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About Pew Research Center 

Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes 

and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take policy positions. The Center conducts 

public opinion polling, demographic research, content analys is and other data-driven social 

science research. It studies U.S. politics and policy; journalism and media; internet, science and 

technology; religion and public life; Hispanic trends; global attitudes and trends; and U.S. social 

and demographic trends. All of the Centerôs reports are available at www.pewresearch.org. Pew 

Research Center is a subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder. 
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Terminology 

For the analysis of findings from the new Pew Research Center survey (Chapters 2-7 of the report), 

references to ñurban,ò ñsuburbanò and ñruralò are based on respondentsô answer to the following 

question: ñHow would you describe the community where you currently live? (1) urban, (2) 

suburban, (3) rural.ò  

The analysis of how urban, suburban and rural communities are changing along demographic 

lines (Chapter 1), based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, relies on county-level classifications 

created by the National Center for Health Statistics at the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention.  

Throughout the report, the terms ñurbanò and ñcityò are used interchangeably. 

All references to party affiliation include those who lean toward that party: Republicans include 

those who identify as Republicans and independents who say they lean toward the Republican 

Party, and Democrats include those who identify as Democrats and independents who say they 

lean toward the Democratic Party. 

References to Millennials include adults who are ages 22 to 37 in 2018. Generation Xers include 

those who are ages 38 to 53, Baby Boomers include those who are 54 to 72 and members of the 

Silent Generation include those ages 73 to 90.  

References to college graduates or people with a college degree comprise those with a bachelorôs 

degree or more. ñSome collegeò includes those with an associate degree and those who attended 

college but did not obtain a degree. ñHigh schoolò refers to those who have a high school diploma 

or its equivalent, such as a General Education Development (GED) certificate. 

References to whites, blacks and Asians include only those who are non-Hispanic and identify as 

only one race. Hispanics are of any race. Nonwhites include blacks, Hispanics, other races and 

people who identify with more than one race. 

ñUpper classò refers to those who said they belong in the upper or upper-middle classes. ñLower 

classò refers to those who said they belong in the lower or lower-middle classes. 
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Large demographic shifts are reshaping America. The country is growing in numbers, itôs 

becoming more racially and ethnically diverse and the population is aging. But according to a new 

analysis by Pew Research Center, these trends are playing out differently across community types.  

Urban areas are at the leading edge of racial and ethnic change, with nonwhites now a clear 

majority of the population in urban counties while solid majorities in suburban and rural areas are 

white. Urban and suburban counties are gaining population  due to an influx of immigrants in both 

types of counties, as well as domestic migration into suburban areas. In contrast, rural counties 

have made only minimal gains since 2000 as the number of people leaving for urban or suburban 

areas has outpaced the number moving in. And while the population is graying in all three types of 

communities, this is happening more rapidly in the suburbs than in urban and rural counties.  

Key demographic trends are playing out differently across urban, suburban and rural 

counties  

 

Note: Nonwhites include blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Pacific Islanders, other races and people who identify as more than one race. County 

categories based on the National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2000 decennial census SF3 data and 2012-2016 American Community Survey data. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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At the same time, urban and 

rural communities are 

becoming increasingly 

different from each other 

politically . Adults in urban 

counties, long aligned with the 

Democratic Party, have moved 

even more to the left in recent 

years, and today twice as 

many urban voters identify as 

Democrats or lean Democratic 

as affiliate with the 

Republican Party. For their 

part, rural adults have moved 

more firmly into  the 

Republican camp. More than 

half (54%) of rural voters now 

identify with or lean to the 

GOP, while 38% are 

Democrats or lean 

Democratic.  

Against this backdrop, a new 

Pew Research Center survey 

finds that many urban and 

rural residents feel misundersto od and looked down on by Americans living in other types of 

communities. About two -thirds or more in urban and rural areas say people in other types of 

communities donôt understand the problems people face in their communities. And majorities of 

urban and rural residents say people who donôt live in their type of community have a negative 

view of those who do. In contrast, most suburbanites say people who donôt live in the suburbs have 

a positive view of those who do.   

The urban-suburban-rural divide extends to politics 

and perspectives 

 

Note: For party identification figures, òurban,ó òsuburbanó and òruraló refer to the type of 

county respondents live in, based on the National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural 

Classification Scheme for Counties. For figures on the share saying residents in other types 

of communities donõt understand the problems they face, òurban,ó òsuburbanó and òruraló 

refer to respondentsõ descriptions of their local community. 

Source: Party identification figures are from a compilation of all Pew Research Center 

political surveys conducted in 2017; survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 

2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.people-press.org/2018/03/20/1-trends-in-party-affiliation-among-demographic-groups/
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The divides that exist across urban, suburban and rural areas when it comes to views on social and 

political issues donôt necessarily extend to how people are experiencing life in different types of 

communities . Rural and suburban adults are somewhat more rooted in their local areas, but 

substantial shares in cities, suburbs and rural areas say they have lived in their communities for 

more than 10 years. And about six-in-ten in each type of community say they feel at least some 

sense of attachment to their communities, though relatively few say they are very attached.  

