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Abstract

The promotion of recreation and tourism has been both praised and criticized as a
rural development strategy.  This study uses regression analysis to assess the
effect of recreation and tourism development on socioeconomic conditions in
rural recreation counties. The findings imply that recreation and tourism develop-
ment contributes to rural well-being, increasing local employment, wage levels,
and income, reducing poverty, and improving education and health. But
recreation and tourism development is not without drawbacks, including higher
housing costs. Local effects also vary significantly, depending on the type of
recreation area.  
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Summary
With their high rates of growth, rural recreation counties represent one of
the main rural success stories of recent years. During the 1990s, these
places—whose amenities attract permanent residents as well as seasonal
residents and tourists—averaged 20-percent population growth, about three
times that of other nonmetropolitan counties, and 24-percent employment
growth, more than double the rate of other nonmetro counties. However,
tourism- and recreation-based development has been viewed as having nega-
tive as well as positive economic and social impacts, leading some local
officials to question recreation development strategies. 

What Is the Issue?

Critics argue that the tourism industry—consisting mainly of hotels, restau-
rants, and other service-oriented businesses—offers seasonal, unskilled,
low-wage jobs that depress local wages and income. As more of a county’s
workforce is employed in these jobs, tourism could increase local poverty
and adversely affect the levels of education, health, and other aspects of
community welfare. Meanwhile, the rapid growth associated with this devel-
opment could strain the local infrastructure, leading to problems such as
road congestion. 

On the other hand, if tourism and recreational development attracts signifi-
cant numbers of seasonal and permanent residents, it could change the
community for the better. For example, the new residents could spark a
housing boom and demand more goods and services, resulting in a more
diversified economy with more high-paying jobs. Even low-paid recreation
workers could benefit if better employment became available. Income levels
could rise, along with levels of education, health, and other measures of
community welfare, and poverty rates could be expected to decline. 

This study quantifies the most important socioeconomic impacts of rural
tourism and recreational development. 

What Did the Study Find?

Rural tourism and recreational development results in generally improved
socioeconomic well-being, though significant variations were observed for
different types of recreation counties. 

Rural tourism and recreational development leads to higher employment
growth rates and a higher percentage of working-age residents who are
employed. Earnings and income levels are also positively affected. Although
the cost of living is increased by higher housing costs, the increase offsets
only part of the income advantage.  

Rural tourism and recreational development results in lower local poverty
rates and improvements in other social conditions, such as local educational
attainment and health (measured by mortality rates). Although rates of
serious crimes are elevated with this kind of development, this may be
misleading because tourists and seasonal residents, while included as
victims in the crime statistics, are not included in the base number of resi-
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dents. Rapid growth brings its own challenges, particularly pressures on
infrastructure. The one growth-strain measure examined in the study,
commuting time to work, revealed little evidence of traffic congestion in
rural recreation areas.

Rural recreation counties have not benefited equally. Rural counties with ski
resorts were among the wealthiest, healthiest, and best educated places in
the study, while those with reservoir lakes or those located in the southern
Appalachian mountains were among the poorest and least educated. Rural
casino counties had relatively high rates of employment growth and large
increases in earnings during the 1990s. 

How Was the Study Conducted?

The study assessed the effect of recreation and tourism development on 311
rural U.S. counties identified by ERS as dependent on recreation and
tourism. The findings here, showing largely positive effects, pertain mainly
to places already dependent on recreational development. Counties just
beginning to build a tourism- and recreation-based economy may not benefit
to the same extent.

The authors used multiple regression analysis to determine the degree to
which socioeconomic indicators in the 311 counties had been affected by
recreational development. The key variable in the regression analysis was
recreation dependency, a composite measure reflecting the percentage of
local income, employment, and housing directly attributable to tourism and
recreation. For each socioeconomic indicator in the study, two regressions
were computed to explain intercounty variations—one for a single point in
time (1999 or 2000) and one for variations in changes that occurred during
the 1990s. A descriptive analysis, supplementing the regression analysis,
compared recreation and other nonmetro county means for each of the
socioeconomic indicators and trends, and then made socioeconomic
comparisons among the different types of rural recreation counties.
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Introduction
While the economies of many rural areas in the United States have been
sluggish in recent years, rural communities that have stressed recreation
and tourism have experienced significant growth.1 This has not gone unno-
ticed by local officials and development organizations, which have increas-
ingly turned to recreation and tourism as a vehicle for development.
However, not all observers are convinced that the benefits of this approach
are worth the costs. There are concerns about the quality of the jobs
created, rising housing costs, and potential adverse impacts on poverty,
crime, and other social conditions.2 This report assesses the validity of
these concerns by analyzing recent data on a wide range of socioeconomic
conditions and trends in U.S. rural recreation areas. The purpose is to gain
a better understanding of how recreation and tourism development affects
rural well-being. 

Recreation and tourism development has potential advantages and disadvan-
tages for rural communities.  Among the advantages, recreation and tourism
can add to business growth and profitability. Landowners can benefit from
rising land values. Growth can create jobs for those who are unemployed or
underemployed, and this can help raise some of them out of poverty. Recre-
ation and tourism can help diversify an economy, making the economy less
cyclical and less dependent on the ups and downs of one or two industries.
It also gives underemployed manufacturing workers and farmers a way to
supplement their incomes and remain in the community. Benefiting from
growing tax revenues and growth-induced economies of scale, local govern-
ments may be able to improve public services. In addition, local residents
may gain access to a broader array of private sector goods and services,
such as medical care, shopping, and entertainment. While other types of
growth can have similar benefits, rural recreation and tourism development
may provide greater diversification, and, for many places, it may be easier
to achieve than other kinds of development—such as high-tech develop-
ment—because it does not require a highly educated workforce.

Many of the potential disadvantages of recreation-related development are
associated with the rapid growth that these counties often experience; on
average, “recreation counties” grew by 20 percent during the 1990s, nearly
three times as fast as other rural counties. Rapid growth from any cause can
erode local natural amenities, for example, by despoiling scenic views.
Cultural amenities, such as historic sites, can also be threatened. Growth can
lead to pollution and related health problems, higher housing costs, road
congestion, and more crowded schools, and it may strain the capacity of
public services. Small businesses can be threatened by growth-induced “big-
box” commercial development, and farms can be burdened by increased
property taxes. In addition, newcomers might have different values than
existing residents, leading to conflicts over land use and public policies.
Growth can also erode residents’ sense of place, which might reduce support
for local institutions, schools, and public services. 

Aside from these general growth-related issues, some specific problems
have been linked to tourism and recreation industries. These include the
potential for higher poverty rates associated with low-wage, unskilled
workers who are attracted to the area to work in hotels, restaurants, and

1In this report, “tourism” and
“recreation” refer to the development
process in which tourists, seasonal res-
idents, and permanent residents are
attracted to the community to take part
in recreation and leisure activities. 

2For a good overall discussion of
the benefits as well as the liabilities of
recreation and tourism as a rural
development strategy, see Gibson
(1993), Galston and Baehler (1995),
or Marcouiller and Green (2000).
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recreation sites. Higher poverty rates could lead to various other social prob-
lems, including higher crime rates, lower levels of education, more health
problems, and higher costs of providing public services.

With this mix of positive and negative impacts, it is understandable why
experts on development policy may be uncertain about the value of rural
tourism and recreation development strategies. Hence, it is important that
policymakers have access to information about the nature and extent of the
socioeconomic impacts of this type of development. 

Past research has examined some of the impacts (Brown, 2002). Much of
that research, however, is in the form of case studies, with only a few empir-
ical studies examining nationwide rural impacts, such as the articles by
English et al. (2000) and Deller et al. (2001). English et al. examined the
impact of tourism on a variety of measures of local socioeconomic condi-
tions (local income, employment, housing, economic structure, and demo-
graphic characteristics). Deller and his colleagues examined recreational
amenities (including recreational infrastructure), local government finances,
labor supply characteristics, and demographic demand characteristics, esti-
mating their effects upon the growth of local population, employment, and
income.

