42 percent of all rural counties are
located in the South, the region

is home to about 75 percent of all
low-income rural counties and

83 percent of all rural, very-low-
income counties, that is, those in
the bottom 10 percent (Table 1
and Figure 1). In contrast, none
of the very-low-income counties
are in the Northeast, and fewer
than 9 percent are in the West and
Midwest, home to 54 percent of all
rural counties.

FIGURE 1. INCOME OF NONMETROPOLITAN COUNTIES, 2011-2015

I Bottom 10 percent

I Low income
Lower-middle-income
Upper-middle-income

™1 High income
I Top 10 percent
[ ] Metropolitan counties

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Sample, 2011-2015
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TABLE 1. GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF NONMETROPOLITAN COUNTIES
BY INCOME OF COUNTY AND BY REGION

ALL LOWER- UPPER-

NONMETRO  BOTTOM Low MIDDLE- ~ MIDDLE- HIGH TOP

COUNTIES 10% INCOME INCOME  INCOME INCOME 10%
Northeast 4% 0% 1% 5% 8% 7% 8%
Midwest 38% 9% 14% 43% 60% 49% 18%
South 42% 83% 75% 36% 18% 15% 15%
West 15% 8% 1% 16% 14% 30% 58%
Total number 1,975 286 673 563 480 259 65

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

Box 1: Definitions

Rural and Urban

We define counties as rural based on the Office of Management and
Budget classification. Urban counties are those located within an urban-
ized core or any adjacent counties that have a “high degree of social and
economic integration with the core”® All other counties are considered
nonmetropolitan or “rural” Of the 3,143 counties in the United States,
1,976 are rural and 1,975 are used in this analysis.’

Family Income Categories

Bottom 10% (very-low-income): The bottom 10 percent of counties
based on median family income. In 2015, these counties had median
incomes below $31,098.

Low income: The bottom 25 percent of counties based on median fam-
ily income (includes those in the bottom 10% category). These counties
had incomes below $38,827.

Lower-middle-income: The 25 percent of counties second from the
bottom based on median family income. These counties had incomes
between $38,827 and $45,111.

Upper-middle-income: The 25 percent of counties second from the top
based on median family income. These counties had incomes between
$45,112 and $52,250.

High income: The top 25 percent of counties based on median family
income (includes those in the top 10% category). These counties had
incomes above $52,250.

Top 10% (very-high-income): The top 10 percent of counties based on
median family income. These counties had incomes above $70,470.

Differences in Education
and Family Structure

As expected, those who live in
lower-income rural counties have
less education than those who live
in higher-income rural counties
(Table 2 on page 4). For example,
21 percent of people living in
low-income rural counties have
less than a high school degree,
compared to just 10 percent of
people living in high-income
rural counties. Single parents are
concentrated in lower-income
rural counties, whereas mar-
ried parents are concentrated in
higher-income rural counties.
Fifteen percent of those living in
low-income counties are single
parents, compared to about 12
percent in middle-income rural
counties and 11 percent in high-
income rural counties.

Fifteen percent of those living in
low-income counties are single
parents, compared to about 12
percent in middle-income rural
counties and 11 percent in high-
income rural counties.
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TABLE 2. DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF RURAL PEOPLE BY COUNTY INCOME LEVEL