For adults who currently live in or near the place where they grew up ï roughly half in rural areas 

and about four-in-ten in cities and suburbs ï family ties stand out as the most important reason 

why they have never left or why they moved back after living away. And, when it comes to their 

interactions with neighbors, urban, suburban and rural residents are about equally likely to say 

they communicate with them on a regular basis.   

Defining ôurban,õ õsuburbanõ and ôruralõ  

In exploring the attitudes, experiences and changing demographics of Americans in different types of 

communities, this report relies on two distinct approaches to defining urban, suburban and rural areas. For 

the analysis of findings from the new Pew Research Center survey (Chapters 2-7 of the report), references 

to urban, suburban and rural communities are based on respondentsõ answer to the following question: 

òHow would you describe the community where you currently live? (1) urban, (2) suburban, (3) rural.ó   

The analysis of how urban, suburban and rural communities are changing along demographic lines 

(Chapter 1), based on U.S. Census Bureau data, relies on county-level classifications created by the 

National Center for Health Statistics at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  

In determining how to draw the lines between òurban,ó òsuburbanó and òruraló communities, Pew 

Research Center consulted a series of social scientists with expertise in this area. To be sure, there are 

many ways ð and no one right way ð to classify communities. Because the survey explored issues related 

to how Americans are experiencing life in their local communities, including how they relate to their 

neighbors and how attached they feel to their communities, we settled on a definition based on peopleõs 

description of the area where they live.  

The classification based on counties used in the analysis of census data makes it more challenging to 

speak to the specific localities where Americans live, but it has the advantage of allowing for the data to be 

more easily linked among government data sources to analyze changes over time across the country.   
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In addition, urban and rural residents share some of the same 

concerns. Roughly equal shares of urban (50%) and rural (46%) 

residents say that drug addiction is a major problem in their 

local community. When it comes to the availability of jobs, rural 

adults are somewhat more likely to say this is a major problem 

where they live (42% say so), but a substantial share of urban 

dwellers (34%) say the same, significantly higher than the share 

in suburban communities (22%). Other problems ï such as 

access to affordable housing in cities and access to public 

transportation in rural areas ï are felt more acutely in some 

areas than in others.  

The nationally representative survey of 6,251 adults was 

conducted online Feb. 26-March 11, 2018, using Pew Research 

Centerôs American Trends Panel.1 It explores the attitudes and 

experiences of Americans in urban, suburban and rural areas, 

including their views on key social and political issues, how they 

see people in other types of communities, and how theyôre living 

out their lives in their local communities. The survey sheds light 

on what divides and unites Americans across community types 

as well as on differences within  urban, suburban and rural 

areas ï sometimes driven by partisanship, sometimes by demographics. The study also includes a 

detailed analysis of demographic trends in urban, rural and suburban counties. Among the 

reportôs key findings:  

There are significant gaps in measures of economic well-being in urban, suburban and 

rural counties 

In addition to the divergent demographic trends taking place in urban, suburban and rural 

communities, the analysis finds that rural counties lag behind their urban and suburban 

counterparts when it comes to some measures related to economic well-being. The average 

earnings per worker in urban areas were $49,515 in 2016, followed by $46,081 in the suburbs and 

$35,171 in rural areas, though these figures donôt account for differences in living costs across 

county types. And while the number of employed adults ages 25 to 54 rose in urban and suburban 

counties since 2000, it declined in rural counties overall.  

                                                        
1 The survey includes an oversample of adults living in rural areas. For more details, see the Methodology section of the report.  

Many in urban, suburban 

and rural areas are 

longtime residents 

% saying they é 

 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted 

Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/u-s-survey-research/american-trends-panel/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/05/22/community-type-methodology/
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When it comes to the number of people living 

in poverty, however, the suburbs have seen 

much sharper increases since 2000 than 

urban or rural counties ï a 51% increase, 

compared with 31% in cities and 23% in rural 

areas. Overall, the poverty rate is somewhat 

higher in rural (18%) and urban (17%) areas 

than in suburban (14%) counties.  

Rural Americans, especially those without 

a college degree, are less optimistic about 

their financial future  

Majorities of Americans in urban (68%), 

suburban (59%) and rural (62%) communities 

say they donôt currently have enough income 

to lead the kind of life they want. But while 

about half of those in cities (46%) and suburbs 

(49%) who say this is the case believe they will 

have enough income in the future, rural 

residents are less optimistic: 63% of adults in 

rural areas who say they donôt currently have 

enough income to lead the 

kind of life they want donôt 

expect to in the future, while 

36% think they eventually 

will.  