Our research used an approach similar to that of English and his colleagues,
which identified a group of tourism-dependent counties and then used
regression analysis to estimate the effect of tourism on various indicators of
local rural conditions. Using the new ERS typology of rural recreation coun-
ties developed by Kenneth Johnson and Calvin Beale (2002), we identified
differences between rural recreation counties and other nonmetro counties
for various indicators of economic and social well-being.3 We also exam-
ined socioeconomic variations by type of recreation county.  We then used
regression analysis to test statistically for the effect that dependence on
recreation (including tourism and seasonal resident recreation) has on local
socioeconomic conditions. Details about the regression analysis are
provided in the appendix.

We hoped to shed light on several important questions about this develop-
ment strategy. Among these are:

� How does rural recreation development affect residents’ ability to 
find jobs? 

� How are local wages and incomes affected? 

� How does recreation development affect housing costs and local cost 
of living?

� What effect does recreation development have on local social problems 
such as crime, congestion, and poverty?

� How are education and health affected?

� How do various types of recreation areas differ in socioeconomic 
characteristics?

3We also examined fiscal and eco-
nomic conditions in earlier research
(Reeder and Brown, 2004), but our fis-
cal findings were not easy for us to
interpret, so we excluded them from
this report.



4We also excluded several counties
that had been metropolitan in the
1980s but had lost their metropolitan
status by 1993.
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What Is a Recreation County?

In 1998, Beale and Johnson identified 285 nonmetropolitan recreation coun-
ties based on empirical measures of recreation activity, including levels of
employment and income in tourism-related industries and the presence of
seasonal housing (Beale and Johnson, 1998). They modified and expanded
their typology a few years later (Johnson and Beale, 2002). Their 2002
typology identified 329 recreation counties that fell into 11 categories,
varying by geographic location, natural amenities, and form of recreation. It
is this typology that ERS has adopted as its recreation county typology. We
used the 2002 typology, which covered only nonmetropolitan counties. To
simplify our analysis, we excluded Alaska and Hawaii.4 This reduced the
number of recreation counties in our study to 311.

One of the advantages of this typology is that it includes not only places
with significant tourism-related activity but also those with a significant
number of seasonal residents. (See box on next page, “How Were Recre-
ation Counties Identified?”) Like tourists, most seasonal residents are
attracted by opportunities for recreation, including some who come simply
to relax in a scenic rural setting. In theory, seasonal residents should have a
bigger economic impact on the local community than tourists because they
stimulate the housing industry and their season-long presence significantly
increases the demand for a wide range of local goods and services. In addi-
tion, seasonal residents often later become permanent residents. Because
many seasonal residents first came to the area as tourists, it is difficult, if
not impossible, to separate the long-term impact of tourists from seasonal
residents. Our use of the ERS typology, which covers both tourism and
seasonal recreational/residential development, thus seems ideal for esti-
mating the long-term, overall impacts of tourism and recreation combined. 

Another advantage of this typology is that it is derived from a continuous
variable—a weighted average of tourism and seasonal housing dependence
(see box on next page). In theory, this continuous variable may be used
more effectively to estimate impacts than a simple recreation/other
nonmetro dichotomous variable because it allows us to examine variations
in the extent of recreation. Similarly, the different types of recreation coun-
ties in the Johnson/Beale typology can be used to further elucidate and esti-
mate the impacts of recreational activity on local socioeconomic conditions.

General Characteristics of Recreation Counties

The 311 recreation counties in our study are located in 43 States, but tend to
be concentrated in the West, the Upper Great Lakes, and the Northeast (fig.
1). In the West, this reflects the ample opportunities for hiking, mountain
climbing, fishing, and wintertime sports found in the many national parks
and ski resorts there. By contrast, the high concentration of recreation coun-
ties in the Upper Great Lakes and Northeast—especially in New England
and Upstate New York—is largely due to the popularity of long-established
second homes in areas with lakes. Many of these areas also have significant
wintertime recreation activities, including snowmobiling and skiing. Not
surprisingly, recreation counties score higher (4.25) on ERS’ natural ameni-
ties index than other nonmetro counties (3.34).5

5The ERS natural amenities index
ranges from 1 to 7, encompassing six
measures of natural amenities, cover-
ing climate (temperature and humidi-
ty), topographic variation (such as
mountains), and water area.  Data for
this index are available at
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/Natural
Amenities.
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Data from the 2000 Census reveal that recreation and other nonmetro coun-
ties average similar population sizes (table 1).6 However, during the last
decade, the population of recreation counties has grown almost three times
as fast (20 percent vs. 7 percent, on average). Recreation counties also have
relatively low population densities, and more of their residents tend to live
in rural parts of the county (those with less than 2,500 population).

Using the ERS 1993 county economic and policy typologies (Cook and
Mizer, 1994), we found that the economies in recreational counties were
generally more diverse than in other nonmetro counties. For example, only
30 percent of recreation counties were highly dependent on a single major
industry (agriculture, mining, or manufacturing), while 58 percent of other
nonmetro counties were highly dependent on just one of these industries.
Recreation counties also were slightly less dependent on neighboring coun-
ties for employment; only 13 percent of recreation counties were identified
as commuting counties (with a high percentage of their resident workforce
commuting outside the county for employment), compared with 17 percent
of other nonmetro counties. 

We also found that about a third (32 percent) of recreation counties were
retirement-destination places vs. only 4 percent of other nonmetro counties.

How Were Recreation Counties Identified? 

The 2002 Johnson/Beale typology covered only nonmetropolitan counties,

using the 1993 Office of Management and Budget (OMB) definitions of

metropolitan areas. Johnson and Beale began by examining a sample of well-

known recreation areas to determine which economic indicators were most

appropriate for identifying other such counties. They then computed the

percentage share of wage and salary employment from the Census Bureau’s

1999 County Business Patterns data and personal income from Bureau of

Economic Analysis data as these data apply to recreation-related industries,

i.e., entertainment and recreation, accommodations, eating and drinking

places, and real estate. They also computed a third measure: the percentage

share of housing units of seasonal or occasional use, from 2000 Census data.

They then constructed a weighted average of the standardized Z-scores of

these three main indicators (0.3 employment + 0.3 income + 0.4 seasonal

homes). Counties scoring greater than 0.67 on this recreation dependency

measure were considered recreation counties. Next, they added several large

nonmetro counties that did not make the cut but had relatively high hotel and

motel receipts from 1997 Census of Business data. Additional counties were

accepted if the weighted average of the three combined indicators exceeded

the mean and at least 25 percent of the county’s housing was seasonal. Then

Johnson and Beale deleted 14 counties that lacked any known recreational

function but appeared to qualify “either because they were very small in

population with inadequate and misleading County Business Patterns

coverage or because they reflected high travel activity without recreational

purpose, i.e., overnight motel and eating place clusters on major highways.”

These calculations produced their final set of 329 recreation counties. In

2004, ERS established these recreation counties as one of its county typolo-

gies (available at http://www.ers.usda.gov/Briefing/Rurality/Typology/). By

2004, some of these counties had changed their metropolitan status based on

the new 2003 OMB definitions of metropolitan areas. 

6The averages shown in this report
are “unweighted” averages (simple
means).  In most cases, these averages
appear to represent fairly the typical
county in the group being reported.  In
some cases, however, the average
(mean) may be unrepresentative in that
it differs significantly from the median.
We will point out such instances in the
text or in a footnote.
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Note: Excludes counties in Alaska and Hawaii.
Source: Adapted from Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, 2002. “Nonmetro Recreation
Counties: Their Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4:12-19.

