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

public opinion polling, demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social 
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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 “urban,” “suburban” and “rural” are based on respondents’ answer to the following 

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

suburban, (3) rural.”  

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 “urban” and “city” 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 bachelor’s 

degree or more. “Some college” includes those with an associate degree and those who attended 

college but did not obtain a degree. “High school” 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. 

“Upper class” refers to those who said they belong in the upper or upper-middle classes. “Lower 

class” 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, it’s 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 misunderstood 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 don’t understand the problems people face in their communities. And majorities of 

urban and rural residents say people who don’t live in their type of community have a negative 

view of those who do. In contrast, most suburbanites say people who don’t 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, “urban,” “suburban” and “rural” 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 don’t understand the problems they face, “urban,” “suburban” and “rural” 

refer to respondents’ 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 don’t 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 – roughly half in rural areas 

and about four-in-ten in cities and suburbs – 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 ‘urban,’ ’suburban’ and ‘rural’  

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 respondents’ answer to the following question: 

“How would you describe the community where you currently live? (1) urban, (2) suburban, (3) rural.”   

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 “urban,” “suburban” and “rural” communities, Pew 

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

many ways – and no one right way – 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 people’s 

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 – such as 

access to affordable housing in cities and access to public 

transportation in rural areas – 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 

Center’s 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 they’re 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 – 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 

report’s 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 don’t 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 … 

 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted 

Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

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 – 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 don’t 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 don’t currently have 

enough income to lead the 

kind of life they want don’t 

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 bachelor’s degree. In rural 

areas, about a third (34%) of 

those with some college or less 

education who say they don’t 

currently have 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 in the future 

 

Note: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 bachelor’s 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 don’t 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 don’t 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 … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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people in rural areas have values that are 

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

same about those in urban areas (51%). 

There’s a clear political dimension to these 

attitudes. 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 don’t share their values  

% of urban residents saying most people in ___ have 

values that are different from or similar to theirs 

 

% of suburban 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 didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

“Different” includes those who say very or somewhat different and 

“similar” includes those who say very or somewhat similar. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 – vs. about half in rural areas – say it’s 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 ‘feeling 

thermometer’ from 0 (coldest rating) to 100 (warmest 

rating) 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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

this is the case. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the political 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 for 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 bachelor’s 

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: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 hour’s drive from them, compared with 

38% of those who moved away and returned, and 

even smaller shares of those who don’t 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 … 

 

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

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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 Americans (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 don’t know any of their neighbors (32%) say the 

same.  

Smaller shares of adults in rural areas than in cities and suburbs say they’d 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% aren’t 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 they’d 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 move 

to … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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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 urban 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 – 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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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 

nation’s 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 “rural rebound.” As a result, a somewhat 

smaller share of Americans now live in rural 

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

More recently, the Census Bureau’s population 

estimates for 2017 show a one-year uptick in the 

nation’s 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 nation’s counties, based 

on a National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) 

classification system. The analysis covers 3,130 

of the nation’s 3,142 counties and county 

equivalents such as parishes and independent 

cities. See Methodology for more detail. 

Urban core counties: These 68 counties – for 

example, Miami-Dade County, Milwaukee County 

and San Diego County – are located in the 53 

U.S. metropolitan areas with at least a million 

people. In the NCHS classification system they 

are called “large central metro” counties, and 

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

These counties are sometimes referred to simply 

as “urban” or “cities” in this report. 

Suburban and small metro counties: These 

1,093 counties – sometimes called “suburbs” in 

this report – include those outside the core cities 

of the largest metro areas, as well as the entirety 

of other metropolitan areas. This group includes 

“large fringe metro,” “medium metro” and “small 

metro” 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/


18 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

A third major population 

driver – the aging of the giant 

Baby Boom generation – 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 nation’s 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

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 counties have not. Since the turn of the century, the population declined in 52% of 

rural counties – 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 that 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

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

immigrants. The total population of rural counties grew only through natural increase – 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 difference 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 

– 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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The population trends of rural counties are linked to their economic profiles.3 As a group, the 

nation’s 391 rural farming counties – heavily concentrated in the Great Plains – 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 immigration. 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 – especially 

in the Northeast and Midwest – have 

more people moving out than moving in 

 % of counties … 

 

… losing 
population 
since 2000 

… with  
more deaths  
than births  
since 2000 

… 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.agri-pulse.com/articles/5863-patches-of-blue-growing-in-rural-america
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2017/Baby-Boomers-and-Millennials.aspx
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2017/Baby-Boomers-and-Millennials.aspx
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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 – 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and 

Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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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 

– as is true of most suburbs – 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 – 97% – and 

barely changed since 2000. 

As with other rural counties, older 

adults are a growing part of the 

population – 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, Potter’s 

economy is mainly recreation-based. 

Its attractions include Cherry Springs 

State Park, which is noted for 

stargazing.  



24 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

44 

68 

79 

27 

14 

8 

17 

11 

8 

Urban

Suburban

Rural

White Hispanic Black Asian Other

The nation is becoming more racially and 

ethnically diverse, but these changes have 

been more muted in rural counties compared 

with urban and suburban ones. The white 

share of the population fell 8 percentage 

points since 2000 in the suburbs, 7 points in 

the urban core and only 3 points in rural 

counties.  

Overall, the U.S. population remains majority 

white, but not so in urban areas as a group. 

Among urban residents, 44% are white, 

compared with 68% in suburban and small 

metro counties and 79% in rural counties. In 

fact, whites have become the minority in most 

urban counties (53% of them are majority 

nonwhite) since 2000; only about one-in-ten 

suburban (10%) and rural (11%) counties are majority nonwhite. 

While the share of the non-Hispanic whites has declined, the number of whites grew in the nation 

overall – and in suburban counties as a whole – since 2000. But the white population did not grow 

as sharply as other groups did, leading to a decline in the white share of the total U.S. and 

suburban populations.  