The gap in financial optimism 

across community types is 

driven by a marked concern 

among rural residents without 

a bachelorôs degree. In rural 

areas, about a third (34%) of 

those with some college or less 

education who say they donôt 

currently h ave enough income 

to lead the kind of life they 

Poverty increased more sharply in 

suburbs than in urban and rural counties 

Population in poverty, in millions  

 

Note: County categories based on the National Center for Health 

Statistics Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2000 decennial census 

SF3 data and 2012-2016 American Community Survey data. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Wide educational divide among rural residents in 

optimism about their financial future  

% of those who say they do not currently have enough income to lead the 

kind of life they want saying they think they will i n the future  

 

Note: òSome collegeó includes those with an associate degree and those who attended 

college but did not obtain a degree. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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want think they will in the future; higher shares in cities (44%) and suburbs (46%) say this is the 

case. In contrast, similar shares of those with a bachelorôs degree or more education in urban 

(53%), suburban (58%) and rural (53%) areas think they will eventually have enough income to 

lead the kind of life they want.  

Across community types, majorities say 

rural areas get less than their fair share of 

federal dollars 

About seven-in-ten rural residents (71%), and 

somewhat narrower majorities in suburban 

(61%) and urban (57%) communities, say rural 

areas receive less than their fair share of 

federal dollars. These views donôt vary 

considerably across demographic or partisan 

lines.  

When it comes to the amount urban areas 

receive from the federal government, about 

half of urban dwellers (49%) say cities receive 

less than their fair share; only about a third of 

those in suburbs and rural areas share this 

view. Across community types, Democrats are 

more likely than Republicans to say urban areas receive less than their fair share, while 

Republicans are more likely to say these types of communities receive more than their fair share. 

Similar shares of Democrats and Republicans within each community type say urban areas receive 

about the right amount of federal dollars.    

About six-in-ten rural residents say the values of urban dwellers donõt align with theirs;  

53% of urban residents say the same about the values of those in rural areas 

Most Americans say people who live in the same type of community as they do generally share 

their values, but they are less convinced that those in other types of communities do. For example, 

a majority of rural residents (58%) say the values of most people in urban areas are very or 

somewhat different from theirs.  

Among urban dwellers, 53% see an urban-rural divide  on values, while 46% say most people in 

rural areas have values that are similar to their own. About half in urban and rural areas say most 

people in suburbs share their values, while suburbanites are somewhat more likely to say most 

Broad agreement across community 

types that rural areas get less than their 

fair share of federal dollars  

% of ___ residents saying that, when it comes to federal 

money, rural areas  receive é 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didnõt offer an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



10 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

34 

47 

53 

65 

52 

46 

Urban areas

Suburban areas

Rural areas

Different Similar 

27 

41 

48 

72 

58 

51 

Suburban areas

Rural areas

Urban areas

Different Similar 

26 

46 

58 

73 

53 

41 

Rural areas

Suburban areas

Urban areas

Different Similar 

people in rural areas have values that are 

similar to their own (58%) than to say the 

same about those in urban areas (51%). 

Thereôs a clear political dimension to these 

att itudes. For example, majorities of 

Republicans in urban (64%) and suburban 

(78%) communities say most people in rural 

areas share their values, while about six-in-ten 

Democrats in these communities say the 

values of most rural residents are different  

from theirs.  

Conversely, Democrats in suburban and rural 

areas are far more likely than their Republican 

counterparts to say most people who live in 

cities share their values. Even among 

Republicans who live in urban areas, only 

about half (48%) say most people who live in 

cities share their values.   

Urban and rural Americans differ sharply in 

their views of some key social and political 

issues, but in some cases this has more to 

do with partisanship than geography 

Americans in urban and rural communities 

have widely different views when it comes to 

social and political issues, including their 

assessments of President Donald Trump and 

opinions about race, immigration, same-sex marriage, abortion and the role of government.  

In many cases, the differences between urban and rural residents can be attributed to the fact that 

rural areas tend to have a higher concentration of Republicans and Republican-leaning 

independents, while majorities in urban communities identify with or lean toward the Democratic 

Party. For example, while urban dwellers are far more likely than their rural counterparts to say 

abortion should be legal in all or most cases, that the government should do more to solve 

problems, and that whites benefit from advantages in society that black people do not have, these 

Many say people in other types of 

communities donõt share their values  

% of urban residents  saying most people in ___ have 

values that are different from or similar to  theirs  

 

% of su bu rban residents  saying most people in ___ 

have values that are different from or similar to  theirs  

 

% of rural  residents  saying most people in ___ have 

values that are different from or similar to  theirs  

 

Note: Share of respondents who didnõt offer an answer not shown. 

òDifferentó includes those who say very or somewhat different and 

òsimilaró includes those who say very or somewhat similar. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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differences shrink when partisanship is taken 

into account. In other words, Democrats 

across community types share similar views on 

these issues, as do Republicans in urban, rural 

and suburban areas.  