COUNTY INCOME QUARTILE
LOWER- UPPER- MEDIAN MEDIAN

ALL RURAL LOW MIDDLE- MIDDLE- HIGH INCOMEIN  INCOME IN
COUNTIES | INCOME INCOME INCOME INCOME | BOTTOM 10% TOP 10%

Age
Under 18 23 23 22 23 23 23 23
18 to 64 60 60 60 60 61 60 63
65 and older 17 17 18 17 16 16 1
Education'
Less than high school 15 21 15 12 10 23 9
High school degree 36 37 37 36 3l 37 28
Some college 30 28 30 31 32 26 32
College degree 18 15 17 20 27 13 31
Family structure?
Married with children 26 23 25 27 2l 22 32
Married without children 50 48 51 51 5l 45 49
Single with children 13 15 13 12 11 17 11
Single without children 11 14 11 9 8 17 8
Current labor force status
Employed 53 46 52 57 62 44 66
Unemployed 5 6 5 4 4 6 4
Not in the labor force 42 48 43 39 34 50 30
Characteristics of those who worked last year3
Full time, full year 60 60 60 61 61 61 62
Less than full time, full year 40 40 40 39 39 39 38
Occupation3
Management, business, science, and arts 29 28 29 30 33 27 34
Service 19 20 19 18 18 20 18
Sales and office 22 22 22 22 22 22 22
Natural resources, construction, and maintenance 12 13 12 12 12 13 14
Production, transportation, and material moving 17 18 18 18 15 19 11
Industry3
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining industries 6 6 5 6 7 6 9
Construction 7 7 7 7 8 7 8
Manufacturing 14 14 14 15 12 14 6
Wholesale trade 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
Retail trade 12 12 12 12 11 12 11
Transportation and warehousing, and utilities 5 5 5 5 {5 5 5
Information 1 1 1 1 2 1 2
Finance and insurance, and real estate and rental and leasing 4 4 4 4 5 4 5
Professional, scientific, and mgt, and administrative and waste mgt services 6 6 5 6 7 6 9
Educational services, and health care and social assistance 24 25 24 23 22 26 20
Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services 9 8 9 8 10 7 12
Other services, except public administration 5 5 5 5 5 5 4
Public administration 5 6 5 5 £ 6 6
Poverty rate 18 25 18 14 1 28 9
Percent burdened by housing costs 27 28 27 26 28 29 28
Percent foreign born 4 3 4 4 5 3 8
Characteristics of the foreign-born population
Citizen 35 30 36 37 40 27 42
Noncitizen 65 70 64 63 60 73 58

Notes: 1. Age 25 years and older. 2. All families. 3. Civilians age 16 and older. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.



Low-Income Rural
Counties Have Fewer
Prime-Age Working Adults

In high-income counties, nearly
three-quarters of prime-age
working adults (age 25 to 54) are
employed, compared to just 59
percent in low-income counties
(Figure 2). These prime-age adults
who are not working may be taking
care of family members, discour-
aged from seeking a job, or unable
to find a job (these data do not
allow us to make these distinc-
tions). As Table 2 shows, the share
of those not in the labor force, that
is, those not employed or seeking
work, is much larger in low-income
counties than in high-income
counties—48 percent compared to
34 percent. This difference is even
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sharper for those living in the most
and least economically advantaged
rural counties. Half of all people in
very-low-income rural counties are
out of the labor force, compared to
just 30 percent of those in very-
high-income rural counties.
Compared to people living in
very-high-income rural counties,
those living in very-low-income rural
counties are more likely to work in
manufacturing (14 percent compared
to just 6 percent). In contrast, those
in high-income counties are more
likely to work in the arts, entertain-
ment, and recreation (12 percent
compared to 7 percent). Over a third
of all people living in high-income
rural counties work in management,
business, and science, compared to
just over a quarter of those living in
low-income rural counties.

FIGURE 2. PERCENT OF NONMETRO PRIME-AGE WORKING ADULTS (25-54)
WHO ARE EMPLOYED, BY INCOME OF COUNTY

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Bottom Lower- Upper- High Top
10% income middle- middle- income 10%
income income

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

Those Living in Poorer
Rural Counties Rely More
Heavily on Public-Sector
Supports

