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 ToTal rural urban (inside MeTros)    
  (Outside Total Central 
   Metros) Urban City Suburbs

1990 73% 76% 72% 61% 79%

1991 73% 76% 71% 60% 79%

1992 72% 77% 70% 58% 78%

1993 71% 75% 70% 57% 78%

1994 71% 74% 69% 57% 77%

1995 70% 73% 68% 56% 76%

1996 69% 71% 69% 55% 77%

1997 69% 70% 69% 56% 77%

1998 69% 69% 69% 58% 76%

1999 69% 71% 69% 56% 76%

2000 70% 73% 70% 59% 76%

2001 71% 71% 70% 60% 76%

2002 70% 69% 70% 59% 76%

2003 70% 70% 70% 58% 76%

2004 69% 70% 69% 57% 75%

2005 69% 69% 69% 58% 75%

2006 69% 68% 69% 61% 74%

2007 69% 66% 70% 63% 74%

2008 69% 68% 69% 61% 74%
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In 1990, rural children were more likely to be living 
in married-couple families than children living in 
urban areas. today, however, that has changed. The 

most recent data from the Census Bureau shows that rural 
children are now slightly less likely to be living in married-
couple families.

In 1990, 76 percent of rural children were living in mar-
ried-couple families compared with 72 percent of those in 
central cities and suburbs (metropolitan areas). In the ear-
ly 1990s, marriage declined in both areas, but urban rates 
bottomed out at 68 percent in 1995. For rural families, the 
share of children living in married-couple families fluctu-
ated in the late 1990s, but then plunged from 73 percent in 
2000 to 68 percent in 2008. The most recent data available 
for 2008 indicate that the share of rural children living in 
married-couple families is 1 percentage point below that 
of children in metropolitan areas (68 percent versus 69 
percent).

Family structure is closely linked to a variety of child 
outcomes and numerous studies have shown that, in 
general, children growing up in a stable, married-couple 
family have more advantages and opportunities than 
those growing up in a single-parent family.1 The poverty 
rate for children in married-couple families is 9 percent 
compared to 21 percent for those in male-headed and 
43 percent for those in female-headed families.2 Conse-
quently, the decline in the share of rural children living in 
married-couple families since 2000 may help explain the 
3 percentage point rise in child poverty in rural america 
between 2000 and 2006.3

Divergent paths of family structure in rural and urban 
america are masked by overall nationwide change since 
1990. table 1 shows that the share of children in married-
couple families declined from 73 percent in 1990 to 69 
percent in 1996, and has shown little change since.

Overall metropolitan rates also mask important changes 
within central cities and suburbs. The share of central-
city children living in married-couple families increased 
from 56 percent in 1995 to 61 percent in 2008. During the 
same period, the percentage of suburban children living in 
married-couple families fell from 76 to 74 percent. 

rural Children now Less Likely to Live in  
Married-Couple Families
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Table 1. Percentage of children living in married-
couple families by metro status, 1990–2008
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Figure 1. Percentage of children living in married-couple families by metro status, 1990–2008
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Source:  March Current Population Survey, Various Years
Note:  Metropolitan areas are comprised of central cities and suburbs; data for these two geographies are 

disaggregated to illustrate distinct patterns.
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