On other issues, differences across community 

types remain, even after controlling for 

partisanship. Rural Republicans are more 

likely than Republicans in urban areas to say 

the legalization of same-sex marriage is a bad 

thing for society, and they are also more likely 

to express very positive views of Trump. In 

turn, Democrats across community types 

express different views on immigration, with 

those in urban areas more likely than their 

rural counterparts to say the growing number 

of newcomers strengthens American society. 

Seven-in-ten urban dwellers ð vs. about half in rural areas ð say itõs important to them to 

live in a community that is racially and ethnically diverse  

Rural residents are far more likely than their 

suburban and urban counterparts to say that , 

as far as they know, all or most of their 

neighbors are the same race or ethnicity as 

they are (69% vs. 53% and 43%, respectively). 

And urban residents place a much higher 

priority on living in a community that is 

racially and ethnically diverse than do those in 

suburban and rural areas: 70% of city dwellers 

say this is very or somewhat important to 

them, compared with a narrower majority of 

those in suburbs (59%) and about half in rural 

areas (52%). 

Across community types, relatively few say all 

or most of their neighbors share their political 

Rural Americans have warmer views of 

Donald Trump 

% who rate Donald Trump as ____ on a ófeeling 

thermometerô from 0 (coldest rating) to 100 (warmest 

rating)  

 

Note: Share of respondents who didnõt offer an answer not shown. 

 Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Urban dwellers place a higher premium 

on racial and ethnic diversity 

% saying it is _ __ to them, personally, to live in a 

community that is racially and ethnically diverse  

 

Note: Figures may not add to subtotals due to rounding. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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views: About a quarter in urban (25%) and rural (24%) communities and 19% in t he suburbs say 

this is the case. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the politica l makeup of urban and rural 

communities, majorities of Republicans in cities (59%) and Democrats in rural areas (57%) say 

only some or none of their neighbors share their political views.  

Living among politically like -minded people is not a top priority f or most Americans: Only one-in-

ten or fewer in urban (10%), suburban (8%) and rural (6%) communities say it is very important to 

them personally to live in a community where most people share their political views. Still, many 

say this is at least somewhat important to them (46%, 43% and 38%, respectively). 

Urban and rural residents see drug addiction as a top-tier problem in their local community  

About half of urban (50%) and 

rural (46%) adults say drug 

addiction is a major problem 

where they live; a smaller but 

substantial share in the 

suburbs (35%) say the same 

about their local community.  

Concerns about drug 

addiction vary significantly 

along socio-economic lines. 

Across community types, 

those without a bachelorôs 

degree are more likely than 

those with more education to 

say drug addiction is a major 

problem in their local community.  

Certain problems are felt more deeply in some types of communities than in others. For example, 

rural adults  are more likely than their urban and suburban counterparts to say access to public 

transportation and to high -speed internet are major problems.  For their part, urban dwellers 

express greater concern than those in suburban and rural areas about the availability of affordable 

housing, crime, poverty and the quality of K -12 education in public schools.  

Concerns about drug addiction are greater among 

adults without a college degree 

% saying drug addiction is a major problem in their local community  

 

Note: òSome collegeó includes those with an associate degree and those who attended 

college but did not obtain a degree. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.people-press.org/2018/03/20/1-trends-in-party-affiliation-among-demographic-groups/#urban-voters-grow-more-democratic-rural-voters-more-republican
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About four-in-ten U.S. adults live in or near the 

community where they grew up 

About half of rural residents (47%) say they live in 

or near the community where they grew up, 

including about a quarter (26%) who say they have 

always  lived there. Among those in urban and 

suburban areas, about four-in-ten say they 

currently live in or near the community where they 

grew up (42% and 38%, respectively), with about 

one-in-five in each saying that has always been the 

case.  

In urban, suburban and rural areas, more point to 

family ties than to any other factor as one of the 

main reasons why they stayed in the community 

where they grew up or why they left and later 

returned. About four -in-ten of those who left and 

came back (42%) and 35% of those who have lived 

in or near the same community their entire lives say 

they have done so to be near family. For both 

groups, factors related to the quality of life in the 

community, such as the cost of living, the climate, 

amenities, schools, or the sense of community, are 

the second most-cited reasons; 22% of those who 

left and returned and 17% of those who never left 

point to these factors.  

About half of adults who have always lived in or 

near the community where they grew up (52%) say 

all or most of their extended family members live 

within an hourôs drive from them, compared with 

38% of those who moved away and returned, and 

even smaller shares of those who donôt live in or 

near the community where they grew up (17%).  

About one-in-five adults have always 

lived in or near the community where 

they grew up 

% saying they é 

 

Note: Figures may not add to subtotals due to rounding. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

About one-in-six residents in urban, 

suburban and rural communities feel 

very attached to their local community 

% saying they feel ___ to their local community  

 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Across community types, relatively few say they feel very attached to the community where 

they live 

A majority of Ameri cans (59%) say they feel some attachment to their local community, but only 

16% say they feel very attached; 41% say they are not too or not at all attached to the community 

where they live. Adults in urban, suburban and rural areas report nearly identical  levels of 

attachment to their local community.  