In urban counties, the decline in the share of the white population was due both to a decrease in 

the number of whites and an increase in the size of other populations, chiefly Hispanics.  

In rural counties, the white population also decreased and other groups also increased in size, but 

the impact was more modest on the white share of the population because whites are so large a 

proportion of rural residents. 

U.S. urban counties have no racial or 

ethnic majority 

% of total population in each county type who are … 

 

Note: Racial groups include only non-Hispanics. Hispanics are of any 

race. Asians include Pacific Islanders. 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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The foreign-born population is not evenly distributed across 

county types; immigrants tend to be concentrated in big 

metropolitan areas. In fact, about half live in urban counties, 

where they make up a higher share of the total than in suburban 

or rural counties. 

The immigrant share of the population grew since 2000 in the 

nation as a whole and in each county type. Immigrants were 

responsible for a larger share of overall growth in rural (37%) 

and urban (38%) counties than in suburban (26%) ones.  

Although rural counties as a group have more U.S.-born 

residents than in 2000, the majority of individual rural counties 

have fewer U.S.-born residents than in 2000. There is a large 

overlap between rural counties that have fewer U.S.-born 

residents than in 2000 and those that have fewer total residents 

than in 2000. In the vast majority of rural counties that lost 

population – 1,011 out of 1,025 – the number of U.S.-born 

residents declined, and there were not enough new immigrants 

to offset the loss. 

In addition to the three major demographic shifts that are reshaping urban, suburban and rural 

counties in the U.S. – the aging of the population, changing racial and ethnic makeup and the 

influx of new immigrants – there are significant differences in other important metrics across 

community types. These relate to the economic well-being of their residents. 

The share of residents 

who are foreign born is 

highest in urban areas 

% of total population in each county 

type who are immigrants 

 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Poverty has increased more sharply in suburbs than in 

urban or rural counties 

Overall, the poverty rate is somewhat higher in rural (18%) and 

urban (17%) counties than in suburban ones (14%). Poverty rates 

have risen in all three county types since 2000.  

The number of people living in poverty also has risen across 

community types, but the size of the poor population rose more 

sharply in suburban counties than in urban or rural ones.  

About half the U.S. poor population (49%) lives in suburban and 

small metro counties, while 34% live in cities and 17% in rural 

areas.  

But looking at the share of counties where at least a fifth of the 

population is poor – a measure known as concentrated poverty – 

rural areas are at the top. About three-in-ten rural counties 

(31%) have concentrated poverty, compared with 

19% of cities and 15% of suburbs. The number of 

counties with concentrated poverty grew for all 

three county types since 2000. 

Growing share of residents of all county types 

have college degrees 

Growing shares of residents ages 25 and older have 

graduated from college in all types of U.S. 

communities since 2000, though growth since 2000 

was not as sharp as during the 1990s. Rural 

communities lag in the share of the population with 

a college degree.  

Today, 35% of urban residents and 31% in the 

suburbs have a bachelor’s degree or more education, 

compared with 19% in rural counties. Rural areas 

also trail urban and suburban areas in their share of 

residents with postgraduate degrees. 

Overall number of poor 

residents has increased 

most in suburban areas 

Population in poverty (in millions) 

 2000 2012-16 
Change 

(%) 

Urban 12  16 31 

Suburban 15 23 51 

Rural 6 8 23 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

The share of adults who are college 

educated has increased in each 

community type 

% of population 25 and older by education 

 Year 
<HS 
grad HS grad 

Some 
college Bachelor’s+ 

Urban      

 2012-16 15 23 27 35 

 2000 22 24 27 28 

Suburban      

 2012-16 11 28 30 31 

 2000 17 29 28 25 

Rural      

 2012-16 15 36 30 19 

 2000 24 36 25 15 

Note: “Some college” includes those with an associate degree and 

those who attended college but did not obtain a degree. 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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In urban and suburban counties overall, college graduates outnumber residents with a high school 

diploma and no further education, but in the total rural population there are more high school 

graduates than college graduates. The share of residents who did not graduate from high school 

has dwindled in all three county types.  

Rural counties lost prime-age workers, while urban and suburban areas gained them 

Rural counties also trail other types of communities, especially urban counties, on key measures of 

employment of prime-age workers – those 25 to 54 years old. For example, 71% of rural residents 

of prime working age are employed, compared with 77% in both 

urban and suburban counties. 

The number of employed adults in this age group (as well as the 

total number of prime working-age residents, employed or not) 

rose in urban areas as well as in suburban and small metro areas 

since 2000, but declined in rural counties overall. Rural counties 

now are home to a smaller share of the nation’s prime-age 

workers than in 2000. 

The growth in the prime-age working population was 

particularly sharp in urban areas. As a result, urban counties 

now are home to a larger share of the nation’s prime-age workers 

than in 2000.  

In suburban areas, which also saw an increase in the number of 

prime-age workers since 2000, the picture looks somewhat less 

rosy when analyzed through another lens – the experience of 

individual counties. Although the number of these workers grew 

for suburban counties as a group, a majority of suburban counties (59%) have fewer of them than 

in 2000. Among rural counties, 88% lost prime-age workers since 2000. Only 29% of urban 

counties did. 

Prime-age employment 

has declined in rural 

areas overall 

Employed 25- to 54-year-olds (in 

millions) 

 2000 2012-16 
Change 

(%) 

Urban 29  32 12 

Suburban 51 53 4 

Rural 14 12 -11 

Note: County categories based on the 

National Center for Health Statistics Urban-

Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. 

Employment refers to civilian employment. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 

2000 decennial census SF3 data and 

2012-2016 American Community Survey 

data. 
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Another measure of economic health – 

average earnings per worker – is highest in 

urban counties and lowest in rural ones. These 

average earnings are lower now than in 2000 

for all county types, reflecting lingering effects 

of the 2007-2009 recession, though average 

earnings in rural areas declined the least. (This 

more recent measure is based on a five-year 

average centered on 2014, reflecting earnings 

for the prior year. The 2000 figure reflects 

1999 earnings.) 

