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Rural Life Today: Defining “Rural”

by Mark A. Small

Defining aplaceor peopleas*rura” often
conveysacertainimpression. Onetypically thinksof
agricultureandfamily farms, sparsely popul ated aress,
and asense of community where peopleknow one
another and act accordingly inafriendly fashion. The
“rurd life” isoftenassociated withthe“goodlife.” Al-
though such aloose connotation may sufficefor ordinary
conversation, for many purposesamoreprecisedefini-
tionof what “ rural” meansisrequired. Unfortunately,
thereisnosingleagreed upondefinitionof rural, even
among researcherswithinthesamefield. Rather, what
hasemergedisanumber of different meaningsgivento
theword*“rura” asitisappliedto describe peopleand
places. Thus, “ruraness’ perhapsbest isthought of asa
construct, with meaning provided by theparticular
contextinwhichitisdescribed. Contextswhichfre-
guently giverisetomeaningsof rural arelisted below.

Demographic

Demographersgroup peopleaccordingto
population density, oftendefiningapopulation or placeas
rural based onwhether therearefew peopleinagiven
location, or wherethenumber of peopleislow giventhe
availablespace. Therearemany waysto count people
and space, and differencesabound evenwithinthe
demographic categoriesused by federa agencies. The
two primary sourcesof definitionsof rura aretheU.S.
CensusBureau andtheU.S. Department of Agriculture
(U.S.D.A.). Becausedefinitionschangeover timeas
well asplaces, oneshould alwaysl ook to seewhether
themost current definition appliestoaparticular place.

CensusBureau
For the 1990 census, “urban” isdefined as

comprisingall territory, popul ation, and housing
unitsinurbanized areasand in placesof 2,500 or
more personsoutsideurbanized areas. Territory,
population, and housingunitsnot classifiedas
urbancongtitute®rura.” Giventhisdefinition,
therearebothrura and urbanterritorieswithin
both metropolitan and nonmetropolitan aress.

U.SD.A.

TheEconomicResearch Service(E.R.S.) of the
U.S. Department of Agriculturehasthemost
extengvedefinitionsof rural. Usingcensusdata,
distinctionsare madebased uponacounty’s
urban population aswell asproximity tomajor
urban settings. Onepopular classification pro-
vides10digtinctions, primarily grouped under
metropolitanand nonmetropolitan counties.(1)

Metro Counties—

Central countiesof metro areasof 1 million
population or more.

Fringe counties of metro areasof 1 million
population or more.

Countiesinmetro areasof 250,000to 1 million
population.

Countiesin metro areas of fewer than 250,000
population.

Nonmetro Counties—

Urban popul ation of 20,000 or more, adjacent
toametro area.

Urban popul ation of 20,000 or more, not
adjacent to ametro area.

Urban popul ation of 2,500t0 19,999, adjacent
toametro area.

Urban population of 2,500t0 19,999, not
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adjacent to ametro area.

Completely rural or lessthan 2,500 urban
population, adjacent to metro area.
Completely rural or lessthan 2,500 urban

population, not adjacent to metro area.

Nonadjacent Counties

Nonmetro counties physically adjacent to one
or more metro areas and having at least 2 % of
the employment labor force in the county

commuting to the central metro county.

Office of Management and Budget
AccordingtotheOMB, Metropolitan
Statistical Areas(MSA'’s) includecore
countiescontainingacity of 50,000 or
moreand atotal areapopulation of at
least 100,000. Additional continguous
countiesareincludedinanM SA if they
areeconomically integrated withthecore
county or counties. Thesedesignations
areal so based on Censusdata.

Economic

Anareamay bedefined asrural basedonasingle
dominant economicactivity, usualy farming. However,
theuseof theword“rura” to describeareaswhereahigh
percentageof landisusedfor agriculture(farming) is
decliningasthenumber of familieslivingonfarmsde-
creases. Inadditiontofarming, other economicactivities
may dominatewithinanarea. Again,theEconomic
Research Serviceof theUSDA periodically groups
countiesby economic characteristics, anexampleof which
follows.(2)

Farming Dependent— Farming contributed a weighted
annual average of 20% or more of total labor and
proprietorincomeover the 3years 1987-19809.

Mining Dependent— Mining contributed a weighted
annual average of 15% or more of total labor and
proprietor incomeover the 3 yearsof 1987-1989.

Manufacturing Dependent— Manufacturing contributed
aweighted annual average of 30% or more of total labor
and proprietor incomeover the 3 yearsof 1987-1989.

Government Dependent— Federal, state and local
government activities contributed a weighted annual

average of 25% or more of total labor and proprietor
incomeover the 3yearsof 1987-1989.

Service Dependent— Service activities (private and
personal services, agricultural services, wholesale and
retail trade, finance and insurance, real estate, transpor-
tation, and public utilities) contributed aweighted
annual average of 50% or more to total labor and

proprietor incomeover the 3yearsof 1987-1990.

Nonspecialized— Counties not classified as a specialized
economictypeover the 3 years 1987-1989.

Social

Asidefrommerenumber counting, other ap-
proachestodefining rural attempt to capturethesocial
essenceof rural. Social scientistsmay useacomposite
approachtodefinerura by combininginstrumentsthat
measureva ues, behaviors, beliefsand/or fedingsof
individudslivingwithinaparticular community. Theresults
areoften compared to measurestakenfromurbanresi-
dents. Becausethemeasuresused by researchersvary,
arriving at acons stent social measureof rura isdifficult.

Psychological

Ruranesscana so bethought of asapsychol ogi-
cal construct, asastateof mind. Individualssdlf-identify
asbeing membersof arural community, withdecisions
based upon attitudesof interactionswith other community
members,

Cultural

Theterm “rural culture” oftenreferstotheper-
ceived contrasting lifestylesof peopleinrural aress.
Whereascity dwellersareperceived to befast-paced,
heterogenous, and easily adjustableto change, rural
residentsare percel ved to be s ow-paced, homogenous,
andreluctanttogiveuptradition.

Summary
Defining whether or not someoneor someplaceis
rural dependsonthedefinitionof rural thatisused. The
most commonly used definitionsfocuson popul ation
density, though personal and socia perceptionsof
ruralnessprobably provideagreater understanding of how
being rural makesadifferencein people severyday lives.

Ingtitute on Family and Neighborhood Life |




Sources 2. Cook, P. J., & Mizer, K. L. (December 1994).
1 Butler,M.A., & Beale, C. L. (September, 1994). | Therevised ERS county typology: An overview, RDR-
Rural-Urban Continuum Codes for Metro and 89. Washington, DC: United StatesDepartment of
NonMetro Counties, 1993, AGES8428. Washington, Agriculture, EconomicResearch Service.

DC: United StatesDepartment of Agriculture, Economic
Research Service,

December 12, 2000

Ingtitute on Family and Neighborhood Life