Figure 1

Nonmetropolitian recreation counties, 2002
Counties are concentrated in the West, Upper Midwest, and Northeast

Nonmetro recreation county
Other nonmetro county

Metro county

Table 1
Demographic characteristics of recreation and other
nonmetro counties 

Type of county

Indicator Recreation Other nonmetro

Nonmetro counties Number
in our study 311 1,935

Persons
Average county

population in 2000 26,256  24,138

Population change Percent
1990-2000 20.2 6.9

Population density Persons per square mile
in 2000 35.9 40.2

Rural share of Percent
county population 79.9 72.4 
in 1990

Note: These are county averages (simple means).
Source: ERS calculations using data from the U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Economic
Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce.



Many recreation counties (38 percent) were Federal land counties, meaning
that at least 30 percent of the county’s land was federally owned; only 7
percent of other nonmetro counties had that much Federal land. In addition,
relatively few recreation counties (10 percent) had experienced persistently
high levels of poverty (from 1950 to 1990), whereas about a fourth (26
percent) of other nonmetro counties fell into this category. Because recre-
ation counties are not homogeneous with respect to these and other charac-
teristics, the averages we present for all recreation counties mask
considerable variation.
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Economic Impacts
The conventional wisdom among researchers in recent years has been that
recreation and tourism have both positive and negative economic impacts
for recreation areas.7 On the positive side, recreation development helps to
diversify the local economy (Gibson, 1993; Marcouiller and Green, 2000;
English et al., 2000), and it generates economic growth (Gibson, 1993;
Deller et al., 2001). It achieves this partly by acting as a kind of export
industry, attracting money from the outside to spend on goods and services
produced locally (Gibson, 1993). It also stimulates the local economy
through other means. Infrastructure, such as airports and highways and
water systems, often must be upgraded to meet the needs of tourists, and
such improvements can help foster the growth of nonrecreation industries in
the area by attracting entrepreneurs and labor and by providing direct inputs
to these industries (Gibson, 1993).

Recreation development can involve significant economic leakages,
however, in that many of the goods and services it requires come from
outside the community—for example, temporary foreign workers often are
drawn to the area to fill jobs in hotels, ski resorts, etc.—and many of the
recreation-related establishments (restaurants, hotels, tour and travel compa-
nies) are owned by national or regional companies that export the profits
(Gibson, 1993). Thus, part of the money from tourists and seasonal residents
ends up leaving the locality. Another economic drawback involves the
seasonality of recreation activities, which can create problems for workers
and businesses during off-seasons (Gibson, 1993; Galston and Baehler,
1995), though this may actually be a plus for places where seasonal recre-
ation jobs are timely, coming when farmers and other workers normally
have an off-season. 

The greatest economic concern is that recreation development may be less
desirable than traditional forms of rural development because it increases
the incidence of service employment with relatively low wages. According
to Deller et al. (2001), “There is a perception that substituting traditional
jobs in resource-extractive industries and manufacturing with more service-
oriented jobs yields inferior earning power, benefits, and advancement
potential” and that this may lead to “higher levels of local underemploy-
ment, lower income levels, and generally lower overall economic well-
being.” In addition, many researchers are concerned that recreation may
result in a less equitable distribution of income (Gibson, 1993; Marcouiller
and Green, 2000). These problems may be compounded by the higher
housing costs in some recreation areas (Galston and Baehler, 1995).

These concerns reflect findings from individual case studies. Only a few
studies have attempted to estimate how rural recreation areas nationwide
differ on economic measures. Deller et al. (2001) found that rural tourism
and amenity-based development contributed to growth in per capita income
and employment, and concluded that as a result of the positive impact on
income “the concern expressed about the quality of jobs created … appears
to be misplaced.” English et al. (2000) also found that rural tourism was
associated with higher per capita incomes, and with a higher percent
increase in per capita income, although they found no significant relation-
ship for household income. English and his colleagues also found housing
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7Because most economic develop-
ment strategies are adopted and imple-
mented at the local level, our goal
here is to provide better informed
decisions at that level. Hence, the pos-
itives and negatives discussed here
refer only to the situation facing the
local county.  Whether rural recre-
ational development is good for the
State or the Nation as a whole is also
a worthwhile question, but beyond the
scope of this report.



costs and the change in housing costs over time to be significantly related to
rural tourism. On the other hand, they found no evidence that the distribu-
tion of income was less equal due to rural tourism.

To address these economic issues, we examined a variety of indicators
reflecting employment, earnings, income, and housing costs.

Employment

Two employment measures, the local employment growth rate (percent
increase during the 1990s) and the local employment-population ratio
(percentage of working-age resident population employed in 2000) are
particularly illuminating. (See box “Data Sources” for each of the indicators
used in this study.)   

Recreation counties, on average, had more than double the rate of employ-
ment growth of other rural areas during the 1990s: 24 percent vs. 10
percent. The regression analysis, moreover, indicated that the extent to
which a recreation county was dependent on recreation was positively and
significantly related to the rate of local employment growth (see appendix
for details on regression analysis). Employment growth generally offers
residents more job opportunities, enabling some unemployed residents to
find jobs and employed residents to find better jobs. However, job growth
does not necessarily improve job conditions for current residents. If too
many people come into the area seeking employment, and if those
newcomers aggressively compete with locally unemployed (or underem-
ployed) residents, the resident job seekers may end up having greater diffi-
culty gaining employment. Thus, we need to look closely at employment
data to determine how recreation affects the local ability to find jobs. 
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Data Sources

The source for most of our data is the Decennial Census (Census Bureau, U.S.

Department of Commerce). Other sources include: 

� The Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce, for 
data on earnings per job, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. 
Department of Labor, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, for employ-
ment growth.

� The Uniform Crime Reporting Program (an unpublished data source avail-
able on an annual basis from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)),
for data on serious crimes. Note: These data have not been adjusted by the 
FBI to reflect underreporting, which could affect comparability over time 
or among geographic areas.

� The Area Resource File (a county-specific health resources information 
system maintained by Quality Resource Systems, under contract to the 
Health Resources and Services Administration, U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services), for the age-adjusted death rate, the number of 
physicians, and the area (in square miles) used to compute population den-
sities for regression analysis.

� Kenneth Johnson and Calvin Beale for the recreation county types and the 
measure of recreation dependency used in their 2002 article.



To measure the ability of residents to find jobs, we examined the percentage
of the working-age population that was employed.8 For our study, we broke
this into three separate rates covering three groups of the working-age popu-
lation: ages 18-24, 25-64, and 65 and over. We hypothesized that recreation
counties might be particularly advantageous for younger and older popula-
tions that may have a harder time competing in places with less job growth.
In addition, younger and older groups may find it more convenient to work
in recreation counties, which are thought to provide more part-time and
seasonal jobs than most other places. 

As expected, we found higher employment-population rates in recreation
counties for both the younger and older age groups. However, the difference
was less than 1 percentage point. The main working-age employment rate
(ages 25-64) was roughly the same for both recreation and other nonmetro
counties in 2000.9 However, for each of these age groups, the upward trend
in the employment-population rate during the 1990s favored recreation
counties. Our regression analysis indicates that recreation had a positive and
statistically significant impact on the employment rates for all three age
categories in 2000. Recreation also had a positive and statistically signifi-
cant impact on the increase in the employment rate during the 1990s, except
for the older age group.10

Earnings

Conventional wisdom suggests that a main drawback of tourism is that
many of the jobs it creates are in restaurants, motels, and other businesses
that tend to offer relatively low wages and few fringe benefits. But does this
mean that rural recreation development generally leads to low-paying jobs?
To address this question, we examined average annual earnings per job
(which include wages and salaries and other labor and proprietor income,
but exclude unearned income and fringe benefits). We found that average
earnings per job were $22,334 in 2000 for recreation counties—about $450
less than in other rural counties (fig. 2, table 2).11 The difference, though
only about 2 percent, is consistent with the low-wage hypothesis. On the
other hand, our finding that earnings per job increased faster in recreation
counties than in other rural counties in the 1990s was not consistent with the
conventional wisdom, but again, the difference was relatively small ($200).