  

 

 

 

 

Earnings have declined since 2000 in 

all types of communities 

Earnings per worker in 2016 dollars among those ages 

16 and older who worked in the prior year 

 

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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2. Urban, suburban and rural residents’ views on key social 

and political issues 

As urban and rural communities are becoming 

more distinct along demographic lines, they 

are also becoming more polarized politically. 

Americans in urban and rural communities 

have widely different views when it comes to 

social and political issues. From feelings about 

President Donald Trump to views on 

immigration and same-sex marriage, there are 

wide gaps between urban and rural adults.  

While these differences have been widely 

documented, the survey finds that, on some 

issues, they can be attributed to differences in 

the partisan composition of urban, suburban 

and rural areas, rather than in viewpoints that 

are rooted in a particular type of community. 

Rural areas tend to have a higher 

concentration of Republicans and Republican-

leaning independents, while a majority of 

Americans in urban communities identify as 

Democrats or lean toward the Democratic 

Party. These patterns have become more 

pronounced over the past two decades as rural 

areas have moved in a Republican direction 

and urban counties have become even more 

Democratic. Americans who live in the 

suburbs are about evenly divided in their 

partisan loyalties, and that has generally been 

the case in recent decades.  

 

 

Urban voters remain solidly Democratic; 

rural voters tilt increasingly Republican 

% of registered voters who identify as … 

Urban counties 

 

Suburban counties 

 

Rural counties 

 

Note: Based on registered voters. County categories based on the 

National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural Classification 

Scheme for Counties. 

Source: Annual totals of Pew Research Center survey data (U.S. 

adults). 
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When it comes to abortion 

rights, the significant gap in 

attitudes between urban and 

rural residents – 61% of those 

in urban areas compared with 

46% in rural areas say abortion 

should be legal in all or most 

cases – virtually disappears 

after controlling for party. 

Similar shares of Republicans 

in urban, suburban and rural 

communities express this view, 

as do nearly equivalent shares 

of Democrats in urban and 

rural communities.  

A similar pattern can be seen 

on the question of whether the 

economic system unfairly 

favors powerful interests, or if 

it is generally fair to most 

Americans. Overall, urban 

residents are more likely than 

those living in rural areas to 

say the economic system is 

unfair, but that difference is 

not notable within party 

groups.   

The same can be said of views 

on the country’s changing 

demographics. Across 

community types, views are 

similar within the Republican 

and Democratic coalitions on 

the issue of nonwhites making 

up a majority of the population in the future, despite differences among urban, suburban and rural 

residents overall.  

Views on many social and political issues vary across 

community types 

% rating Trump as ___ on a ‘feeling 
thermometer’ from 0 to 100 … Urban Suburban Rural 

U-R 
gap 

Very warm (76-100) 13 21 30 -17 

Somewhat warm (51-75) 6 10 10 -4 

Neutral (50) 10 8 11 -1 

Somewhat cold (25-49) 8 8 8 0 

Very cold (0-24) 62 51 40 +22 

No answer 1 1 1  

 100 100 100  

% saying the growing number of 
newcomers from other countries … Urban Suburban Rural 

U-R 
gap 

Threatens traditional American customs 
and values 35 42 57 -22 

Strengthens American society 64 56 40 +24 

No answer 1 2 3  

% saying whites benefit from advantages 
blacks do not have … Urban Suburban Rural 

U-R 
gap 

A great deal/fair amount 69 60 47 +22 

Not too much/not at all 30 39 52 -22 

No answer 1 1 1  

% saying government … Urban Suburban Rural 
U-R 
gap 

Should do more to solve problems 70 51 49 +21 

Is doing too many things better left to 
businesses and individuals 28 47 49 -21 

No answer 2 2 3  

% saying it’s a ___ for society that  
same-sex marriage is now legal Urban Suburban Rural 

U-R 
gap 

Very/somewhat good thing 63 59 46 +17 

Very/somewhat bad thing 35 39 52 -17 

No answer 2 2 2  

% saying abortion should be … Urban Suburban Rural 
U-R 
gap 

Legal in all or most cases 61 59 46 +15 

Illegal in all or most cases 36 39 52 -16 

No answer 3 2 2  

Note: Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 
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In some cases, however, differences across community types remain even after taking partisanship 

into account. For example, rural Republicans are more likely than Republicans living in urban 

areas to say the recent legalization of same-sex marriage is a bad thing for the country.  

Asked to rate President Trump on a “feeling 

thermometer” ranging from 0 to 100, a 

majority of Americans give Trump a very cold 

(51%) or somewhat cool (8%) rating, while 

10% rate him a neutral 50 on the 0-100 point 

thermometer. By contrast, 31% of Americans 

give him a very warm (22%) or somewhat 

warm (9%) rating.  

Trump’s ratings are particularly warm in rural 

areas, where four-in-ten rate him warmly. By 

contrast, 19% of people in urban areas give 

Trump a warm rating.  

These differences by community type remain, 

even after controlling for party. Among 

Republicans, 56% of rural residents give 

Trump a very warm rating, compared with 

48% of suburban and 46% of urban 

Republicans. 

Within the Republican coalition, there are 

significant age gaps in views of Trump. In the 

suburbs, the share rating Trump very warmly 

is substantially higher among Republicans 

ages 50 and older (57%) than among 

Republicans younger than 50 (38%).  

This gap persists among rural Republicans, a 

group largely considered central to Trump’s 

base. Younger rural Republicans are less likely 

than their older counterparts to rate Trump 

Among Republicans, rural adults have 

warmer views of Trump than those in 

cities or suburbs 

% who rate Donald Trump as ____ on a ‘feeling 

thermometer’ from 0 (coldest rating) to 100 (warmest 

rating) 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 
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very warmly (44% vs. 66%).  

Among Democrats, community type differences are more modest: 84% of suburban Democrats 

give President Trump a very cold rating, compared with 78% of urban Democrats and 75% of rural 

Democrats. And across community types, age plays less of a role in Democrats’ views of Trump 

than among Republicans.  