In each of the three types of communities, those who have lived in their community for more than 

a decade and who have made connections with their neighbors are the most likely to feel a sense of 

attachment. About seven-in-ten adults who have lived in their community more than a decade 

(69%) say they feel very or somewhat attached to their local community, compared with 54% of 

those who have lived in their community six to 10 years and 44% of those who have done so less 

than six years. And while 77% of those who say they know all or most of their neighbors say they 

feel attached to their local community, a narrower majority of those who know some of their 

neighbors (55%) and about a third of those who donôt know any of their neighbors (32%) say the 

same.  

Smaller shares of adults in rural areas than in cities and suburbs say theyõd like to move 

away  

About a third of U.S. adults (32%) say they would want to move to a different community if they 

could, while 37% say they would not want to move and 31% arenôt sure. One-in-four rural residents 

say they would move if given the chance, 

compared with 37% of those in urban areas 

and 34% of suburbanites. Among adults 

younger than 30, however, about an equal 

share in urban (42%) and rural (39%) areas 

say they would move if they could; 48% of 

young adults in the suburbs say the same.  

Among those who say they would want to 

move, many, particularly in suburban and 

rural areas, say they would like to stay in the 

same type of community. For example, about 

four -in-ten adults in the suburbs who would 

like to move (41%) say they would choose to 

move to another suburban community. 

Similarly, 40% of those in rural areas who 

Among those who say theyõd like to 

move, urban residents most likely to 

choose a different type of community 

% of ___ who say they would move to a different 

community if they could saying they would like to mov e 

to é 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didnõt offer an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 
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report they would like to move say they would move to another rural community.  

Among urban dwellers who say they would like to move, similar shares say they would like to stay 

in an urban area (28%) as say they would like to move to a rural community (30%). About four -in-

ten (41%) would like to move to the suburbs. 

Rural residents are more likely than those in cities or suburbs to say they know all or most 

of their neighbors, but no more likely to interact with them  

Four-in-ten adults in rural communities say they 

know all or most of their neighbors, compared with 

28% in the suburbs and 24% in urban areas. 

However, among those who know at least some of 

their neighbors, rural Americans are no more likely 

than their urb an and suburban counterparts to say 

they interact with them on a regular basis.  

About half of adults who know at least some of their 

neighbors in urban (53%), suburban (49%) and 

rural (47%) communities say they have face-to-face 

conversations with a neighbor at least once a week. 

Other forms of communication, such as exchanging 

emails or text messages or talking on the phone 

with neighbors, are less common: About one-in-five 

or fewer in urban, rural and suburban areas say this 

happens at least once a week.  

Americans are generally trusting of their neighbors, but those in suburban and rural areas are 

more so. For example, about six-in-ten of those in the suburbs (62%) and in rural communities 

(61%) say they have a neighbor they would trust with a set of keys to their home, compared with 

about half (48%) in urban areas.  

There is little variation among those living in different types of communities in the share reporting 

they have social support, feel optimistic about their lives or feel lonely. And the idea that life in the 

city feels more hectic than life in the country is not borne out by the data ï only about one-in-ten 

urban, suburban and rural residents say they always or almost always feel they are too busy to 

enjoy their lives.  

Four-in-ten rural residents know all or 

most of their neighbors; shares are 

smaller in urban, suburban areas 

% saying they know all or most of their neighbors  

 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

31 

24 

28 

40 

All adults

Urban

Suburban

Rural



16 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

1. Demographic and economic trends in urban, suburban 

and rural communities 

Three key demographic forces have reshaped the 

overall U.S. population in recent years: growing 

racial and ethnic diversity, increasing 

immigration and rising numbers of older adults. 

But these trends are playing out differently in the 

nationôs rural, urban and suburban 

communities, touching some more than others. 

Likewise, recent U.S. population growth also has 

been uneven. Urban counties have grown at 

roughly the overall national rate of 13% since 

2000. Suburban and small metropolitan areas 

have grown more briskly. Rural counties have 

lagged, and half of them have fewer residents 

now than they did in 2000.  

According to a Pew Research Center analysis of 

census data, since 2000, U.S. urban and 

suburban populations have grown at least as 

much as they did over the prior decade. But the 

total rural population has grown less than it did 

in the 1990s, when rising numbers fed hope of a 

modest ñrural rebound.ò As a result, a somewhat 

smaller share of Americans now live in rural 

counties (14% vs. 16% in 2000).  