Our regression analysis, however, found no statistically significant relation-
ship between earnings per job and recreation dependency, at least no simple
linear relationship.12 With regard to change in earnings per job during
the 1990s, the regression analysis found that recreation had a positive and
statistically significant impact on earnings per job. So these findings do not
support the conventional wisdom that recreation results in generally low-
paying jobs. 

The data on earnings per job covered all jobs in the county, including those
filled by nonresidents. A different picture emerges when we look only at
earnings per resident worker. Aside from excluding nonresidents employed
in the county (who, in theory, might be lowering the average earnings per
job in recreation counties), this measure totals the income workers receive
from all the jobs they have. This is important because recreation counties
often provide numerous part-time and seasonal jobs, potentially allowing
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12When we ran a curvilinear regres-
sion, we found a significant negative
coefficient for recreation dependency,
and a significant positive coefficient
for recreation dependency squared.
This implies that among recreation
counties, those with moderate degrees
of recreation dependency had relative-
ly lower earnings per job, compared
with counties with lower or higher
recreation dependencies.  We do not
have any explanation for this.

8This may be viewed as a measure
of both the availability of job opportu-
nities to residents and of local eco-
nomic efficiency.  

9Comparing medians instead of
means, the difference between recre-
ation and other nonmetro counties
tends to be bigger in 2000 for all three
age groups.

10Our regression explaining the
change in employment rates for the
elderly explained only 1 percent of the
variation, which may have prevented
the regression analysis from detecting
the importance of recreation.

11Although the average earnings per
job grew more in recreation counties
than in other nonmetro counties, the
reverse was true for the median earn-
ings per job.



more of their residents to have multiple jobs than the residents of other
counties. The average worker’s earnings from multiple jobs exceeded the
average earnings per job. In recreation counties, earnings amounted to
$29,593 per resident worker (16 years or older) in 1999—about $2,000
more than in other rural counties—an 8-percent difference.13 Our regres-
sion analysis found recreation had a positive and statistically significant
effect on earnings per resident worker. Thus, some residents may work more
hours in recreation counties, but on average they end up earning more than
residents of other nonmetro counties. 

Income

Earnings are only one source of income. Other sources include interest
receipts, capital gains, and retirement benefits like social security. Because
many recreation areas have attracted wealthy individuals—including retirees,
whose earnings are only a small part of their incomes—we expected recre-
ation county income levels to be higher than in other rural areas. Consistent
with this expectation, we found average per capita income was 10 percent
higher in recreation counties than in other nonmetro counties (fig. 3). More-
over, per capita income levels were growing more rapidly during the 1990s
in recreation counties than in other nonmetro counties. These findings were
reflected in our regression analysis, which found recreation had a positive
and statistically significant effect on both the level of per capita income and
the change in per capita income over time. This should also benefit the
community as a whole, because higher incomes mean an increase in demand
for local goods and services, as well as increased local government tax
collections and contributions to local charities and other social organizations. 

One problem in interpreting per capita incomes is that they average together
the incomes of the wealthiest and the poorest individuals. Thus, a small
number of extremely wealthy people could make the community seem much
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Earnings in recreation and nonrecreation counties, 1999
Recreation counties have significantly higher levels of earnings per resident worker

Source: Calculated by ERS using data from U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Economic
Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce.
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13Census data also provided median
earnings for two kinds of resident
workers who were 16 years and older:
full-time workers and other workers.
For both types of workers, recreation
counties surpassed other nonmetro
counties in median earnings per work-
er in 2000.



better off than with other measures, for instance, the income of the typical
(or median) person in the county. If recreation counties had more wealthy
individuals than other rural counties, the per capita measure might be a
misleading indicator of how the average family or household in each of
these counties differed in income.14 For this reason, we include a second
income measure: median household income in the county in 1999. 

Using this measure, we found that median household income was 10
percent higher in recreation counties than in other rural counties. The recre-
ation county advantage amounted to $3,185 per year for the median house-
hold.  The regression analysis reflected this finding, showing a positive and

14In other words, the mean (aver-
age) does not equal the median when
income is not normally distributed.
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Table 2
Economic conditions in recreation and other nonmetro counties

Type of county
Other

Indicator Recreation nonmetro

Employment growth Percent
1990-2000 23.7 9.8

Employment/population
ratio in 2000

Ages 16-24 67.4 66.7
Ages 25-64 70.3 70.3
Ages 65 and over 13.6 13.4

Change 1990-2000 Percentage points
Ages 16-24 0.7 0.0
Ages 25-64 0.7 0.3
Ages 65 and over 1.5 1.4

Earnings per job Dollars
in 2000 22,334 22,780

Change 1990-2000 5,340 5,140

Earnings per resident
worker in 1999 29,593 27,445

Income per capita
in 2000 22,810 20,727

Change 1990-2000 7,471 6,564

Median household
income in 1999 35,001 31,812

Change 1989-1999 11,952 10,531

Median monthly rent
in 2000 474 384

Change 1990-2000 134 104

Note: These are county averages (simple means).
Source: ERS calculations based on data from U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Economic
Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce, and Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department
of Labor.



statistically significant relationship between recreation and both the level
and change in median family income.

Housing Costs

One of the main complaints about recreation areas is that the cost of living
in them is often higher, offsetting much of the advantage that residents
might obtain from their higher incomes. Of particular concern is that high
living costs could become a significant hardship for people struggling to
raise families on minimum-wage jobs (Galston and Baehler, 1995). A high
cost of living could force some lower paid workers (including some long-
time residents) to look for housing outside the area.  

The cost of housing is one of the most important contributors to the cost of
living. According to Census data in 2000, median monthly rents for housing
averaged $474 in recreation counties, 23 percent higher than the $384
median rent in other nonmetro counties (fig. 4). Our regression analysis also
found a positive and statistically significant effect of recreation on median
rent. Rents also increased faster during the 1990s in recreation counties,
with the extent of recreation positively and significantly related to the extent
of rent increase.

Though recreation counties had higher rents than other nonmetro counties,
over the course of a year this amounted to a difference of only $1,080 per
household—about a third of the $3,185 advantage we found in median
household income in recreation counties. So after deducting for their higher
rents, we found that households in recreation counties still had a significant
income advantage over those in other rural counties.15 
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15Alternatively, we may compare
regression coefficients for median
rents and median household incomes.
If we multiply the median (monthly)
rent coefficient by 12 (months per
year), we get a $384 annual rent add-
on associated with a 1-unit increase in
recreation dependency.  This compares
with the $1,474 add-on to median
household income associated with the
same 1-unit increase in recreation
dependency.  Thus, the regression
analysis implies that higher rents
claim only about a fourth (26 percent)
of the added income related to recre-
ation.
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Figure 3

Per capita income in recreation and nonrecreation counties, 2000, 
and change during 1990s 
Recreation counties have significantly higher levels of income and had more
income growth in the 1990s
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It is difficult to draw conclusions from this kind of information, for several
reasons. First, rents show only part of the housing cost picture. Most
housing units in the nonmetro counties we studied (in both recreation and
other nonmetro counties) are owner-occupied rather than rented. Assuming
that higher rents reflect higher home prices and greater equity in homes,
higher home prices should increase the wealth of homeowners in recreation
counties. In addition, higher rents and home prices may reflect better
housing quality in recreation counties, rather than simply higher costs. This
might be expected because more of the housing in these rapidly growing
places is likely to be relatively new (and hence more valuable), and recre-
ation county residents, having generally higher incomes, may demand better
housing than residents of other nonmetro counties. Higher home values also
increase the local tax base, which may lead to higher tax collections,
enabling local governments to increase public services. Thus, on balance, it
is unclear whether these higher housing costs are a plus or minus for the
community. 
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Source: Calculated by ERS using data from U.S. Census Bureau, Department of Commerce.