Similarly, views of Barack Obama are divided by community type within parties: 70% of 

Republicans in urban areas give Obama a cold rating, compared with 78% of Republicans in rural 

areas. And urban Democrats are more likely to give Obama a warm rating (83%) than rural 

Democrats (72%). 

Urban Republicans are more evenly split on social issues than rural Republicans 

On the issue of same-sex marriage, the parties have long been divided. Still, controlling for 

partisan differences, the urban-rural divide persists on this issue. While 71% of rural Republicans 

say the legalization of same-sex marriage is a bad thing for the U.S., Republicans in urban areas 

are significantly less likely to say the same 

(56%).  

Among Democrats, there is less of a 

distinction. Urban and rural Democrats largely 

agree on the issue of same-sex marriage (71% 

of urban Democrats and 67% of rural 

Democrats say it is a good thing). Suburban 

Democrats have a somewhat more favorable 

view (78% say this is a good thing).  

A similar pattern can be seen in views of 

societal priorities when it comes to marriage 

and family. Respondents were asked which of 

the following statements came closer to their 

own views, even if neither is exactly right: 

Society is better off if people make marriage 

and having children a priority, or society is 

just as well off if people have priorities other 

than marriage and children.  

Wide gap between urban and rural 

Republicans on same-sex marriage 

% saying it’s a very/somewhat ___ for our society that 

same-sex marriage is now legal in the U.S. 

Among Rep/Lean Rep 

 

Among Dem/Lean Dem 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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Among Republicans, there is a wide gap by 

community type. Urban Republicans are split, 

with 53% saying society is just as well off if 

people have other priorities than marriage and 

kids and 45% saying society is better off if 

people prioritize marriage and kids. By 

contrast, majorities of rural (57%) and 

suburban (60%) Republicans say the latter.   

Among Democrats, views on immigration 

differ by community type 

As the immigrant share of the U.S. population 

nears a historic high, Americans are largely 

divided by party and community type when it 

comes to views of immigrants. Among 

Democrats, those in urban (75%) and 

suburban areas (81%) are more likely than 

those in rural areas (65%) to say the growing 

number of newcomers strengthens American 

society rather than threatening traditional 

American customs and values.  

Differences on this question within the Republican coalition are more modest: 78% of rural 

Republicans say the growing number of newcomers threatens traditional American customs and 

values. This compares with 74% of suburban Republicans and 70% of urban Republicans. 

Relatively few Republicans, across community types, say immigrants strengthen the country. 

When asked about the impact immigrants are having on their own community, a similar pattern 

emerges, with Democrats divided across community types. Among those who say there are at least 

a few immigrants in their local community, 56% of urban Democrats say their impact is mostly 

positive, compared with 43% of rural Democrats.   

Overall, urban and suburban residents are more likely than those living in rural areas to say there 

are immigrants living in their local community, but even among rural residents the vast majority – 

79% – say there are at least a few. 

About half of urban Republicans say 

society is just as well off if people don’t 

prioritize marriage and kids  

% saying society is … 

Among Rep/Lean Rep 

 

Among Dem/Lean Dem 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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Depending on the type of community in which 

Americans live, views differ sharply on 

whether white people in the U.S. benefit from 

advantages in society that black people do not 

have.  

Americans living in rural areas are roughly 

evenly divided: 52% say whites do not benefit 

too much or at all from advantages in society 

that black people do not have, and 47% say 

they benefit a great deal or a fair amount. By 

contrast, three-in-ten people living in urban 

areas say whites do not benefit from societal 

advantages; 69% say they do.  

Overall, the views of whites differ sharply from 

those of nonwhites on this issue.4 While about 

half (51%) of whites say people in their racial 

group do not benefit from societal advantages, 

just 22% of nonwhites agree.  

The racial gap persists across all three 

community types. White rural residents are 

twice as likely to say whites do not benefit 

from extra advantages (60% vs. 30%). 

Similarly, there is a wide gap between the 

share of whites (49%) and nonwhites (20%) in 

suburban communities who say whites do not 

benefit from societal advantages.  

Even so, among nonwhites there is a divide 

between those living in urban and rural areas. 

While 18% of nonwhites in urban areas say 

                                                        
4 Due to the small number of blacks in the sample in rural areas, this analysis combines all nonwhites. 

Views on immigrants differ by party and 

community type 

% saying the growing number of newcomers from other 

countries … 

 

 
% of those saying there are at least a few immigrants 

in their community saying the immigrants who live 

there have a ___ impact on their local community 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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whites don’t have extra advantages, 30% of rural nonwhites say this.  

When controlling for differences in partisanship across community types, the racial divide persists 

on this issue. Among Republicans living in 

suburban areas, 72% of whites say that whites 

don’t benefit from societal advantages, 

compared with 52% of nonwhites – a 20-

percentage-point gap. And among suburban 

Democrats, whites are 8 points more likely 

than nonwhites (19% vs. 11%) to say this. 

Similarly, there is a racial gap in views of 

demographic change in the U.S. Across all 

community types, nonwhites are far more 

likely than whites to say it’s a good thing for 

the country that nonwhites will make up a 

majority of the population in 25 to 30 years. 

This pattern can also be seen in the suburbs, 

where 14% of whites say this type of 

demographic change is good for the country, 

compared with 46% of Hispanics and 56% of 

blacks. A majority of suburban whites (64%) 

say this demographic change is neither good 

nor bad for the country.  

Millennials are significantly more likely to 

favor same-sex marriage than Gen Xers, 

Boomers across all community types 

Millennials across urban, suburban and rural 

areas are significantly more likely than Baby Boomers and members of the Silent Generation to say 

they think the legalization of same-sex marriage is a good thing for society.  

