
are centers of recreational and retirement activity that 
attract urban tourists, retirees, and businesses. The 
remaining 31 percent (599) of rural counties, which 
contain 14.6 million residents or 32 percent of the rural 
population, have had mixed periods of growth and 
decline, but their cumulative population losses have 
been far more modest than in the depopulating coun-
ties that have been in decline for many years. 
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This brief examines demographic trends in rural 
America, a region often overlooked in a nation 
dominated by urban interests. Yet, 46 million 

people live in rural areas that encompass 72 percent 
of the land area of the United States. “Rural America” 
is a simple term that describes a remarkably diverse 
collection of people and places. It encompasses vast 
agricultural regions that are among the most produc-
tive in the world; sprawling exurban areas just beyond 
the urban fringe; successful ultra-modern industrial, 
energy, and warehousing complexes strung along 
rural interstates; regions where coal, ore, oil, gas, and 
timber are extracted, processed, and shipped; strug-
gling factory towns facing intense global competition; 
and fast-growing recreational areas situated near scenic 
mountains and lakes.1

Depopulation in Rural America
Depopulation occurs when an area experiences 
substantial population loss over a protracted period, 
resulting in significant population decline (see Box 1). 
How widespread is depopulation? In all, 746 coun-
ties representing 24 percent of all U.S. counties are 
depopulating, and nearly all of them—91 percent—are 
rural. Just 9 percent of urban counties are depopulat-
ing (Figure 1). Such depopulation is a clear indicator 
of a lack of demographic vitality in a significant part of 
rural America. Over one-third (35 percent) of all rural 
counties (676) are depopulating (Figure 2). Today, only 
6.2 million residents remain in these depopulating 
rural counties, a third fewer than resided there in 1950. 

Though rural depopulation is widespread, many rural 
counties are thriving and gaining population. Indeed, 
35 percent (673) were at their peak population in 2010 
and contained 24.8 million residents in 2016—54.5 
percent of the rural total. Such growing rural counties 
often benefit from proximity to metropolitan areas or 

FIGURE 1. DEPOPULATION IS MUCH MORE COMMON IN 
RURAL THAN URBAN COUNTIES

Source: Census Bureau, Census of 1900 to 2010.



The prevalence, timing, and magnitude of depopu-
lation have unfolded unevenly across the geographic 
landscape of rural America. Depopulating rural 
counties are concentrated in the Great Plains and 
lie in a north-south band from the Dakotas through 
Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma to central Texas 
(see Figure 3). Clusters of depopulating rural coun-
ties are also evident in the northern Great Lakes, the 
interior of the Southeast, the Mississippi Delta, and 
the mining regions of West Virginia and Kentucky. 
In many cases, counties with less severe population 
losses are proximate to these depopulating counties, 
illuminating the spatial clustering of population loss 
in rural America. In contrast, most rural counties at 
peak populations are in the West, along the Atlantic 
or Pacific coasts, or proximate to metropolitan coun-
ties. There are exceptions to this general pattern, 
however, in high-amenity areas of the upper Great 
Lakes and Northern New England, as well as in the 
Ozarks and the Great Smoky Mountains. 

The uneven spatial distribution of population 
loss and gain reflects the diverse forces influencing 
rural demographic trends. For example, depopula-
tion is prevalent in remote rural counties that are 
not adjacent to metropolitan areas: more than 46 
percent of these remote counties are depopulating, 
compared to 24 percent of those adjacent to metro-
politan counties, trends that may reflect the advan-
tages of proximity to urban labor markets, services, 

Box 1. Defining Depopulation
We use population data from 1900 to 2010 to group 
counties with similar patterns of population change. 
In this brief, a depopulation county reached its 
peak population by 1950 and lost at least 25 percent 
of that peak population by 2010. In contrast, gain 
counties had a larger population in 2010 than at any 
point in the past. A third group of counties, other 
loss, had mixed histories of population gain and loss 
but each reached its peak population after 1950 or 
lost less than 25 percent of its peak population by 
2010 or did both. For examples, see Box 2. 
We focus on rural counties, which include all 
nonmetropolitan counties (see the Methods sec-
tion). We use the terms rural and nonmetropolitan 
interchangeably, as we do the terms urban and 
metropolitan. 