More recently, the Census Bureauôs population 

estimates for 2017 show a one-year uptick in the 

nationôs rural population, though not enough to 

make up for previous declines. Analysis by 

demographer Kenneth M. Johnson attributed 

the increase to gains in rural communities on the 

edge of metropolitan areas, while more remote 

counties continued to lose population.  

http://www.prb.org/Publications/Reports/1999/TheRuralRebound.aspx
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/domestic-migration-fewer-births
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/domestic-migration-fewer-births
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The flow of people in and out of different types 

of U.S. counties is affecting their size and 

composition. Since 2000, more people left 

rural counties for urban, suburban or small 

metro counties than moved in from those 

areas. Because there were not enough new 

immigrants to offset those departures, rural 

counties as a group grew only because they had 

more births than deaths.  

At the national level, non-Hispanic whites 

make up the majority of the population, but a 

key demographic shift is underway: Whites are 

a shrinking share of the population and 

expected to be less than half by midcentury  as 

other groups grow more rapidly. Whites have 

become a minority of the population in most 

urban counties since 2000, while remaining 

the majority in 90% of suburban and small 

metro counties and 89% of rural ones.  

Another key demographic trend, the rise in 

immigration in recent decades, has raised the 

foreign-born share of the U.S. population 

overall and has increased the share in each 

type of county, although to varying degrees. 

Immigrants, along with their children and 

grandchildren , have accounted for the majority 

of U.S. population growth  since 1965. But 

immigrants are more concentrated in cities and 

suburbs than in rural areas. On the flip side, 

the majority of rural counties now have fewer 

U.S.-born residents than in 2000, a key factor 

in their dwindling populations.  

What is an urban, suburban or rural 

county? 

This chapter compares three different types of 

communities among the nationõs counties, based 

on a National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) 

classification system. The analysis covers 3,130 

of the nationõs 3,142 counties and county 

equivalents such as parishes and independent 

cities. See Methodology for more detail. 

Urban core counties: These 68 counties ð for 

example, Miami-Dade County, Milwaukee County 

and San Diego County ð are located in the 53 

U.S. metropolitan areas with at least a million 

people. In the NCHS classification system they 

are called òlarge central metroó counties, and 

about three-in-ten Americans (31%) live in them. 

These counties are sometimes referred to simply 

as òurbanó or òcitiesó in this report. 

Suburban and small metro counties: These 

1,093 counties ð sometimes called òsuburbsó in 

this report ð include those outside the core cities 

of the largest metro areas, as well as the entirety 

of other metropolitan areas. This group includes 

òlarge fringe metro,ó òmedium metroó and òsmall 

metroó counties in the NCHS classification 

system. About half of Americans (55%) live in 

suburban counties and smaller metropolitan 

areas, among them New Haven County, 

Connecticut, DeKalb County (near Atlanta), and 

Boise County, Idaho. 

Rural: These 1,969 counties are located in non-

metropolitan areas. Only 14% of Americans live 

in them. These communities, with a median 

population size of 16,535, include counties or 

county equivalents such as Evangeline Parish, 

Louisiana; Navajo County, Arizona; and Elk 

County, Pennsylvania.  

 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/P25_1144.pdf
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-u-s-driving-population-growth-and-change-through-2065/
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-u-s-driving-population-growth-and-change-through-2065/
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A third major population 

driver ï the aging of the giant 

Baby Boom generation ï also 

has varying impacts on 

different county types. Rural 

areas have a higher share of 

adults who are ages 65 and 

older than urban or suburban 

counties. But suburban 

counties have experienced the 

sharpest increases in the 

number of older adults since 

2000.  

The analysis in this chapter 

relies mainly on Census 

Bureau data. Current numbers 

for county characteristics 

come from the American 

Community Survey (ACS) 

combined data for 2012-2016, 

the latest available. Current 

numbers for natural increase/decrease and migration flows 

come from population estimates for 2014, the most comparable 

year to the ACS data because it is the midpoint of the combined 

ACS data used in this chapter. See Methodology for more detail.  

About 46 million Americans live in the nationôs rural counties, 

175 million in its suburbs and small metros and about 98 million 

in its urban core counties.  

As a group, the population in rural counties grew 3% since 2000, 

less than their 8% growth in the 1990s. Urban county population 

rose 13% since 2000 and the population in suburban and small 

metro counties went up 16%, growth rates somewhat higher than 

Majority of U.S. counties are rural, especially in the 

Midwest 

 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural 

Classification Scheme for Counties. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Population growth in 

rural counties since 2000 

has trailed other areas 

Population (in millions)  

 2000 2012-16 
Change 

(%) 

Urban 87  98 13 

Suburban 150 175 16 

Rural 45 46 3 

Note: County categories based on the 

National Center for Health Statistics Urban-

Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 

2000 decennial census SF3 data and 

2012-2016 American Community Survey 

data. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/05/22/community-type-methodology/#secondary-data-sources-and-methodology
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in the 1990s.2 The share of U.S. residents who live in rural counties declined in the 1990s and since 

2000, but rose in suburban counties during both periods and held steady in urban counties.  