Figure 4

Median monthly rents in recreation and nonrecreation counties, 
2000, and change during 1990s
Recreation counties have significantly higher rents and had more growth in 
rents in the 1990s
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Social Impacts
Various researchers have examined the relationship between nonmetro
recreation and social conditions in a community. Page et al. (2001) note that
rapid population growth in nonmetro recreation counties has resulted in
overcrowded conditions and traffic congestion. Recreation may also affect
local poverty rates. Some authors have argued that recreation activity creates
new sources of employment, helping to raise the poor from poverty (Gibson,
1993; Patton, 1985). Others have pointed to the low-wage, seasonal, and
part-time nature of many tourism jobs, arguing that tourism may actually
add to the number of poor in the community (Galston and Baehler, 1995;
Smith, 1989). Recreation affects social conditions in other ways. For
example, Page et al. argue that tourism and recreation activity may help to
maintain or improve local services, such as health facilities, entertainment,
banking, and public transportation, because of the increased demand that
tourists generate for these activities. The relationship between recreation and
crime has also been explored by a number of researchers (Rephann, 1999;
Page et al., 2001; McPheters and Stronge, 1974), with a popular question
being whether casinos increase criminal activity (Rephann et al., 1997;
Hakim and Buck, 1989).

To address social impact concerns, we identified eight social indicators. Two
involve conditions associated with rapid population growth; one identifies a
population subgroup (persons in poverty) that may present special chal-
lenges; two relate to education; two deal with health-related concerns; and
one measures crime.

Population Growth

The first social variable we examined was the county population growth rate
during the 1990s. Population growth can be beneficial for stagnant or
declining rural areas looking for new sources of employment and income,
but in some places it can bring problems. This is particularly true if growth
occurs rapidly and haphazardly, contributing to sprawl, traffic congestion,
environmental degradation, increased housing costs, school overcrowding, a
decrease in open land, and loss of a “sense of place” for local residents.

Perhaps because of their natural amenities and tourist attractions, recreation
counties experienced a 20.2-percent rate of population growth between
1990-2000, nearly triple the 6.9-percent rate for other nonmetro counties
during the same period (table 3). These results are consistent with our linear
regression analysis, which found a positive and statistically significant rela-
tionship between recreation and the county population growth rate. Further
analysis revealed an apparent curvilinear relationship, in which recreation
counties with moderate recreation dependencies experienced higher growth
rates than those with smaller and larger recreation dependencies.16

Travel Time to Work

This variable was included to test the hypothesis that growth in recreation
counties may lead to increasing traffic congestion (Page et al., 2001). We
found that mean commute times for recreation and other rural counties were
not significantly different in 2000. Moreover, during the 1990s, commute
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16The recreation dependency vari-
able had a statistically significant
positive coefficient, while the recre-
ation dependency squared variable
had a statistically significant negative
coefficient.



times increased at roughly the same rate (4.4 percent for recreation counties
vs. 4.3 percent for other rural counties). The regression analysis, however,
revealed a significant negative relationship between recreation dependence
and change in travel time to work during the 1990s. One explanation may
be that expanded economic opportunities in recreation counties during the
1990s meant that residents had to travel shorter distances for jobs.
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Table 3
Social conditions in nonmetro recreation and other 
nonmetro counties

Type of county

Other
Indicator Recreation nonmetro

Population growth Percent
1990-2000 20.2 6.9

Mean travel time to work   Minutes
in 2000 22.7 23.0

Change 1990-2000 4.4 4.3

Poverty rate Percent
in 1999 13.2 15.7

Percentage points
Change 1989-1999   -2.6 -3.1

Residents without a Percent
high school diploma

in 2000 18.4 25.0
Percentage points

Change 1990-2000 -7.4 -8.4

Residents with at least Percent
a bachelor's degree
in 2000 19.2 13.6

Percentage points
Change 1990-2000 4.0 2.4

Physicians Number
per 100,000 residents
in 2003 123.0 83.4

Age-adjusted deaths
per 100,000 residents
in 2003 817.3 898.3

Rate of serious crime Percent
per 100 residents
in 1999 2.8 2.4

Note: These are county averages (simple means).
Source: ERS calculations based on data from U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Department of
Commerce, Department of Health and Human Services, and the FBI.



Poverty Rate

Poverty poses a problem for communities by increasing the costs of
providing public services and contributing to crime rates, health problems,
and neighborhood blight. Previous research has found that an expanding
tourist industry is linked with a decreasing rate of poverty (Rosenfeld et al.,
1989; John et al., 1988). Given that many recreation counties have attracted
well-off retirees and that average income levels have risen in recreation
counties, the counties might, on average, be expected to have fewer individ-
uals living in poverty than other nonmetro counties. However, as noted
earlier, some have argued that tourism, by expanding the number of low-
paying, part-time jobs, could increase the number of individuals living in
poverty in these counties (Galston and Baehler, 1995; Smith, 1989). 

We found that the poverty rate was substantially lower in recreation counties
than in other rural counties. In 1999, 13.2 percent of all residents in recre-
ation counties were living in poverty, compared with 15.7 percent in other
nonmetro counties. Mirroring the national trend of declining poverty rates
during the 1990s, the proportion of residents living in poverty during the
decade declined (at approximately the same rate) in both recreation and
other rural counties.17 Our regression analysis also found a significantly
negative relationship between recreation and the poverty rate.18 In addition,
the regression analysis found a statistically significant negative relationship
between recreation and the change in the poverty rate.

Educational Attainment

Previous research has identified the central role that education plays in
rural poverty (McGranahan, 2000). Education is important, not only
because it contributes to the economy, but also because it can affect the
quality of life in rural communities and can help raise people out of
poverty. Nonmetro areas with lower levels of education tend to be poorer
and offer fewer economic opportunities for their residents. Migration
(movement to another area) tends to increase with higher levels of educa-
tion (Basker, 2002; Greenwood, 1993; Greenwood, 1975). Hence, recre-
ation counties, which have had many in-migrants in recent years, may be
expected to have higher levels of educational attainment than other
nonmetro counties. English et al. (2000) found rural tourism to be associ-
ated with higher levels of educational attainment. We examined educational
attainment at two levels: high school and college.

Our results show that residents in recreation counties have higher levels of
education than other nonmetro residents (fig. 5). Recreation counties have
both a smaller share of residents 25 years or older without a high school
education, and a higher share of those with at least a bachelor’s degree, than
residents of other nonmetro counties. In 2000, 18.4 percent of residents age
25 or older in recreation counties did not have a high school diploma,
compared with 25 percent in other nonmetro counties. For the same year,
19.2 percent of recreation county residents age 25 or older had a 4-year
college degree or higher, compared with 13.6 percent in other nonmetro
counties. During the 1990s, educational attainment on both measures
improved in recreation as well as other nonmetro counties. These findings
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17Both recreation and other rural
counties had rates of poverty in 1999
higher than the 11.8 percent of metro
counties.

18English et al. (2000) found no
such relationship.



are supported by our regression analysis, which found that recreation had a
significant negative correlation with the share of residents without a high
school diploma and a significant positive correlation with the share of resi-
dents with a bachelor’s degree or higher. In addition, a statistically signifi-
cant relationship was found between recreation and an increase in the share
of college-educated residents during the 1990s. However, the change in the
share of high school graduates during the 1990s, although positive, was not
significantly related to recreation.

Health Measures

Health is important for quality of life. In some recreation counties, many
individuals moving in are retirees who demand more from health services
than younger people; this could result in improved health services in these
places. Many recreation counties are in pristine locations with clean air and
water, which might also lead to better overall health. In addition, residents
in recreation areas are probably more likely to be involved in outdoor activi-
ties than individuals in other nonmetro areas, which may also promote better
overall health.