The poverty rate is higher in
low-income rural counties. One-
quarter of people in low-income
rural areas live below the official
federal poverty line, compared to
just 11 percent in high-income
rural areas (Table 2). The poverty
rate in very-low-income rural
counties is three times higher than
it is in very-high-income rural
counties (28 percent compared
to 9 percent). Residents in lower-
income counties tend to rely more
heavily on the social safety net.
The federal Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC) is one of the
most important anti-poverty
programs for low-income working
Americans.® In 2015, the aver-
age federal EITC was $3,186 for
a family with children, enough
to lift 9.8 million people out of
poverty.” Those who receive the
credit tend to use it to meet short-
term expenses, such as rent or car
repairs.'” The credit is particu-
larly important to rural families
because they are more likely to
work in low-wage jobs'' and have
higher rates of child poverty.'? As
Figure 3 shows, nearly a third of
rural people in low-income coun-
ties and 36 percent of those in
very-low-income counties claim
the EITC."
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In 2013, nearly 16 percent of all
rural households received benefits
under the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP),
which helps to reduce hunger
and food insecurity among low-
income individuals.'" In our study;,
40 percent living in very-low-
income rural counties received
SNAP, compared to just 11 percent
of those in very-high-income
rural counties (Figure 4). Those
in upper-middle-income coun-
ties were also less likely to receive
SNAP than those in lower-middle-
income counties (22 percent com-
pared to 28 percent).'

Over the past decade, the share
of children covered by private
health insurance has declined
while the share covered by public
health insurance has expanded,
providing access for those who
would have previously gone unin-
sured.'® Private insurance covers
most children living in high-
income and upper-middle-income
rural counties (Figure 5), while
the majority of children in lower-
income rural counties are cov-
ered by public health insurance.
Looking at the income extremes,
58 percent of children in very-
low-income rural counties receive
public health insurance, compared
to just 23 percent in very-high-
income counties.

In sum, the EITC, SNAP, and
public health insurance are par-
ticularly important to those living
in less affluent rural regions of the
United States.

FIGURE 3. PERCENT OF NONMETRO TAX RETURNS WITH EITC, BY INCOME
OF COUNTY
Top 10% 13
High income 15
Upper-middle-income 18
Lower-middle-income 23

Low income 31

Bottom 10% 36

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

FIGURE 4. PERCENT OF NONMETRO HOUSEHOLDS REPORTING SNAP RECEIPT,
BY INCOME OF COUNTY

Top 10%

High income
Upper-middle-income
Lower-middle-income
Low income

Bottom 10% 40

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

FIGURE 5. NONMETRO CHILDREN’S HEALTH INSURANCE, BY INCOME OF COUNTY

M Percent private Il Percent public Percent not insured

70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Bottom Lower- Upper- High Top
10% income middle- middle- income 10%
income income

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.



Racial-Ethnic Background,
Citizenship, and English
Language Proficiency

Racial residential segregation
persists in both the urban and
rural United States. As Figures 6
and 7 show, black people are nine
times more likely to be living in
low-income rural counties than
in high-income ones (18 percent
compared to 2 percent). In con-
trast, in the urban United States
black people are three times more
likely to be living in low-income
counties than in high-income ones
(28 percent compared to 10 per-
cent). It is not the case, however,
that only black people are experi-
encing poverty: most people living
in very-low-income rural counties
are white. But because of institu-
tionalized racial inequality, black
people are more likely to be stuck
in chronically poor rural areas.
Foreign-born individuals are
more likely to live in higher-
income than in lower-income
rural counties. In other words,
there are fewer immigrants in
low-income rural areas. A recent
poll found that rural residents
are much more likely than urban
residents to believe that immi-
grants are a burden to the United
States,!” and one reason for this
attitude may be lack of social
contact: those who live in com-
munities with more foreign-born
people may be more accepting of
them. As Table 2 shows, 8 percent
of people living in very-high-
income rural counties are foreign-
born, compared to just 3 percent
living in very-low-income rural
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FIGURE 6. PERCENT WHITE IN NONMETRO UNITED STATES, BY INCOME

OF COUNTY

Top 10%

High income
Upper-middle-income
Lower-middle-income
Low income

Bottom 10%

81

86

86

60

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

FIGURE 7. PERCENT BLACK AND HISPANIC IN NONMETRO UNITED STATES,

BY INCOME OF COUNTY

Top 10%

High income

Upper-middle-income

Lower-middle-income

Low income

Bottom 10%

Hispanic
M Black

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

counties. Further, 73 percent of
foreign-born people in very-low-
income rural counties are not citi-
zens, compared to 58 percent in
very-high-income rural counties,
and foreign-born people in very-
low-income rural counties are less
likely to speak English or to speak
English well (Figure 8).