Although the rural population as a whole has grown since 2000, the majority of populations in 

individual rural count ies have not. Since the turn of the century, the population declined  in 52% of 

rural counties ï 1,024 of 1,969. Among the hardest hit counties were those where the economy is 

based on farming, about a fifth of rural counties .  

Growth factors vary for cities, suburbs and rural areas 

There are four main drivers of population gain or loss at the county level: births, deaths, new 

immigrants coming from abroad or leaving, and people moving to or from other U.S. counties 

(including immigrants already living in the U.S.). The census numbers show th at these factors are 

affecting cities, suburbs and rural communities differently.  

Urban areas gained 1.6 million  net new migrants since 2000, with a surplus of immigrants more 

than offsetting a loss of people who moved out to suburbs or rural areas. As a group, urban 

counties had 9.8 million more births than deaths, further bolstering their populations .  

                                                        
2 Growth in the 1990s was measured over a 10-year period, and growth since 2000 was measured over 14 years, using a dataset covering 

2012-2016. 

Suburbs have gained population from international and domestic migration, while 

rural areas fell behind 

 

Note: County categories based on the National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties.    

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Census Bureau 2000 and 2014 county population estimates. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Suburban and small metro counties have grown since 2000 because of gains in all the drivers of 

population change. They gained 11.7 million new residents by drawing former residents of U.S. 

urban and rural areas, as well as immigrants from abroad. On top of that, they had 12.1 million 

more births than deaths. 

It was a different picture for rural counties, however, where move -outs since 2000 exceeded move-

ins. As a group, they had a net loss of 380,000 people who moved out. The loss would have been 

larger ï more than 950,000 people ï had it not been partly offset by about 600,000 new 

immigrants. The total population of rural counties grew only through natural increase ï that is, 

they had 1.2 million more births than deaths.  

Rural population loss largest in Midwest 

Patterns of births, deaths, migration and immigration vary greatly among regions, and generally 

illustrate the long -term trend of 

Americans favoring the Sunbelt 

states of the South and West over 

Northeastern or Midwestern 

states. These regional differences 

persist within each county type. 

Among rural counties, a majority 

in the Northeast and Midwest lost 

population since 2000, while a 

majority in the South and 

especially the West gained 

population. One factor behind the 

regional diffe rence is that rural 

counties in the Northeast and 

Midwest were more likely than 

other rural areas to have more 

deaths than births. These counties 

also were more likely to have 

experienced a net loss of migrants 

ï more people moving out than 

moving in.  

Most rural counties in the Midwest have lost 

population 

Population gain or loss since 2000 among rural U.S. counties  

 

Note: County categories based on the National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural 

Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2000 decennial census SF3 data and 2012-2016 

American Community Survey data. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communitiesó 
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The population trends of rural counties are linked to their economic profiles. 3 As a group, the 

nationôs 391 rural farming counties ï heavily concentrated in the Great Plains ï have lost total 

population since 2000, while rural counties with other types of economies gained population.  

The total population of rural counties with recreation -based and government-based economies 

grew more since 2000 than the populations of other rural county types. One reason recreation-

based counties grew was that they had a net gain of new residents who moved from other U.S 

counties, the only rural county type to have a gain in net domestic migration. An analysis by the 

Population Reference Bureau found that rural 

recreation-based counties were especially 

likely to have growing numbers of residents 65 

and older, while rural farming -based counties 

were losing residents in that age group. 

Among urban areas, the Midwest had the 

largest share of population -losing counties 

since 2000: 42% of urban counties in this 

region, including the ones that encompass 

Chicago (Cook County, Illinois ), Detroit 

(Wayne County, Michigan), and Cleveland 

(Cuyahoga County, Ohio), lost population.  

Among suburban and small metro counties, 

about a quarter of the ones in the Northeast 

and Midwest lost population since 2000, a 

higher share than in other regions. A majority 

of Northeast and Midwest suburban counties 

had a net gain of migrants, but that was mainly 

due to immigratio n. A majority had a net loss 

of residents to urban or rural U.S. counties 

during this period.  

 

                                                        
3 This analysis relies on a U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service typology that classifies counties based on six non-

overlapping categories of economic dependence: farming, mining, manufacturing, federal/state government, recreation and nonspecialized. 

A majority of rural counties ð especially 

in the Northeast and Midwest ð have 

more people moving out than moving in 

 % of counties é 

 

é losing 
population 
since 2000 

é with  
more deaths  
than births  
since 2000 

é with  
more people 
moving out 

than moving 
in since 2000 

Urban 15 3 50 

Northeast 13 7 93 

Midwest 42 0 92 

South 11 4 26 

West 0 0 14 

Suburban 18 13 34 

Northeast 23 20 40 

Midwest 24 9 48 

South 16 16 29 

West 5 7 19 

Rural 52 41 68 

Northeast 54 53 63 

Midwest 68 48 85 

South 44 37 57 

West 34 31 58 

Note: County categories based on the National Center for Health 

Statistics Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Census Bureau 2000 

and 2014 county population estimates. 
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http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2017/Baby-Boomers-and-Millennials.aspx


22 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

A key demographic trend shaping the makeup of 

local populations, as well as the nation as a 

whole, is the rising number of older Americans. 