Our indicators of local health conditions—the number of physicians avail-
able and the age-adjusted mortality rate—support the view that recreation
county residents have better health and health services than other nonmetro
residents. In 2003, recreation counties had 123 physicians per 100,000 resi-
dents, compared with 83.4 per 100,000 residents in other nonmetro counties.
The analysis also shows that the age-adjusted death rate (computed as a 3-
year average) was almost 10 percent lower in recreation than in other
nonmetro counties.
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Figure 5

Educational attainment in recreation and nonrecreation counties, 2000
Recreation counties have significantly higher levels of educational attainment
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Our regression results show that recreation had a significantly negative
correlation with the age-adjusted death rate. However, the relationship
between recreation and the number of physicians, although positive, was
statistically insignificant. 

Crime Rate

Many researchers have looked at the link between recreation activity and
crime (Page et al., 2001; Rephann, 1999; McPheters and Stronge, 1974).
Some types of recreation counties attract criminals who prey on tourists in-
season and rob unoccupied houses during the off-season. Also, some low-
income residents of these counties may commit crimes of opportunity,
taking advantage of the influx of well-off outsiders. Some researchers have
argued that crime may be particularly associated with casinos (Rephann et
al., 1997; Hakim and Buck, 1989). 

The results of our analysis indicate that recreation counties had nearly a 17-
percent higher rate of serious crime (murder and non-negligent
manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault) than other
nonmetro counties. In 1999, the overall rate of serious crime in recreation
counties was 2.8 incidents per 100 residents, compared with 2.4 incidents
per 100 residents in other nonmetro counties, a statistically significant
difference. These results are consistent with our regression analysis, which
found that a significantly positive relationship exists between recreation and
the crime rate.

However, the meaning of this finding is not clear because the crime rate is a
biased measure in recreation areas, due to the fact that crimes committed
against tourists and seasonal residents are included in the total number of
crimes (the numerator of the crime rate), while tourists and seasonal resi-
dents are not included in the base number of residents (the denominator of
the crime rate). So the crime rate is expected to be higher in recreation
areas, even if residents of these areas are not more likely to be crime victims
than residents of other rural areas. 
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Variations by Type of Recreation County
As noted, Johnson and Beale (2002) categorized each recreation county as
belonging to 1 of 11 mutually exclusive recreational groupings, a classifica-
tion that provides greater insight into the recreational component of each
county (figs. 6 and 7). The single most common category is the Midwest
Lake and Second Home, accounting for 70 counties and overwhelmingly
concentrated in central and northern Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin
(table 4). The Northeast Mountain, Lake, and Second Home group, a closely
related category, is mainly concentrated in northern New England (Maine,
New Hampshire, and Vermont) and in portions of New York and Pennsyl-
vania. Together, these two similar categories account for more than a quarter
of all recreation counties. Both categories are relatively prosperous: North-
east counties had the highest level of earnings per job among all recreation
types, and the Midwest category experienced sharp increases in household
income during the 1990s (table 5). Both regions had rates of poverty among
the lowest of all recreation categories (table 6). 

Although almost every type of recreation county registered at least double-
digit population growth during the 1990s (the exception being the Northeast
Mountain, Lake, and Second Home), Ski Resort counties grew the fastest
(increasing 38 percent), continuing a trend from the 1980s. Other recreation
categories in the West (West Mountain and Other Mountain) also experi-
enced rapid population growth. Ski Resort counties stand out in other ways,
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Figure 6

Nonmetropolitian recreation categories by type (part 1), 2002

Note: Excludes counties in Alaska and Hawaii.
Source: Adapted from Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, 2002. “Nonmetro Recreation
Counties: Their Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4:12-19.
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measuring substantially higher than other recreation counties on a number
of economic variables, including ratio of employment to population, earn-
ings per job, earnings per worker, per capita income, and median household
income. Ski Resorts also had the lowest poverty rate among all recreation
categories, but had substantially higher housing costs—nearly 40 percent
higher than the average for other nonmetro counties—which grew rapidly
during the 1990s. Ski Resort counties also stand out in terms of social indi-
cators, having the highest levels of educational attainment, the largest
number of doctors, the lowest death rates, and the highest rate of crime
among all recreation categories.

In contrast, Reservoir Lake counties and South Appalachian Mountain
Resort counties are among the most economically challenged recreation
county types. Reservoir Lake counties, which are mainly located in the
Midwest and Great Plains regions, and South Appalachian Mountain Resort
counties—in the upland areas of Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, West
Virginia, and Maryland—have among the lowest earnings per worker and
lowest median household income levels. They also have among the lowest
rents. Both of these regions have among the lowest levels of educational
attainment. Further, they have higher-than-average age-adjusted death rates,
but relatively low crime rates. The South Appalachian Mountain Resort
category also has a significantly longer commute than other other nonmetro
counties, possibly a reflection of its mountainous topography. 
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Figure 7

Nonmetropolitian recreation categories by type (part 2), 2002

Metro county
Miscellaneous Recreation
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Ski Resort
Other nonmetro county

Note: Excludes counties in Alaska and Hawaii.
Source: Adapted from Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, 2002. “Nonmetro Recreation
Counties: Their Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4:12-19.



Casino counties also have relatively low levels of economic development,
with the highest rate of poverty—over 40 percent higher than for all recre-
ation counties—as well as below-average levels of per capita income,
median household income, and earnings per worker. Still, during the 1990s,
Casino counties, which are mainly located in the Upper Midwest, the
Dakotas, the Mississippi Delta region, and Nevada, collectively had sharp
employment growth (a third faster than the average for all recreation coun-
ties). Casino counties, which benefited from the establishment of gambling
on Native American reservations during the 1990s, had a lower level of
educational attainment, fewer physicians, a higher-than-average age-
adjusted death rate, and a significantly higher rate of crime than most other
recreation counties.
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Table 4
Recreation county categories

Number of
Recreation category counties

Midwest Lake and Second Home 70

Northeast Mountain, Lake, 19
and Second Home

Coastal Ocean Resort 35

Reservoir Lake 27

Ski Resort 20

Other Mountain (with Ski Resorts) 17

West Mountain (excluding Ski Resorts 46
and National Parks)

South Appalachian Mountain Resort 17

Casino 21

National Park 18

Miscellaneous 21

Total 311

Source: Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, “Nonmetro Recreation Counties: Their
Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4, 2002:12-19.
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Conclusions 
This study provides quantitative information on how tourism and recreation
development affects socioeconomic conditions in rural areas. Specifically,
we wanted to address economic issues related to employment, income, earn-
ings, and cost of living, and social issues such as poverty, education, health,
and crime. A summary follows of our main findings on the socioeconomic
impacts of rural recreation and tourism development. 

�� Employment. Our regression analysis found a positive and statistical-
ly significant association between recreation dependency and the per-
centage of working-age population with jobs. We also found that, with 
the exception of the older (65 and over) population, recreation depend-
ency positively affected the change in this employment measure during 
the 1990s. 

�� Earnings. We examined earnings per job and earnings per resident to 
measure the value of the jobs associated with rural recreation develop-
ment. We found that the average earnings per job in recreation counties
were not significantly different than in other nonmetro counties, and 
we found no direct (linear) relationship between local dependency on 
recreation and local earnings per job in our recreation counties.
However, our regression analysis found a positive relationship between 
recreation and growth in earnings per job during the 1990s. Thus, the 
trend seems to favor the pay levels for jobs in these recreation counties. 

These findings concern earnings of all who work in the county, includ-
ing nonresidents. They report earnings per job, not per worker—an 
important distinction because workers may have more than one job,
and the availability of second jobs (part-time and seasonal) may be 
greater in recreation counties than elsewhere. When we focused on 
total job earnings for residents of recreation counties, we found these 
earnings were significantly higher ($2,000 more per worker) than for 
residents of other rural counties. The regression analysis also found a 
significant positive relationship between recreation and resident-worker
earnings. So the earnings picture for recreation counties appears posi-
tive for the average resident. 

