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Update: This story has been updated to reflect 
the fact that a paper in an academic journal 
exploring similar themes about rural Amer-
ica was published in 2018. Its authors were 
Stephan Goetz (Pennsylvania State Universi-
ty), Mark Partridge (Ohio State University) 
and Heather Stephens (West Virginia  
University).

According to the United States’ original 1950 
urban classifications, rural America is crushing 
it. It’s home to about as many people as urban 
America, and it’s growing faster. So why do 
headlines and statistics paint rural areas as 
perpetually in decline?

Because the contest between rural and urban 
America is rigged. Official definitions are regu-
larly updated in such a way that rural counties 
are continually losing their most successful 
places to urbanization. When a rural county 
grows, it transmutes into an urban one.

In a way, rural areas serve as urban America’s 
farm team: All their most promising prospects 
get called up to the big leagues, leaving the 
low-density margins populated by an ev-
er-shrinking pool of those who couldn’t quali-
fy.

Imagine how unfair a sport would seem if one 
team automatically drafted the other’s best 
players the moment they showed any prom-
ise. That’s essentially what happens when we 

measure rural areas as whatever’s left over 
after anywhere that hits a certain population 
level is considered metropolitan. It distorts 
how we see rural America. It skews our view of 
everything from presidential politics to suicide 
to deaths caused by alcohol.

Officially, the years since 2010 have marked a 
turning point for rural counties. For the first 
time, they have lost population. Their share 
of the U.S. population hit an all-time low of 
14 percent. But those startling statistics are 
due entirely to changes in county definitions, 
according to a paper presented to the Rural 
Sociological Society by Ken Johnson of the 
University of New Hampshire, Daniel Lichter 

The real (surprisingly comforting) reason rural 
America is doomed to decline



of Cornell University and John Cromartie of 
the Agriculture Department.

Any attempt to make a clean break between 
urban and rural will look arbitrary, as Ken-
tucky lawyer Amanda Kool writes in the Daily 
Yonder, a publication focused on rural news 
and issues. Bracken County, where she 
lives, has about 8,000 people. Hay trucks 
and Amish buggies often disrupt her com-
mute. And yet, because of commuting pat-
terns, Bracken was designated as part of 
the Cincinnati metropolitan area in 2003

“There are places on the outer edge of big 
metropolitan areas where you’d swear 
you were in a rural area,” Johnson said. 
But because many residents commute to a 
central city, they’re considered part of that 
metro area.

A few years after every census, counties like 
Bracken are reclassified, and rural or “non-
metropolitan” America shrinks and metro-
politan America grows. At least on paper. 
The character of a place doesn’t necessar-
ily change the moment a city crosses the 
50,000-resident mark.

The sprawling, diverse segment of the United 
States that has changed from rural to urban 
since 1950 is the fastest-growing segment of 
the country. Culturally, newly urban areas 
often have more in common with persistently 
rural places than with the biggest cities.

Most notably, in 2016, Hillary Clinton would 
have won only the counties defined as urban 
when the metropolitan classification began in 
1950, while Donald Trump would have won 
every group of counties added to metropoli-
tan after the initial round, as Stephan Goetz 
(Pennsylvania State University), Mark Par-
tridge (Ohio State University) and Heather 
Stephens (West Virginia University) showed 
in their review of rural America at the dawn 
of the Trump era, published in 2018 in the 
journal Applied Economic Perspectives and 
Policy.

“What might be described as rural culture 
and values will have faded some, but they’re 
more alive in places that have recently ur-



banized than in places that have been more 
highly urbanized for longer,” said University 
of California at Davis legal scholar Lisa Pruitt.

About 6 in 10 U.S. adults who consider them-
selves “rural” live in an area classified as met-
ropolitan by standards similar to those used 
above, according to a Washington Post-Kaiser 
Family Foundation poll conducted in 2017. 
And 3 in 4 of the adults who say they live in a 
“small town”? They’re also in a metro area.

This report focuses on the widely used defi-
nitions from the Office of Management and 
Budget, with metropolitan statistical areas 
labeled as “urban” and unclassified areas, as 
well as the smaller towns officials call “mic-
ropolitan areas,” labeled as “rural.” But the 
issue transcends technicalities. Any which 
way you look at it, “rural” is everything that’s 
not a city.