The Baby Boom generation, born between 1946 

and 1964, began turning 65 in 2011, and all will 

have reached that age by 2030. 

While the population is aging in all three county 

types, this is happening more rapidly in U.S. 

suburban and small metro counties. The 65-and-

older population grew 39% in the suburbs since 

2000, compared with 26% in urban and 22% in rural 

counties.  

Nationally and in each county type, the older adult 

population grew more sharply since 2000 than any other 

age group ï young children, school-age children, young 

adults or middle -aged adults. In rural areas, the 

population younger than 18 declined during this period. 

As a result, in each county type, adults ages 65 and older 

now make up a larger share of the total population than in 

2000.  

As a group, rural counties skew older than suburban and 

urban counties: 18% of rural residents are 65 or older vs. 

15% in suburban and small metro counties and 13% in 

cities.  

Rural counties also have a smaller share of young adults 

than urban or suburban populations.  

Suburban counties are graying more 

rapidly than other types 

% change in age group since 200o by county type 

 

Note: County categories based on the National Center for Health 

Statistics Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2000 decennial census 

SF3 data and 2012-2016 American Community Survey data. 
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Rural counties as a whole 

have a higher share of older 

Americans than cities or 

suburbs 

% of total population in each county type  

 

Note: County categories based on the National 

Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural 

Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2012-

2016 American Community Survey data. 

òWhat Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and 

Rural Communitiesó 
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What is a typical urban 

county? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is so much variability among 

counties that no single one is 

perfectly typical, but Franklin 

County, Ohio, is a good example. 

The county seat is Columbus, the 

state capital. Like urban counties 

overall, it is growing, though its 

current population of 1.2 million is 

somewhat larger than the median 

urban county. The population is 

about two-thirds non-Hispanic white, 

a higher share than for urban 

counties overall, but as with other 

urban counties, the white share has 

declined. Franklin County has a 

similar share of adults ages 65 and 

older (11%) and the same share of 

people in poverty (17%) as the typical 

urban county. As did urban counties 

overall, it gained prime-age workers 

since 2000. 

Named for Benjamin Franklin, the 

county is home to Ohio State 

University (and its Buckeyes sports 

teams). The county has voted 

Democratic in presidential elections 

since 1996. The corporate 

headquarters for Nationwide 

Insurance and Limited Brands are 

located in Columbus. The region also 

has the highest number of refugee 

arrivals in Ohio, and one of the 

largest populations of Somali 

refugees in the country. 

What is a typical suburban 

county? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hunt County, Texas, has many 

characteristics of the typical 

suburban or small metro county. It 

belongs to the Dallas-Fort Worth 

metropolitan area. Its growing 

population of about 89,000 includes 

ð as is true of most suburbs ð a 

declining share who are non-Hispanic 

white (73%).  

As with other suburbs, the older-adult 

population is rising; 15% of residents 

are ages 65 and older. The number 

of people in poverty, 19% of the total 

population, also went up since 2000. 

The number of employed residents 

ages 25 to 54 ticked down, as is true 

of the typical suburb. 

Named for Texas political figure 

Memucan Hunt, it became a county 

in 1846. Greenville is the county seat 

and the largest town. In its early 

days, the county economy depended 

on cotton farming, but now 

education, manufacturing and 

agribusiness are more important.  

Most workers are employed at jobs 

within the county, but about a third 

work outside the county, including in 

Dallas. In recent decades, the county 

mainly has voted for Republican 

presidential candidates. 

What is a typical rural 

county? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Potter County, Pennsylvania, looks 

like a typical rural county in many 

ways. Its population of about 17,000 

has declined since 2000, as did the 

majority of rural counties. The share 

of non-Hispanic whites in the total 

population is high ð 97% ð and 

barely changed since 2000. 

As with other rural counties, older 

adults are a growing part of the 

population ð 22% are at least 65 

years old. About 14% of residents are 

poor, a small increase from 2000. 

The number of employed adults of 

prime working age (25 to 54) fell by 

more than 1,100 since 2000.  

The county was named for James 

Potter, a Pennsylvania political figure 

who was born in Ireland. Its 

presidential votes in recent decades 

have gone to Republicans. The 

county is among those affected by a 

boom in drilling for shale natural gas. 

According to a U.S. Department of 

Agriculture county typology, Potterõs 

economy is mainly recreation-based. 

Its attractions include Cherry Springs 

State Park, which is noted for 

stargazing.  






























































































