This difference is stark in the suburbs. About seven-in-ten Millennials living in suburban areas 

(72%) say the legalization of same-sex marriage is a good thing. Among Gen Xers as well, a 

majority (59%) say this is a good thing for society. Boomers in suburban areas are more divided in 

views on same-sex marriage: About half (51%) say it is a good thing for society. Just one-third of 

suburban Silents say this is a good thing.  

Majority of whites in rural areas say 

whites do not benefit much from extra 

societal advantages 

% saying white people benefit from advantages in 

society that black people do not have … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 
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These generational differences on same-sex 

marriage remain, even when controlling for 

differences in the partisan composition of each 

community. 

Views of immigrants also differ widely by 

generation. Roughly half (52%) of Millennials 

in rural areas say the growing number of 

newcomers from other countries strengthens 

American society compared with 36% of Baby 

Boomers in rural areas and 32% of Silents who 

say the same.  

This pattern is nearly identical across 

community types, with Millennials in urban 

and suburban areas also more likely than 

Boomers and members of the Silent 

Generation to say newcomers strengthen 

society.  

Across community types, women are more 

likely than men to say obstacles still exist 

for women  

Majorities of Americans in all three 

community types say there are still significant 

obstacles that make it harder for women to get ahead than men. Americans living in urban areas 

are somewhat more likely to say this is the case (60%), than are those in suburban (55%) and rural 

(53%) areas.  

However, there is a significant gap between men and women on views about the obstacles women 

face to get ahead. Women are far more likely than men to say significant obstacles still exist that 

make it harder for women to get ahead. Two-thirds of women, compared with 46% of men, say 

obstacles still exist.  

And this gender gap is consistent across all types of communities. For example, 62% of rural 

women say they think obstacles still exist for women, compared with 43% of rural men.  

Across community types, wide 

generation gap in views of same-sex 

marriage 

% of each generation saying it’s a very/somewhat good 

thing for our society that same-sex marriage is now 

legal in the U.S. 

 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 
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Even after controlling for party, the gender 

gap persists across community types. For 

example, among Republicans in rural areas, 

women are about twice as likely as men to say 

obstacles still exist that keep them from 

getting ahead (53% of rural Republican 

women vs. 27% of rural Republican men).  

 

 

Majorities in all types of communities 

say obstacles still exist for women 

% saying … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 
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3. How people in urban, suburban and rural communities see 

each other – and say others see them 

Most Americans in urban, rural and suburban 

areas say people who live in the same type of 

community as they do generally share their 

values, but they are less convinced about those 

in other types of communities. This is 

particularly the case in rural areas, where 

about six-in-ten say most people who live in 

cities have values that are different from their 

own, but substantial shares of urban and 

suburban dwellers also see differences 

between their values and those in other 

community types.  

Majorities of urban and rural residents alike 

say that people who don’t live in their type of 

community have a very or somewhat negative 

view of those who do (63% in urban and 56% 

in rural areas). About two-thirds or more in 

urban and rural areas (65% and 70%, 

respectively) also say people in other types of 

communities don’t understand the problems 

people in their communities face.  

In contrast, most suburbanites (60%) say 

people who don’t live in the suburbs have a 

very or somewhat positive view of those who 

do. And suburbanites are about evenly divided 

on the extent to which others understand the 

types of problems suburban communities face: 45% say they do and 52% say they don’t.  

At the same time, majorities in urban, rural and suburban areas say they themselves understand 

the problems people in other types of communities face. For example, 67% of urban dwellers say 

they understand the problems faced by those in the suburbs very or somewhat well, and 59% say 

they understand the problems faced by those in rural areas. Similarly, 64% in rural areas say they 

Majorities in urban and rural areas feel 

their communities are looked down on, 

misunderstood by people in other types 

of communities 

% of ___ residents saying most people who don’t live in 

the same type of community have a negative view of 

those who do 

 

% of ___ residents saying most people who don’t live in 

the same type of community don’t understand the types 

of problems faced by those who do 

 

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

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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understand the problems facing those in the suburbs and 57% say they understand the problems 

urban dwellers face.  

When it comes to how the federal government spends its money, majorities of Americans across 

community types say rural areas receive less than their fair share. There’s less agreement on the 

amount of resources that are going to cities: A 49% plurality of urban residents say their type of 

community receives less than their fair share from the federal government; smaller shares of 

suburban and rural residents share this view. Opinions are mixed when it comes to federal 

spending in suburban areas.  

About seven-in-ten adults in rural (73%) and 

suburban (72%) areas, and 65% in urban 

areas, say most people who live in the same 

type of community as they do have values that 

are very or somewhat similar to their own. 

When it comes to whether they have values in 

common with people who live in other types of 

communities, however, the public is more 

divided.  

Among urban dwellers, 46% say most people 

in rural areas have values that are similar to 

theirs, while 53% say the values of rural 

Americans are very or somewhat different. 

This is in line with the way urban adults view 

those in the suburbs: 52% say people in the 

suburbs generally share their values, 47% say 

they don’t.  

Like those in urban areas, rural residents are 

also divided on whether the values of 

suburbanites are generally similar to (53%) or 

different from (46%) theirs. But a majority of 

rural dwellers (58%) say urban Americans 

Many say people in other types of 

communities don’t share their values  

% of urban residents saying most people in ___ have 

values that are similar to or different from theirs 

 

% of suburban residents saying most people in ___ 

have values that are similar to or different from theirs 

 

% of rural residents saying most people in ___ have 

values that are similar to or different from theirs 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

“Different” includes those who say very or somewhat different and 

“similar” includes those who say very or somewhat similar. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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have values that are very or somewhat different from their own.  

Suburbanites are somewhat more likely to say they have values in common with people in rural 

areas than with those who live in cities: 58% in the suburbs say most people in rural areas have 

values that are very or somewhat similar to theirs, compared with 51% who say the same about 

people in urban areas. 