�� Cost of living. Our research suggests recreation development leads to 
higher living costs, at least with respect to housing. We found that the 
average rent was 23 percent higher in recreation counties, and it was 
positively and significantly associated with the degree of recreation 
dependency in our regression analysis. While this may reduce some of 
the economic advantages for residents of recreation counties, it does so
only partially. Median household incomes, on average, were $3,185 
higher in recreation counties than in other rural counties. Annual costs 
associated with rent were $1,080 higher in recreation counties, offset-
ting only about a third of the recreation county income advantage. 

�� Growth strains. We found recreation led to significantly higher rates 
of population growth. In theory, this can aggravate social problems,
such as school crowding, housing shortages, pollution, and loss of 
identification with the community. The one growth-related social prob-
lem we addressed was road congestion. Examining the time it takes to 
commute to work, we found little evidence that congestion was pre-
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senting undue problems for residents in recreation counties. Moreover,
our regression analysis found that recreation was associated with small-
er increases in average commute times in the 1990s than in other rural 
counties.

�� Poverty. Another social problem that appeared to be reduced in recre-
ation counties was poverty. Our regression analysis found recreation 
was associated with lower poverty rates and with larger declines in the 
poverty rate during the 1990s.

�� Crime. There may be some cause for concern with regard to crime. 
We found crime rates (for serious crimes) were higher in recreation 
counties than in other rural counties, and our regression analysis also 
found a statistically significant positive relationship between crime 
rates and recreation dependency. However, crime statistics may be 
biased in recreation areas because crimes against tourists and seasonal 
residents are counted in the crime rate, while tourists and seasonal resi-
dents are not counted as part of the population base upon which the 
rate is calculated. Thus, even if people in recreation areas do not face a 
higher chance of becoming victims of crimes, the crime rates of these 
areas will appear higher than elsewhere. Nonetheless, one may still 
argue that recreation-related crime adds to the local cost of policing 
and incarcerating criminals, just as recreation-related traffic—even 
though it may not create congestion—adds to the cost of maintaining 
roads. 

�� Education and health.  Our analysis found that recreation is associat-
ed with a more educated population, particularly with a higher percent-
age of college-educated people. We also found relatively good health 
conditions (measured by age-adjusted death rates) in recreation coun-
ties. This might be expected from the higher numbers of physicians per
100,000 residents that we found in recreation counties. However, our 
regression analysis did not find a statistically significant relationship 
between recreation dependence and the local supply of physicians. So 
some other explanation must be posited for the general good health in 
recreation counties, such as greater opportunities for physical exercise 
or residents who are more health-conscious.

�� Variations by county type. Conditions vary significantly by recre-
ation county type. For example, Ski Resort counties have among the 
wealthiest, best educated, and healthiest populations of all recreation 
county types. Ski Resort counties also have relatively high rates of 
crime. In contrast, Reservoir Lake counties and South Appalachian 
Mountain Resort counties have among the poorest and least educated 
residents of all recreation county types, along with relatively high age-
adjusted death rates, but they have relatively low crime rates. Casino 
counties—which had among the highest rates of job growth and the 
largest absolute increases in earnings per job during the 1990s—also 
had among the highest rates of growth in employment per person for 
seniors, perhaps reflecting the greater need for jobs among those over 
age 65 in these relatively high-poverty communities.
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Ideas for Future Research
We focused mainly on conditions facing residents of mature rural recreation
counties, that is, places that already have a substantial amount of recreation.
Additional insights may come from expanding the analysis to include
emerging recreation areas and neighboring places that may be affected by
spillover impacts from recreation areas. Future research might also address
issues related to specific population subgroups, such as low-paid workers,
who may face more significant problems related to the high cost of housing
in recreation areas.  The analysis might also be expanded to examine recre-
ation impacts on other aspects of community well-being, such as the envi-
ronment, public services, institutions like churches and charitable
foundations, and small business formation and entrepreneurial activity. 

Our knowledge of rural recreation impacts might also benefit from different
formulations of the regression model. For example, models could be fine-
tuned to focus on individual indicators, or they could be estimated sepa-
rately for individual regions and types of recreation areas. Feedback effects
might be incorporated into the model—for example, recreation can lead to
higher housing costs, which in turn can lead to reduced tourism and recre-
ation development. More sophisticated models may be able to separate out
these two effects.  The models might also be examined over different time
periods to test for cyclical effects and robustness over time. 

Research might also measure the effects of specific State and local policies,
along with other factors thought to affect the level of rural recreation and
tourism (such as the availability of natural amenities and proximity and
access to nonmetro areas). This might help State and local officials assess
their potential for recreation and tourism development and identify strategies
to further this development. 
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Appendix: Regression Analysis
Making inferences from simple comparisons of recreation and other
nonmetro county means can be misleading because it is possible that much
of the observed socioeconomic difference between the two groups could be
coincidental and not directly related to the extent of recreation.  

For example, during the 1990s, many recreation counties in the Rocky
Mountains benefited from an unusual regional phenomenon associated with
the outflow of population from metropolitan California.  This raises a ques-
tion: How much of the difference in growth that we observed between recre-
ation and other nonmetro counties nationwide was region-specific,
associated with this one-time outflow of population?  

Similarly, the decade of the 1990s was one of rapid economic improvement,
which may have particularly benefited places with high poverty rates,
providing job opportunities to many who, under normal conditions, would
have had a hard time finding jobs.  Many of these high-poverty rural areas
are in the South in other nonmetro counties.  This largely regional phenom-
enon could have led to our finding that recreation counties nationwide bene-
fited less from poverty rate reduction than did other nonmetro counties.  But
would we find the same thing if we looked at each region separately?

Other factors unrelated to recreation might also be expected to differentially
affect recreation and other nonmetro areas and lead to a potential bias in the
differences observed between the two types of counties.  For example, coun-
ties that are more urban in nature may have had developmental advantages
over more rural and isolated areas.  While recreation is expected to add to
the level of urbanization, recreation counties are still less urban than other
nonmetro counties on average, so this potential bias could mask the benefi-
cial impact of recreation in simple comparisons.

Regression Methodology

In an attempt to overcome potential biases, we narrowed our analysis to
recreation counties and conducted a regression analysis to see how a recre-
ation county’s extent of recreation dependency might affect the socioeco-
nomic indicators examined in this report.  Our measure of recreation
dependency is the weighted average of a county’s Z-scores covering
tourism-related employment and income shares of the local economy and
the recreational home share of total county homes, as developed by Johnson
and Beale (2002): the larger the average, the more dependent a county is on
recreation and tourism.19 In addition, we included 10 dichotomous vari-
ables reflecting the Johnson and Beale recreation county types (for statis-
tical reasons, we excluded the miscellaneous recreation county type).  This
allows for significant socioeconomic variations by type of recreation county
(but it assumes that impacts associated with changes in recreation depend-
ency do not vary with recreation type).  

Following the approach of English et al. (2000), we also included several
control variables that were not highly correlated with recreation dependency
but that might be expected to affect local socioeconomic conditions.  For
example, we included eight dichotomous (0,1) variables identifying the

29
Recreation, Tourism, and Rural Well-Being/ERR-7

Economic Research Service/USDA

19Among the recreation counties we
included in our analysis, recreation
dependency ranged from a minimum
of 0.12 to a maximum of 8.60, with a
mean of 1.56 and a standard deviation
of 1.23.



Census regional subdivisions.  We did not include a dichotomous variable for
one of the nine subdivisions—the Southeast—to avoid statistical problems.  

We also included several demographic measures related to urbanization that
are often included in empirical studies explaining regional socioeconomic
variations.  One was a dichotomous variable indicating whether the county
was influenced by a nearby metropolitan area (based on adjacency as
defined in the ERS 1993 Beale Codes, which requires both physical adja-
cency and significant commuting to the metro area).  The other two demo-
graphic measures were county population density and percentage of county
population residing in the rural portion of the county. 

