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FaMILY TRENDS

Family lifeinrural Americaisoftenassociated withthe
traditional, two-parent family. Althoughrural households
arestill morelikely than urban househol dstoincludeboth
parents, rural familieshaveexperienced change, as
described below, not unlikethat experienced by urban
families

. Theriseof fema e-headed househol ds.

Thecompositionof many rural householdshas
changed withtheabsenceof morefathersfrom
thehome. Intheearly 1960s, upwardsof 90%
of rural childrenlived withboth parents. By
1987, 30%of rura residentslivedinfemale
headed households. (4) Althoughthispercentage
isstill lower thanthe45% of urban residents
livinginfemale-headed households, thetrendis
clearly downward asgreater numbersof children
inrura areasarebornto mothersoutside
marriage. Oneimplicationof thistrendisthat
increasing numbersof rura childrenaregrowing
upinpoverty (seeeconomictrends).

. Theincreaseof womenintheworkforce.

Family lifehasa so beenaffected dramatically by
changing economicconditionsinmany rurd
communitiesand small towns. Evenintwo-
parentfamilies, rural women haveincreasingly
hadtojointhework forceto help support the
family.

Theriseof birthsto unmarried and teen mothers.

v Theproportion of birthstounmarried
mothersishigher inurbanareasbutisincreasing
fasterinrural areas. By 1994, 31% of birthsin
rural areaswereto unmarried mothersas
comparedto 33% of birthsinurban areas. (5)

v By 1994, rural Blackssurpassed urban
Blacksintheproportion of birthstounmarried
mothers, 73%to 70% respectively.

v Rural unmarried mothersalsoweremore
likely to beteenagersthantheir urban
counterparts. (5) By 1994, 1 of every 9births
inrural areaswasto anunmarried teenage
mother, ascomparedto 1 of every 10 birthsin
urban areas.

v Higher level sof cohabitation.
v Higher levelsof divorce.

I mplications

Becausethefamily istheprimary unit of
socidizationintothenorms, val ues, and attitudes
of society, changesinthecompositionand
structureof rura familiesislikely tohavea
profound effect onrural life. Whenthesetrends
arecombinedwith changeineconomic
conditionsand socia ingtitutions(e.g., schools,
religiousorgani zations), thestability of therural
family becomesincreasingly threastened. Asthe
strength and stability of somefamiliesdecline,
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they becomelessof aresourcefor individualsto
draw uponintimesof need. Thescarcity of
formal services(e.g., socia services, mental
hedlth, child care, etc.) inrura areascombined
withtheabsenceof supporting family members
createsavoidthatisdifficulttofill.

ScHooL TRENDS

Inthenot too distant past, rural schoolswereoftenthe
cultural center of thecommunity. Nexttothefamily and
faith-based organizations, rural schoolshel pedtotransmit
thevauesand normsof thecommunity. Likethefamily,in
many communities, therural school haschanged
dramaticaly.

Somecommunities|ost their rura schoolsas
school districtsconsolidated.

Thenumber of schoolsdistrictshasdecreased
from 128,000in 1930to approximately 15,600
by thelate 1990s. Rural districtsaccount for
about three-quartersof thetotal but serveonly
about one-quarter of theelementary and
secondary students. (6) Inother communities,
schoolshavesurvived but strugglewith declining
revenuesfrom adiminishing tax baseand repeated
school bondfailures. (6) Inyet other rural areas,
particularly thoseadjacent to urban areas, schools
arestrugglingtokeep upwiththeinflux of new
students.

M ost schoolsarerural schools.

v In1997-98, morepublic schoolswere
classfiedasrural (21,636) thanany other
community type(e.g., largecity, midsizecity, large
town, small town, etc.). (7)

v During the 1998-99 school year, 27.8%
of children attended public schools inrura
communitiesand small towns, ascomparedto
28.9% of childrenwho attended public schoolsin
alargeor midsizecity. (7)

v Of the 23,539 public schoolsinrural
communities, 6,722 areinrural areasbordering
urbancommunities. (7)

Rural residentsarelesseducated than urban
residents.

v 23.5% of rural residents 18 and older do
not haveahigh school diplomaascomparedto
17.4% of urbanresidents. (8)

v Rural youtharemorelikely todrop out of
high school (20%rural vs. 15% urban); andrural
youtharelesslikely toreturnto school or geta
GED. (9)

v Rural youtharelesslikely togoto college
(23%rura vs. 29% urban) and arelesslikely to
graduatefromcollege (13%rural vs. 23% urban).