Majorities of urban and suburban Democrats see a values divide with rural residents; most 

suburban and rural Republicans say people in cities don’t share their values 

In urban and suburban communities, 

perceptions of a values divide with those who 

live in rural areas vary significantly across 

party lines. Most Republicans and Republican-

leaning independents in these types of 

communities (64% in urban and 78% in 

suburban areas) say most people in rural areas 

have values that are very or somewhat similar 

to theirs. In contrast, majorities of Democrats 

and Democratic-leaning independents in 

urban (59%) and suburban (58%) areas say 

the values of people in rural areas are 

generally different from theirs; this is 

particularly the case among urban and 

suburban Democrats with a bachelor’s degree 

or more education as well as those who 

describe their political views as liberal.  

Partisanship is also linked to how people in 

suburban and rural communities see the 

values of those who live in cities relative to 

their own. In the suburbs, 65% of Democrats 

say most people in urban areas have values 

that are similar to theirs; only about a third of 

suburban Republicans (34%) say the same.  

The partisan gap is somewhat smaller but still 

significant among rural dwellers. While just 

Republicans are more likely to say their 

values align with those in rural areas, 

Democrats with those in cities 

% of ___ saying most people in urban areas have 

values that are very or somewhat similar to theirs 

 

% of ___ saying most people in suburban areas have 

values that are very or somewhat similar to theirs 

 

% of ___ saying most people in rural areas have 

values that are very or somewhat similar to theirs 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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about a third of rural Republicans (34%) say people in urban areas have values that are very or 

somewhat similar to theirs, rural Democrats are about evenly divided, with 49% saying the values 

of people in cities are similar to and 50% saying they are different from their own values.  

Even among Republicans who themselves live in urban areas, only about half (48%) say most 

people in cities share their values. By comparison, majorities of Republicans in suburban (75%) 

and rural (82%) communities say most people in their community type have values that are 

similar to theirs; majorities of Democrats across urban (72%), suburban (70%) and rural (63%) 

communities also say people in their type of community generally share their values.  

This perceived values gap doesn’t extend to views of the suburbs. Across community types, 

Republicans and Democrats offer similar perceptions of whether the values of most people in 

suburbs are similar to or different from their own.  

In urban and rural areas alike, more than half 

(63% and 56%, respectively) say people who 

don’t live in their type of community have a 

very or somewhat negative view of those who 

do. In contrast, 60% of those in suburban 

areas say most people who live outside of the 

suburbs have a very or somewhat positive view 

of suburban residents.  

For the most part, opinions on this don’t vary 

across demographic groups, but urban and 

rural residents with a bachelor’s degree or 

more education are more likely than their less 

educated counterparts to say those outside of 

urban and rural areas have a negative view of 

those who live in these types of communities. 

About seven-in-ten college graduates in urban 

(72%) and rural (69%) areas say others have a 

negative view of people in their community type; 59% of those with some college or less education 

in urban areas and 53% in rural areas say the same.  

In suburbs, but not in urban or rural 

areas, most say others have a positive 

view of people in their community type 

% of ___ residents saying most people who don’t live in 

the same type of community have a negative/positive 

view of those who do 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

“Negative” includes those who say very or somewhat negative and 

“positive” includes those who say very or somewhat positive. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Solid majorities in rural (70%) and urban 

(65%) areas say people who live outside of 

these areas don’t understand the types of 

problems faced in these types of communities; 

smaller shares in suburban areas (52%) say 

most people in other types of communities 

don’t understand the problems suburbanites 

face. Suburban residents who say they live 

very far from the city are more likely than 

those who live very close or somewhat close to 

the city to say most people who don’t live in 

the suburbs don’t understand the types of 

problems they face (66% vs. 49% and 50%, 

respectively).  

While there are no racial differences in the 

views of urban and suburban dwellers, whites 

in rural areas are far more likely than their 

nonwhite counterparts to say people outside of rural areas don’t understand the types of problems 

people in their type of community face: 74% of rural whites say this is the case vs. 57% of 

nonwhites in rural parts of the country.  

Among rural and urban dwellers, those with more education are particularly likely to feel that 

others lack understanding of the types of problems people in their type of community face. For 

example, 82% of rural residents with a bachelor’s degree or more education – vs. 74% of those 

with some college experience and 63% with a high school diploma or less – say people outside of 

rural areas don’t understand the types of problems rural Americans face. In cities, 73% of college 

graduates and 67% of those with some college experience say people outside of urban areas don’t 

understand the types of problems people in their community face; 56% of those with a high school 

diploma or less education say this is the case.  

Majorities say they understand the problems faced in other types of communities 

While many Americans, particularly in urban and rural areas, don’t think others understand the 

problems people in their type of community face, majorities say they personally understand the 

problems faced by people in other types of communities very or somewhat well. This is the case  

Most in urban and rural areas say 

people in other types of communities 

don’t understand their problems 

% of ___ residents saying most people who don’t live in 

the same type of community understand the types of 

problems faced by those who do … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown.  

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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among urban, suburban and rural residents 

asked about each of the other two types of 

communities.  

Among those in urban areas, 67% say they 

understand the types of problems people in 

the suburbs face; 59% say the same about the 

problems experienced by rural residents. 

Similarly, majorities of suburbanites say they 

understand the types of problems people in 

urban (70%) and rural (59%) areas face, and 

majorities of rural dwellers say they 

understand the types of problems people in 

suburban (64%) and urban (57%) 

communities experience. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, people in urban, 

rural and suburban areas who grew up in a 

different type of community are particularly 

likely to say they understand the problems 

faced by those who live in the type of 

community where they grew up. For example, 

81% of urban dwellers who grew up in a rural 

area say they understand the problems people 

in rural areas face, compared with 55% of 

current urban residents who grew up in an 

urban area and 48% of those who grew up in a 

suburb.  

In urban and suburban communities, Republicans and Republican-leaning independents are more 

likely than Democrats and those who lean Democratic to say they understand the problems faced 

by people in rural areas. At least two-thirds of Republicans in cities (72%) and suburbs (67%) – vs. 