Ideally, an attempt to explain cross-county variations in socioeconomic indi-
cators would involve separate models for each indicator, using theory to
identify the explanatory variables and the form of the regression most rele-
vant for a particular indicator.  Given the large number of indicators in this
study, we decided a simpler approach was expedient, so we followed
English et al. in using just one set of explanatory variables for all of the
indicators examined in our study.  This results in some imprecision.

One of the ways our analysis differed from that of English and his
colleagues was that our regressions only explained variations among our
311 recreation counties (rather than including all nonmetro counties as
English did).  In addition, we ran two ordinary least-squares regressions
explaining intercounty variations rather than one. One of our regressions
explained intercounty variations in the year 2000 (or the most recent year
the data were available).  The other regression explained intercounty varia-
tions in the change in the indicator over the previous 10 years.  The change
regression, which used the identical set of explanatory variables, may be
viewed as a check on the year 2000 regression.  In most cases, the regres-
sions produced similar results: if recreation dependency was significant in
the 2000 regression, it usually had the same sign and was significant in the
change regression. 

We also ran additional regressions for each indicator, adding a “squared”
version of the recreation dependency variable to allow for a curvilinear rela-
tionship.  We do not show the results of these additional regressions because
in most cases they did not affect our results—the squared variable either
explained little or no additional variation, or it only replaced the non-
squared recreation dependency variable in significance with the same sign.
In discussing our findings, however, we mention two cases where these
curvilinear recreation factor regressions provided interesting results.

Regression Findings

Space limitations prevent us from showing the complete regression results
here, including estimated coefficients for the many control variables we
used in our regressions.20 However, we can summarize our findings by
showing only the regression coefficients for the recreation dependency vari-
able in the linear regressions we ran to explain variations for each of the
socioeconomic variables of interest.  For example, each horizontal row in
table 7 summarizes the results of one or two regressions covering a partic-
ular socioeconomic variable.  Results for the 2000 regression refer to regres-
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sions that explain socioeconomic variations in the year 2000 (or in the next-
closest year available).  Results for the 1990s change regression refer to
regressions that explain variations in the change in socioeconomic variables
during the 1990s.  Thus, table 7 summarizes the results for 29 regressions.
In addition, the regression statistics shown are unstandardized, and one
should not attempt to draw inferences about their relative importance based
on their magnitudes.

These regression coefficients are generally consistent with what we previ-
ously found when comparing simple means for recreation and other
nonmetro counties (tables 2 and 3).  Dependency on recreation was signifi-
cantly related to most of our economic indicators, and the recreation
dependency regression coefficients were also generally consistent with most
of our prior findings with regard to social indicators.  

In addition, we found statistically significant relationships that were not
apparent from comparisons of means for recreation and other nonmetro
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Table 7
Linear regression analysis measuring the effect of recreation dependency on economic and
social indicators  

2000 regression 1990s change regression

Recreation Regression’s Recreation Regression’s
dependency explanatory dependency explanatory

Dependent variables B estimate power1 B estimate power1

Economic indicators:
Job growth rate NA NA 5.50** 0.184
Employment-populaton ratio:

Ages 16-24 1.13**  0.209 0.56** 0.115
Ages 25-64 0.92** 0.211 0.48** 0.139
Ages 65 and over 1.04** 0.364 0.30 0.013

Earnings per job -7.95 0.396 482.77** 0.265
Earnings per worker2 846.49**  0.317 NA NA
Income per capita 1,044.52** 0.265 487.73** 0.207
Median household income2 1,474.40** 0.393 907.59** 0.339
Median rent 32.59** 0.516 10.74** 0.377

Social indicators:
Population growth rate 4.59** 0.282 2.85** 0.245
Travel time to work -0.25 0.327  -0.44** 0.157
Poverty rate2 -0.84**  0.249 -0.43** 0.242
Percent without HS diploma -1.37** 0.468 0.22 0.341
Percent with bachelor’s degree 2.24** 0.491 0.65** 0.211
Physicians per 100,000 population3 0.69  0.280 NA NA
Age-adjusted death rate

per 100,000 population4 -24.20** 0.290 NA NA
Crime rate2 0.68** 0.264 NA NA

NA=Not applicable.
*  The coefficient is statistically different from zero at the .05 level.
** The coefficient is statistically different from zero at the .01 level.
1Adjusted R-square statistic (fraction of variation explained by regression).
2Data are reported for 1999
3Data are reported for 2003.
4Data are reported for 2000-02
Source: ERS calculations, based on data from U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce, and
Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor.



counties.  For example, the regression analysis showed significant positive
relationships between recreation and the employment-population ratios for
all three age groups studied, whereas there was little or no difference in the
means for these ratios.   

In some cases, the regression analysis raises questions about previously
observed statistical differences.  For example, we earlier found that recre-
ation counties were statistically different from other nonmetro counties with
respect to number of physicians per 100,000 residents, but the regression
analysis found no statistically significant relationship between this indicator
and recreation dependency.   

For travel time to work, we had previously found no statistically significant
difference between recreation and other nonmetro counties, either for the
year 2000 or for the trend during the 1990s.  However, the regression
analysis revealed a statistically significant negative relationship between
recreation dependence and change in travel time to work during the 1990s. 

One of the more interesting findings was recreation dependency’s negative
and statistically significant relationship with the change in poverty rate.
This means that the more recreation dependent a county is, the bigger its
decline in poverty rate during the 1990s, controlling for other factors. The
finding contrasts with our simple descriptive analysis, which found that
recreation counties had, on average, a smaller decline in poverty than other
nonmetro counties during the 1990s.  This suggests that, as we suspected,
the smaller average decline in poverty for recreation counties may have
been simply a geographic coincidence, because when we controlled for
regional differences and other factors in our regression analysis we found
that the higher a county’s recreation dependency, the more its poverty was
reduced during this decade. 

Another interesting finding involved earnings per job.  We initially found that
recreation dependency had a negative but statistically insignificant coefficient
for earnings per job (in the 2000 model).  When we ran the curvilinear
version of the first regression (the 2000 model), we found a significant nega-
tive coefficient for recreation dependency and a significant positive coeffi-
cient for recreation dependency squared.21 This implies that the recreation
counties with moderate degrees of recreation dependency had relatively
lower earnings per job, while those with higher or lower recreation depend-
ency had higher earnings.  Taken together, these findings present a somewhat
muddled picture with respect to recreation impacts on earnings per job—
there is no clear indication that recreation hurts a county in this regard.  We
got a clearer regression finding regarding the change in earnings per job
during the 1990s, which revealed a positive and significant relationship
between recreation dependency and the growth in earnings per job.  

Two other indicators had different results for the 2000 regressions and the
1990s change regression: the employment population ratio for the elderly
and the percent of adult (ages 25 and older) residents without high school
diplomas. In both cases, the regressions explaining the change in the indi-
cator produced insignificant coefficients for recreation dependency.  For the
employment-population ratio for ages 65 and up, the change regression
performed very poorly, explaining less than 6 percent of the variation—less
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than any other regression in our analysis.  This suggests that we might find
a significant relationship if we were to improve the model to explain the
behavior of the elderly.  For the other indicator, the percentage without high
school diplomas, we may need to find some other explanation, since the
regression explaining change for this indicator performed better in terms of
explaining variation than all of our other change-form regressions.  Perhaps
something unusual was going on in the 1990s that kept places with higher
recreation dependencies from experiencing more significant declines in the
percentage lacking high school degrees.22

We have already mentioned recreation’s curvilinear relationship with earn-
ings per job.  The other case where we found a curvilinear relationship
involved recreation’s effects on population growth rates in the 1990s.  The
linear regression explaining population growth rate had a statistically signif-
icant positive coefficient for recreation dependency.  The curvilinear regres-
sion had a statistically significant positive coefficient for recreation
dependency and a statistically significant negative coefficient for recreation
dependency squared.  This implies that counties with moderate recreation
dependencies have higher growth rates than counties with smaller or larger
recreation dependencies.
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