©)

I mplications

Thereisnoquestionthat rural schoolsarefragilein
many communities. Regardless, rura schoolsand
rural school leadershipoftenarepivotal in
developing thecapacity of rural communitiesto
addressthechallengespresented by suchfactors
aspoverty, socia isolation, and growth. Schools
havean obviousrolein devel oping human capital.
Becauserura employment hasbeenmore
concentrated than urbanemploymentinindustries
and occupationsthat are projectedtodecline
throughtheyear 2005, many rural communities
areexploring strategiesfor diversifyingand
improvingtheir economies. (10). Schoolswill be
animportant partner inprovidingtraining
opportunitiesto support theseefforts.

Rura schoolscanasobeinstrumental in
developing theleadership potentia of youthand
adultsalike. They canprovideopportunitiesfor
youthtoengageinmicroenterpriseactivities
whereyouth canapply their skillsandinterestsin
thedevel opment of small businessenterprises.
School scan giveyouth opportunitiesto
“contribute” totheir community andto others.
Further, school scan hel p connect studentswho
arestrugglingwithschool, includingtruants, to
adult mentorsfor support andguidance. Findly,in
partnershipwith other community leaders, schools
canopentheir doorstoavariety of community
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activities(e.g., healthfairs, violenceprevention
programs, “fun” days, cultural events, etc.)
designedto bring together parents, youth, and
community resdents.

FAITH-BAseD TRENDS

Theroleof churchesandfaith-based organi zationsinrural
community lifecannot beoverstated. Inthepoorest rural
areas, churchesandfaith-based organizationsoften
represent theonly viablesocia ingtitution capabl e of
connecting peoplewithinthecommunity and/or providing
community services. Despitetheir resiliency, asnoted
below, severa factorshavebeguntolimit thepotential
effectivenessof churchesandfaith-based organi zationsto
strengthenfamiliesand rural communities. Most notable
among thesefactorsarethefewer numbersof churchgoers
incommunitieswithdeclining popul ationsand thegrowing
religiousdiversty incommunitieswithincreasing
populations. Inaddition, thereareuniquestructural
challengeswhichmust beovercome.

. Churchattendance hasdeclined over thelast 30
years. (11)
v Churchesarelessengagedin
communities. (11)
v Rura churchesfacemany structural
chdlenges.

* Rura churcheshavelimited mem-
bership.

 Limited membershiprestrictsthe
number of programsand servicesthat
faith-based organizationsareableto offer.

» Peoplewill drivetomoreresponsive
community churches.

» Rura churchesarefiscally challenged.

* Pastorsareseldomfull-timeand may
liveouts dethecommunitiesthey serve.

SeERvICE TRENDS
Often, rura communitieshavefewer servicesprovided by

privateand voluntary associationsand publicly funded
programs. Inthepast, rural residentshaverelied more
heavily onfriendsandfamily toprovide®help,” however
asratesof out-migration haveincreasedinrural aress,
family, kin, and neighbor networksarenot asstrong. Thus,
many families, oftenthemast vul nerable, need, but lack,
accesstothemost basic services, including housing,
transportation, and child care.

For most families, theseservicesarecritica inhelping
them obtainand keep gainful employment. Welfare
recipientsinparticular arelikely to bedisadvantagedif
they do not have accessto child careand transportation.
Childrenmay a so bedisadvantaged. Researchhas
shown, for example, that childrenin poor early education
and child caresettingsmay bedisadvantagedinlearning
later onintheir school years.(12) Moreover, thelack of
accessto basic supportsmay affect afamily’ scapacity to
copewiththeday-to-day challengesof life. Parentswho
lack adequatehousing—or any housing—for example,
may havemoredifficulty inkeepingtheir childrensafe,
becausethehazardsof everyday lifebecomemore
frequent and moreserious.(13). Thefollowing highlight
someof themoreprevaent trendsfacingrura families
today relatedto serviceavailability.

. Center-based child careprograms(e.g., day care
centers, nursery schools, prekindergarten, preschools, and
Head Start programs) arelesslikely tobeavailablein
rural areas.
v Mothersinrural areastraditionaly have
beenmorelikely torely oninformal sources(e.g.,
relatives, friends) toprovidechild care. (14)

v Atleast onestudy hasshownthat rural
familiestravel greater distancestoobtainchild
carethandourbanfamilies. (15)

. Low-incomehouseholdsarethemost likely to
havedifficulty finding acceptableand affordable
housing.

v Incontrast to other low-incomerural
households, low-incomefamiliesthat dependon
their employment incometo support housing costs
aremorelikely toliveinresidencesthat aretoo
small for their family sizeandthat havephysica
problems. (16)
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v Although nonmetro householdersare
morelikely than metro househol dersto owntheir
homes, housingingenerd inrura areasissmaller
and morelikely to havemoderateor severe
physica problems. (16)

v Rural householdsarethreetimesmore
likely than urban householdstoliveinamobile
home, alessexpensivehousing alternative. (16)