54% and 53% of Democrats, respectively – say this. There is also a partisan gap in rural 

communities, with a higher share of Democrats (64%) than Republicans (54%) saying they 

understand the types of problems people in urban areas face.  

Majorities say they understand the 

problems people in other types of 

communities face  

% of urban residents saying they understand the 

problems people in ___ face … 

 

% of suburban residents saying they understand the 

problems people in ___ face … 

 

 % of rural residents saying they understand the 

problems people in ___ face … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Majorities of Americans in rural (71%), 

suburban (61%) and urban (57%) communities 

say that, when it comes to how the federal 

government spends money, rural areas receive 

less than their fair share. Views are more 

mixed when it comes to the amount of money 

urban and suburban areas receive from the 

federal government.  

For the most part, opinions about whether 

urban, rural and suburban areas get more than 

their fair share, less than their fair share, or 

about the right amount of money from the 

federal government don’t vary significantly 

across demographic or party lines, but some 

sharp partisan differences emerge when it 

comes to assessments of how much money 

urban areas receive.  

By wide margins, Republicans and 

Republican-leaning independents in urban, 

rural and suburban communities are far more 

likely than their Democratic and Democratic-

leaning counterparts to say urban areas 

receive more than their fair share from the 

federal government (40% vs. 15% in cities, 51% 

vs. 22% in suburbs and 47% vs. 28% in rural 

areas). Meanwhile, higher shares of Democrats 

than Republicans say urban areas receive less 

than their fair share (57% vs. 25% in cities, 

50% vs. 18% in suburbs and 44% vs. 24% in 

rural areas). Similar shares of Democrats and 

Republicans within each community type say 

urban areas receive about the right amount of 

federal dollars.  

Majorities in all community types say 

rural areas get less than their fair share 

of federal dollars 

% of ___ residents saying that, when it comes to how the 

federal government spends money, urban areas 

receive … 

 

% of ___ residents saying that, when it comes to how the 

federal government spends money, suburban areas 

receive … 

 

% of ___ residents saying that, when it comes to how the 

federal government spends money, rural areas  

receive … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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4. Views of problems facing urban, suburban and rural 

communities 

Urban, suburban and rural 

communities in the U.S. face 

a host of problems today. 

Some are common across 

community types, while 

others are tied to the unique 

nature of life in these 

different areas. In some 

cases, such as drug addiction 

and jobs, views about the 

severity of local problems are 

more strongly linked to race 

and socio-economic status 

than they are to the type of 

community one lives in, 

suggesting that some of the 

challenges Americans face 

today may be rooted more in 

demographics than in 

geography. 

In urban and rural 

communities alike, about half 

see drug addiction as a top-

tier problem: 50% and 46%, 

respectively, say this is a 

major problem in their local 

community. A smaller but 

substantial share of adults 

living in suburban areas 

(35%) say drug addiction is a 

major problem where they 

live. 

Drug addiction is seen as a pressing problem in urban 

and rural communities 

% saying each is a major problem in their local community, by type  

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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There is more concern about affordable housing, poverty, crime and the quality of public schools 

among urban residents than there is among their suburban and rural counterparts. For example, 

52% of adults living in urban areas say the availability of affordable housing is a major problem in 

their local community, compared with 34% in the suburbs and 36% in rural areas. Similarly, urban 

residents are about twice as likely as those living in the suburbs to say crime is a major problem 

where they live (35% vs. 16%). One-in-five rural residents say crime is a major problem in their 

community. 

Some problems stand out as being particularly acute in rural areas. Rural residents are 

significantly more likely than those living in urban or suburban areas to say the availability of jobs: 

42% of rural residents say this is a major problem in their community, compared with 34% of 

urban and 22% of suburban residents. Rural residents are also significantly more likely to say 

access to public transportation is a major problem where they live. 

While relatively few adults across community types say access to good doctors and hospitals, high-

speed internet and grocery stores are major problems where they live, significant shares say each 

is at least a minor problem. Rural residents stand out in each case. When it comes to access to 

health care, two-thirds of rural residents say this is either a major or minor problem where they 

live. By comparison, roughly the same share of suburbanites (64%) say this is not a problem where 

they live. Similarly, while 58% of adults in rural areas say access to high-speed internet is a 

problem for them – including 24% who say it is a major problem – smaller shares of urban (43%) 

and suburban (36%) residents say this is a problem where they live. Suburban residents are 

significantly less likely than their urban or rural counterparts to characterize access to grocery 

stores as a problem in their community. Only 20% do, compared with 33% of those in urban areas 

and 43% in rural areas.  

Concern over racism is roughly comparable in urban and rural communities – 21% of urban 

residents and 17% of rural residents say this is a major problem. A slightly smaller share (13%) say 

this is a major problem in the suburbs.  

The condition of roads, bridges and other infrastructure is a major problem for 36% of urban, 27% 

of suburban and 32% of rural residents. Traffic, on the other hand, is a much bigger problem for 

those living in cities (36% say this is a major problem) or suburbs (29%) than it is for adults living 

in a rural area (13%).  
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Across community types, majorities of Americans say drug addiction is a problem in their 

community. Overall, 42% say this is a major problem and an additional 45% say it is a minor 

problem.  

Concerns about this issue don’t vary widely 

between whites and nonwhites, nor do they 

differ markedly by age. Views on the severity 

of this problem do differ significantly along 

socio-economic lines. While a third of adults 

with a bachelor’s degree or more education say 

drug addiction is a major problem in their 

local community, roughly four-in-ten of those 

with some college education (43%) and an 

even higher share of those with a high school 

diploma or less education (48%) say the same. 

Similarly, those who describe themselves as 

upper class express less concern about drug 

addiction than do those who describe 

themselves as middle or lower class. In fact, 

fully 50% of lower-class adults say drug 

addiction is a major problem where they live. 

These gaps hold up – for the most part – 

across community types, although the class 

differences are not evident among rural 

residents. 