and economic activities. Depopulation also reflects 
the historical impact of employment declines in 
agriculture resulting from mechanization and farm 
consolidation. More than 80 percent of all rural 
farm counties are depopulating, compared to just 
15 percent of nonmetropolitan recreational coun-
ties and 13 percent of retirement counties. Indeed, 
59 percent of the recreational and 74 percent of the 
retirement counties are currently at their popula-
tion peaks. Thus, while depopulation is prevalent in 
some rural areas, it is far from universal.

The Demographic Drivers of 
Depopulation and Their Impact  
on the Rural Population
Population loss from outmigration is the most 
important factor in the initial stages of depopulation, 
and young adults are particularly prominent in these 
outmigration streams. Depopulating rural counties 
had an average migration loss of 43 percent of their 
20-24-year-olds in each decade from 1950 to 2010, 
and such chronic young-adult outmigration meant 
that there were far fewer women of childbearing age 
and, as a result, many fewer births. In contrast, the 
sizeable older population that did not migrate aged 
in place, resulting in rising mortality. Consequently, 
between 2000 and 2010, 60 percent of depopulat-
ing rural counties had more deaths than births. This 
combination of young-adult outmigration, fewer 
births, and more deaths produced a downward spiral 
of population loss that can be difficult to break.

FIGURE 2. MOST OF THE RURAL POPULATION LIVES IN 
GROWING COUNTIES, BUT MOST RURAL COUNTIES ARE 
NOT GROWING

Source: Census Bureau Population Estimates, 2016.
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What overall impact has depopulation had on 
the rural counties experiencing it? Between 1950 
and 2016, depopulating counties lost more than 34 
percent of their original population. Among coun-
ties with mixed histories of growth and decline, the 
population grew by 5 percent through 2016. Among 
rural counties at their population peak in 2010, the 
population grew by nearly 75 percent. 

How did rural areas fare during the Great 
Recession and its aftermath? Between 2010 and 

2016, America’s nonmetropolitan population 
declined overall for the first time ever.2 Losses were 
greatest in depopulating counties, among which 82 
percent lost population, reflecting the cumulative 
impact of natural decrease and widespread outmi-
gration. The situation was only slightly better among 
rural counties with mixed histories of population 
gain and loss: nearly 80 percent lost population 
between 2010 and 2016. Perhaps the most striking 
finding from the contemporary data is that, even 
among the nonmetropolitan counties that were at 
their population peak in 2010, just 56 percent gained 
population between 2010 and 2016. That nearly 
half of the counties with long histories of popula-
tion gain are now losing population underscores the 
demographic and economic headwinds that non-
metropolitan America faces.	

FIGURE 3. DEPOPULATION IN NONMETROPOLITAN AMERICA

Source: Census Bureau, Census of 1900 to 2010.

What overall impact has depopulation had on 
the rural counties experiencing it? Between 1950 
and 2016, depopulating counties lost more than 
34 percent of their original population.
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Rural Policy in an Urban Nation
Rural concerns are often overlooked in a nation domi-
nated by urban interests.3 Yet a vibrant rural America 
contributes to the nation’s intellectual and cultural 
diversity as well as providing most of its food, minerals, 
energy, clean air, and clean water.

winners and losers is a matter of considerable policy 
debate. This approach is also at odds with the con-
temporary rural economic development strategies 
that sometimes target declining places with little 
prospect of success. 

•	 As a community, promote receptiveness to immigra-
tion. Recent immigrants can provide a demographic 
lifeline for fading rural communities, not just through 
their numbers and the higher fertility of a younger 
population, but also by contributing to a community’s 
economic, cultural, and social resources.5 

This study provides a demographic window to the 
future and a sober forecast of continuing rural popula-
tion decline in many economically depressed regions. 
Future rural population growth and decline clearly are 
deeply rooted in evolving patterns of migration, fertil-
ity, and mortality. It is past time to refocus our atten-
tion on the rural people and places left behind. 