. Somerural residentsdo not haveaccessto
housingatall.
v Ascomparedto urban areas, homeless

peopleinrura areasaremorelikely tobewhite,
fema e, married, currently working, homelessfor
thefirst time, and homelessfor ashorter period of
time. (17)

v Homelessfamiliesinrurd areasaremore
likely thantheir urban counterparts(41%inrura
areasversus11%inurbanareas) tomovein
temporarily withfamily or friendsrather thanto
rely onsocial agencies. (18)

v Homelessnessinrural areasascompared
tourbanareasismorelikely toinvolvedomestic
violencebut lesslikely toinvolvesubstanceabuse.
17

v A recent survey of 202homelessfamilies
infour Southern statesreveal ed that 42% of the
adultswereemployed and 28% of theadultshad
never received publicassistance. Theprimary
reasonsfor homelessnessappearedtobea
shortageof housing subsidiesandlandlordswilling
to accept subsidizedrents. A shortage of
subsidized child careal sokept many poor families

homeless. (19)
. Most rura residentsdo not have accessto public
transportation.

v Nearly 1 out of every 14 rural households
doesnot ownavehicle. About 57% of therural
poor do not own acar. (20)

v Nationally, closeto40%of all rural
resdentsliveinareaswithnoformof public
trangportation. (20) 28% of rural residentslivein
areaswithvery low levelsof serviceprovision.
(20)

v Often, therural poor must travel greater
distancesto employment opportunities, toobtain
essentia services, andto makeneeded purchases,
suchasgroceries. (20)

I mplications

Asaresult of changesinfamily structureand, in
somecases, thelossof extended family networks,
rural familiesaremorelikely today torequirea
widearray of formal services, suchaschildcare,
tomeet their daily needs. Often, however, the
array of servicesand socia supportsavailableto
familiesinrural communitiesislimited. Accessng
servicesfrequently requirestravelingto

nei ghboring communitiesor regiona centers,
whichisparticularly difficultfor poor families.
Regardlessof afamily’ sincomelevel, when
familieshavetotravel great distancestoobtain
child care, towork, to obtain services, andto
purchasegoods, it removesresidentsfromtheir
communities. Thismakesit moredifficultfor them
to establishand nurturetheinformal networksthat
areimportant to strengthening community lifeand
maintai ning control withinthecommunity.

Economic TRENDS

For most of thelast century, rurd lifetypically wasseenas
anagriculturd lifeandthecombinationof “family” and
“farm” becameaninseparablereminder of peopl € stieto
theland. Inthemid-1980s, family farmsbeganto
disappear aseconomic conditionsfavoredtheir conversion
intolarge-scaleagribusinessoperations. Simultaneoudly,
metropolitan communitiesbegantoexpandintorura areas
withtheeffect of improving economic conditions, though
drastically changing thelifestyleof community residents.

Asaresult of theseand other changes, rural lifecanno
longer beconsidered agricultural life. Today, rurd
communitiesarecharacterized by alevel of economic
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diversity that defiesasingledescription. Rather, rural
communitiesaremorelikely tobeshaped by a
convergenceof diversefactors(e.g., changingfamily
structure, economic conditions, strength of key social
ingtitutions) that influencethecapacity of residentsto affect
thewell-being of their community.

Thefollowingeconomictrendsprovideanoveral picture
of rural Americainthelast decade. However, this
description of general trends should bereadwiththe
reminder that eachrural community isunique.

. Rural Americagrew dightly inpopulationduring
the 1990s.

From April 1990to July 1999, the popul ation of
nonmetro countiesgrew 7.6%, or 3.9 million,
comparedtoanincreaseof 2.7%, or 1.3 million,
duringtheentire 1980-90 decade. (21) Early
indicationsfromthe2000 Censusarethat rural
Americahascontinuedto experiencepopulation
growth.

. Growthisuneveninrural aress.

Not all rurd communitieshavebenefittedfromthe
nation’ sexpansion. Duringthe1990s, athird of
all rura countiescapturedthree-fourthsof al rural
economicgains. Rurd areasthat havethrived
economically aremorelikely to haveamenitiesthat
attract businessand migration, such asrecreationa
areas. (22) Rural areaslocated next to metro
areashavethefastest growing economies.