Seventy-three percent of foreign-
born people in very-low-income
rural counties are not citizens,
compared to 58 percent in very-
high-income rural counties.
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FIGURE 8. ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY OF FOREIGN-BORN NONMETRO

PEOPLE, BY INCOME OF COUNTY Rural Support for Presi-

dent Trump Highest in

| Does not speak English [l Does not speak English well [l Speaks English well . .
Middle-Income Counties

100
The relationship between voting

90 and income in rural areas is com-

80 plicated.' In a recent report, Scala

70 and Johnson noted that “Rural
America is not the undifferenti-

60 ated Republican bastion depicted by

50 commentators.”'’ They found that

0 Republican candidates do best in
rural areas dominated by farming,

30 whereas Democratic candidates do

20 best in rural counties dominated by

10 recreation (such as ski resorts). Our
research builds on this work and

0 e

finds that people living in middle-

Bottom Lower- Upper- High Top income rural counties were slightly
10% income middle- middle- income 10% likel for th
income income more likely to vote for the 2016

Republican presidential candidate
than were either those living in
low-income or high-income rural

FIGURE 9. PERCENT OF NONMETRO RESIDENTS WHO VOTED FOR THE 2016  counties. Differences in voter turn-

REPUBLICAN PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE, BY INCOME OF COUNTY out across counties could account for
these differences, but nevertheless, as

70 Figure 9 shows, 71 percent of those

60 living in rural lower-middle-income
counties and 68 percent of those

50 living in rural upper-middle-income

40 counties voted for President Trump,
compared to just 64 and 65 percent

5 of those in low-income and high-

20 income counties. Although President

10 Trump received the majority of votes
in rural low-, middle-, and high-

0 . . .

income counties, he did somewhat

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015.

Bottom Lower- Upper- High Top . . s .
10% income middle- middle- income 10% better in middle-income counties.
income income

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey five-year sample, 2011-2015; U.S. Presidential
Election Data, 2016.



Implications for Rural
Families and Children

This brief compares affluent to less
affluent rural counties. It shows
that differences in the rural United
States tend to fall along income
lines. Compared to those living in
higher-income areas, those liv-

ing in lower-income rural areas

are less educated and less likely to
be employed, and those who are
employed are more likely to work in
production and manufacturing and
less likely to work in management,
business, sciences, the arts, and
recreation. They also depend more
heavily on public-sector supports.
In short, our research contradicts
the dominant image of a homog-
enous rural United States.

What does this mean for rural
children and families? Nutritional
assistance, public health insurance,
and the EITC are most highly used
among those living in low-income
rural counties, and cutbacks in
federal safety net programs and the
proposed repeal of the Affordable
Care Act (ACA) may disproportion-
ately harm low-income people in the
rural United States. The ACA led to
the lowest percentage of uninsured
Americans on record,? and rural
people experienced gains in coverage
that were as large, if not more sub-
stantial, than Americans elsewhere.
Although policy makers tend to focus
on people living in the urban United
States, our results show that those
living in the rural United States, and
particularly in low-income counties,
may have even more to gain from
public health insurance and other
social safety-net programs.
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Data

The data for this project come from
the 2011-2015 five-year sample of
the American Community Survey
(ACS). The ACS is a yearly, 1 per-
cent sample of all U.S. households
that includes various sociodemo-
graphic indicators. The five-year
sample used in this brief describes
the period between January 2011
and December 2015.
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