Methods
An important challenge in studying rural America 
is defining where it begins and where it ends. 
Clearly, farm towns on the Great Plains are rural 
and Los Angeles is not, but where do we draw the 
line? There is no simple answer. Here we rely on a 
widely accepted method using the 2013 definition 
from the U.S. Office of Management and Budget to 
classify metropolitan counties as urban and non-
metropolitan counties as rural.6 We use the terms 
nonmetropolitan and rural interchangeably, as we 
do the terms metropolitan and urban. The 3,141 
U.S. counties are appropriate units of analysis 
because they have historically stable boundaries and 
are a basic unit for reporting demographic data. We 
restrict our analysis to the continental United States 
because Alaska and Hawaii were not states during 
our entire study period. Historical demographic 
data come from the decennial Census for 1900 to 
2010 and from migration files developed by teams of 
demographers over the past 60 years.7 Demographic 
data from 2010 to 2016 are from Census Bureau 
Population Estimates. 

Rural concerns are often overlooked in a 
nation dominated by urban interests. Yet 
a vibrant rural America contributes to the 
nation’s intellectual and cultural diversity as 
well as providing most of its food, minerals, 
energy, clean air, and clean water.

Our research provides clear evidence of depopulation 
across a broad swatch of rural America. Depopulation 
seemingly is now built into the demographic fabric 
of some parts of rural America—a result of chronic 
outmigration among young adults of reproductive 
age, along with population aging and high mortality 
rates. Yet, depopulation is far from universal. Many 
rural regions continue to grow, often rapidly, including 
exurban areas just beyond the metropolitan suburban 
fringe, and high-amenity recreational and retirement 
areas. These counties are likely to hold their own 
demographically in the future. The situation is much 
different for the depopulating rural counties caught in  
a downward spiral of population loss.

From a policy standpoint, investments in rural infra-
structure and other community development activities 
must be carefully targeted for success. There are at least 
three possible policy avenues for addressing the prospect 
of rural depopulation, and each has its political challenges: 
•	 Change the location of investment by diverting 

resources from local to regional economic growth—per-
haps first in urban employment centers—with the 
expectation that surrounding rural communities will 
share the benefits from integration and economic 
interconnections (that is, commuting and economic 
spillovers) under a mostly urban umbrella.4

•	 Identify and invest strategically in rural demographic 
“winners,” or those places with the prospect of sustain-
ability and future growth. Of course, whether federal 
or state governments should be actively picking 
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Box 2. Examples of Population Gain and Loss  
in Rural America 

Depopulating Counties: Rural America was 
settled by people who wrestled food, fiber, and 
minerals from the land. Among these were the 
families that settled in the Kansas farm counties 
of Jewell, Osborne, Republic, and Smith, situ-
ated along the Nebraska-Kansas border and far 
removed from the urban scene. In 1900, nearly 
66,000 people lived and farmed in these counties. 
The population has declined ever since, and by 
2016 only 14,800 people remained. 
Growing Counties: Michigan’s Grand Traverse 
County, situated on a beautiful Lake Michigan bay, 
characterizes fast growing recreational and retire-
ment counties. In 1900, Grand Traverse had 20,500 
residents. It has grown rapidly since the 1970s by 
attracting migrants from the metropolitan areas of 
Michigan, as well as from Chicago. Growth slowed 
during the Great Recession, but it has since picked 
up. By 2016, Grand Traverse had 91,900 residents—
nearly 3.5 times as many as in 1900.
Other Loss: New Hampshire’s northernmost 
county, Coös, has experienced both population 
gain and loss. Here a declining manufacturing 
and resource extraction base is coupled with 
growing recreational activity. Coös County cur-
rently has 31,900 residents, down 19 percent from 
its peak population in 1940, and just 1,400 more 
than in 1900. By capitalizing on its recreational 
appeal, it is adapting to the economic and demo-
graphic transformation now facing rural America.
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