. Many rura areasarecontinuingtolosetheir young
people.
v Duringtheearly 1990sandinto themid-
1990s, morecollege-educated peoplemigrated
intothanout of rural areas, reversingalong-
standing trend of out-migration. (23) However,
from 1997-1999, collegegraduatesmigrated out
of rura areasin numbersamost equal tothose
movinginfor thefirst timesincetheearly 1990s.
(21)

v Duringtheearly tomid 1990s, rural areas
attracted adisproportionate share of young

familiesinther early careers(ages26-30).

v Therura South experienced thebulk of
themigrationfollowed by theWest.

v Hispanicswereover-represented among
theurban-to-rural migrantsduringthe1990sand
now congtitutethefastest growingracia-ethnic
groupinrural America

. Medianfamily incomeinrura areasgrew dightly

between 1996 and 1998 after arelatively stagnant period

intheearly 1990s.
v Between 1997 and 1998, medianfamily
income(adjustedfor inflation) grew at afaster rate
(4.9%inrura areasthaninurban (2.3%, however
medianfamily incomefor rural families($38,006)
isstill far below that of familiesinurbanareas
($49,016). (24)

v Not all rural residentsbenefitted fromthe
increaseinfamily income. Familiesbelow the
poverty lineexperienced a4.6% decreasein
income. Incontrast, familieswithincomes
between 100 and 299% of poverty and between
300 and 499% of poverty experienced growth.
(24)

. Rural poverty ishigher thanurban poverty
v After asteady increaseinrura poverty
from 1990t0 1993, rising from 16.3%in 1990to
17.2%in 1993, by 1998therural poverty rate
had droppedto 14.3%. Regardless, therural
poverty ratestill exceeded theurban poverty rate
by 2 percentagepoints. (25)

v From 1996 to 1998, the share of poor
peoplelivinginfamilieswithat |east onefull-time,
full-year worker increased from 20%to 29%.
(26) Thesharealsoincreasedinurbanareas,
from 21%in 1996 to 25%in 1998.

v 43% of singleadult householdswith
childreninrura areashaveincomesbelow the
poverty level, compared with 37 percentinurban
areas. (27) 53% of thetotal income of theserural
househol dscomesfrom government assi stance

| Institute on Family and Neighborhood Life |




programs, compared with 11%for nonpoor
households.

v Over half of therural poor liveinthe
South. Incontrast, urban poor aremoreevenly
distributed throughout thecountry.

v IN1997, racial and ethnic minorities
comprised 17%of all rural residents. Regardless,
therateof rural minoritieslivinginpoverty in1996
washearly threetimesashigh asthoseof rural
Whites. (26) 1n1997, rural Blacksweretwiceas
likely tobeunemployed asrura Whites.

v Rural childrenlivinginsingle-parent
familiesaremorelikely tobepoor than children
livingintwo-parent families. 61.9% of rural poor
childrenlivedinfamiliesheaded by asingleparent.
(27) Atotal of 3.2millionchildren (under age18)
inrural areaslivedinpoverty in1996. The
poverty ratefor al rural childrenwas24%,
comparedto 22%for urban children. Rural White
children constituted 17% of the poverty rate; rural
Black children had thehighest poverty ratesat
50%; andthe poverty ratefor rural Hispanicand
Native American children exceeded 40%. (28)

v Childrenintherural Southaremorelikely
tobepoor thanin other areasof thecountry. In
1998, thepoverty ratefor childrenintherurd
Southwasnearly 27%, ascomparedto 17%in
rural areasintherest of thenation. (29)

I mplications

Theimpact of economicfactorsoncrimeand
violencerateshasbeenthesourceof considerable
study inurbanareas, with muchlessof afocuson
rural areas. For example, althoughhighratesof
poverty havelong been associated withincreased
crimeratesinurbanareas, thelink between
chronicpoverty and crimeinrural areasisless
clear. Ontheother hand, ameta-analysisof
studiesexamining theimpact of rapid population
growthoncrimeindicatedthat crimegrew even
faster thanthepopulation.(30) Althoughthe
reasonfor suchanincreaseisnotclear, itis
theorizedthat informal socid controls, which

operateto keep crimein check, areweakened as
new residentsmovein.

Atthevery least, theeconomic conditionsof a
community influencetheextent towhichresources
areavailableto addresscrimeand violence.

Many rural areaslack sufficient populationto
support theservicesessential to meetingtheneeds
of peopleonadaily basis. Eveninrura areasthat
arebenefittingfromthenational growth
experienced during thelast decade, community
leadersarelikely tofacechallengesin
strengthening and expanding servicesand public
programs, such asthe school sand police, to meet
theneedsof growing populations.

Moreover, it may beascritical inrural
communities, regardlessof whether they are
persistently poor or experiencing rapid growth, to
findwaysof strengthening theconnectionsamong
people. Stronger connectionsenabl e peopleto act
collectively inestablishingand enforcingthenorms,
values, and attitudesof thecommunity.
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