“If you go every single decade and you keep 
winnowing out the ones with the best pros-
pects for growth, when you get to the post-
2010 period you’re getting to some pretty 
disadvantaged rural areas,” Cornell’s Lichter 
said. “They’re not likely to experience much 
in-migration. You’re not going to see a lot of 
growth.”

While there’s no easy answer for the defini-
tional issues, we can be sure the narrative 
of “rural economic malaise and population 
decline” is an oversimplification, Lichter said. 
“We’re misrepresenting what’s really happen-
ing in rural areas.”

Without growing cities, the remaining 
rural areas paint a dark picture

Rural America today is a different place than 
in 1950. It’s much smaller and has lost its 
midsize towns and the counties that sur-
rounded bigger cities.

The areas left after seven decades of reclas-
sification tend to be defined by their history 
of clawing resources, such as copper, timber 
or winter wheat, from the open country, and 
their present of clawing a living from an older 
population and a shrinking economy.

“Those kinds of areas have been losing popu-
lation for a long time. When they leave, they 
leave behind an older, aging population with 
no reproductive potential,” Lichter said. “It’s 
very hard to see how these places are going to 
recover,” he added.

Such places include much of the Great Plains, 
Appalachia, the Mississippi Delta and oth-
er regions where little industry developed 
beyond farming, mining and logging. Many 
followed a trajectory similar to Lincoln Coun-
ty, Wyo., home of Kemmerer, the “Fossil Fish 
Capital of the World.” Once a thriving min-
ing town where retailer James Cash Penney 
opened his first store, Kemmerer is reeling. 



The owner of a nearby coal mine went bank-
rupt, and a potential sale fell through last 
month.

Even before the mine faltered, Lincoln Coun-
ty’s population growth slowed dramatically 
from 2010 to 2017, the most recent year for 
which we have data from the Census Bureau. 
Contrast that with Wyoming’s two metro ar-
eas, Cheyenne and Casper, which added more 
people than the rest of the state combined.

Both of Wyoming’s fast-growing metro areas 
were once defined as rural areas. But because 
they grew, they no longer count as rural 
America in the official statistics. Because 
Lincoln county has struggled, it’s still counted 
as rural.

Ben Winchester, longtime rural specialist at 
the University of Minnesota Extension, bris-
tles at the suggestion that rural America’s fate 
is sealed. It’s been demonstrated that immi-
gration has slowed population loss, and his 
work has shown that folks in their 30s and 
older are moving to rural areas.

Rural America is only doomed to decline 
if you define it so restrictively that it’s not 
allowed to grow. Defined more broadly, and 
when judged by metrics beyond population 
growth, rural America is holding its own.

“Everybody just continues to use these his-
torical notions of what rural is,” Winchester 
said. “We’ve got a diverse economy. We’ve 
got people moving in. We’re not all farm-
ers. We’re starting nonprofit groups left and 
right.”

Definitions meet the real world
If rural Americans complain of being left be-
hind, it might be because they literally are. In 
government statistics, and in popular concep-
tion, rural is defined as what’s left after you 
have staked out all the cities and their satel-
lites.

It makes rural areas look poorer, whiter, old-
er and more prone to alcohol-related death 
or suicide than under broader definitions. 
Statistics such as these affect everything from 
Medicare reimbursement to the larger per-
ception that the nation’s breadbasket is also a 
basket case.



“Yes, rural communities have problems,” 
Winchester said. “We hear about them all the 
time. But that can’t be the only way to define 
rural,” he added.

The nation has long fretted about the fate of 
its rural margins, but after the 2016 election 
the discussion took on a different tenor.

“Rural women — like rural and white work-
ing-class folks more generally — have become 
downright toxic in my world, the world of 
progressive elites,” Pruitt wrote in the Uni-
versity of Toledo Law Review. Pruitt actually 
has a foot in both worlds. Before she became 
a widely cited scholar in California, she grew 
up in one of the least-populated counties in 
Arkansas.

Policymakers’ disdain for rural people has 
prevented them from seeing and solving the 
challenges rural Americans face, Pruitt said.

“At one time,” she said, “farm life or rural liv-
ing was seen as integral to the American nar-
rative, but that’s hardly the case any longer.”

Emily Guskin and Scott Clement contributed 
to this report.
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