Overall, 31% of Americans say the availability of jobs is a major problem in their local community 

and 45% say this is a minor problem. Roughly one-in-four (23%) say this is not a problem in their 

community. Perceptions about local job conditions differ not only by community type but also by 

key demographic characteristics. There is a significant racial divide in views about the availability 

of jobs, with nonwhites much more likely than whites to say this is a major problem where they 

live (40% vs. 26%).  

Half of self-described lower-class adults 

say drug addiction is a major problem in 

their community 

% saying drug addiction is a ___ in their local 

community 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

“Some college” includes those with an associate degree and those 

who attended college but did not obtain a degree. Social class is 

self-identified. Upper class includes those who say they are upper or 

upper-middle class. Lower class includes those who say they are 

lower or lower-middle class.  

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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This gap can be seen across community types, with significantly 

larger shares of nonwhites voicing concern about the 

availability of jobs where they live. In rural areas, where a 

higher share overall says jobs are a problem, 53% of nonwhites 

and 38% of whites characterize this as a major problem. 

Views on the availability of jobs differ by educational 

attainment and income as well. Overall, 22% of adults with a 

bachelor’s degree or more education say this is a major problem 

in their local community, compared with 35% of those with 

some college or less education. Similarly, adults with annual 

household incomes of less than $30,000 are about twice as 

likely as those with incomes of $75,000 or higher to say the 

availability of jobs is a major problem in their community (43% 

vs. 20%). These patterns are consistent among urban, suburban 

and rural residents.  

Americans have mixed views about how the job situation will be 

in the future. About a third (34%) say they expect the 

availability of jobs where they live to be better 10 years from 

now, 20% say it will be worse and 45% say it will stay about the 

same. Adults from urban areas are more optimistic than those 

living in suburban and rural areas. Rural 

residents are the least optimistic. Four-in-ten 

urban residents say they expect the job 

situation in their local community to improve 

over the next decade, compared with 34% of 

suburbanites and 28% of those living in rural 

areas. Roughly one-in-five across community 

types say they expect the job situation to get 

worse where they live. 

Among suburban and rural residents who say 

the availability of jobs is a major problem in 

their community, relatively few are optimistic 

that things will improve over the next decade 

Racial gap in views on 

availability of jobs seen 

across community types 

% saying the availability of jobs is a 

major problem in their community 

 

Note: Whites include only non-Hispanics. 

Nonwhites include Hispanics. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted 

Feb. 26-March 11, 2018. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Urban residents more optimistic about 

future of jobs in their community 

% saying, 10 years from now, they expect the availability 

of jobs where they live will … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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– 20% of those living in rural areas and 21% of suburbanites. 

Nonwhites consistently voice 

greater concern than whites 

about the magnitude of a 

variety of problems in their 

community. In many cases, 

the racial gap persists across 

community types. In urban, 

suburban and rural areas, 

nonwhites are significantly 

more likely than whites to say 

that poverty, crime, racism, 

jobs, access to good doctors 

and hospitals, and access to 

high-speed internet are major 

problems in their local 

communities. In some cases, 

whites in the suburbs stand 

out as being the least 

concerned about these issues. 

For example, when it comes 

to poverty, 17% of suburban 

whites say this is a major 

problem in their community, 

compared with 28% of rural 

and 35% of urban whites. 

There’s a racial divide in 

suburban and rural 

communities when it comes to housing, the quality of K-12 public schools, access to grocery stores, 

and traffic. Whites and nonwhites in urban areas express similar levels of concern about these 

issues. 

There are also socio-economic divides on several of these problems. When it comes to poverty, 

crime and infrastructure, as well as access to quality medical care, high-speed internet, and 

Whites and nonwhites have different perceptions 

about severity of problems their communities face  

% saying each is a major problem in their local community, by race/ethnicity 

 

Note: Whites include only non-Hispanics. Nonwhites include Hispanics. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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grocery stores, adults with less than a four-year college degree 

are significantly more likely than college graduates to express 

high levels of concern. For example, 32% of adults without a 

bachelor’s degree say poverty is a major problem where they 

live, compared with 24% of those who have a four-year college 

degree or more. Similarly, while about one-in-five adults 

without a four-year college degree (17%) say access to high-

speed internet is a major problem in their community, only 8% 

of college graduates say the same. 

The educational divides in views about these local problems are 

less consistent than the racial divides across community types. 

On views about crime and access to doctors, less educated 

adults express higher levels of concern than those with a 

bachelor’s or higher degree in urban, suburban and rural areas.  

  

Across community types, 

college graduates less 

likely to say crime is a 

major problem where 

they live 

% saying crime is a major problem 

in their local community 

 

Note: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



51 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

23 

25 

21 

24 

24 

18 

25 

21 

16 

31 

27 

21 

31 

35 

24 

19 

28 

35 

43 

30 

27 

36 

34 

29 

26 

30 

16 

15 

23 

25 

43 

22 

29 

34 

30 

22 

All adults

White

Nonwhite

Ages 18-29

30-49

50-64

65+

HS or less

Some college

Bachelor's+

Rep/Lean Rep

Dem/Lean Dem

Urban Suburban Rural 

5. Americans’ satisfaction with and attachment to their 

communities 

Americans are fairly satisfied with life in their local communities today, but their level of 

satisfaction varies widely according to how attached they feel to their community and the strength 

of their social connections. 

Older adults tend to feel 

more satisfied with their 

communities and more 

attached to them. Young 

adults are more restless and 

mobile.  

About four-in-ten U.S. adults 

live in or near the community 

where they grew up. And for 

many of them a desire to be 

near family is what has kept 

them close to home or 

brought them back. Rural 

adults are more rooted in 

their local communities than 

are urban or suburban 

residents – with longer 

histories and less interest in 

moving to a new community.  

Overall, roughly eight-in-ten 

Americans (79%) say they are 

satisfied with the quality of 

life in their local community, 

In suburban and rural areas, whites more satisfied with 

life in their community than nonwhites  

% saying they are very satisfied with the quality of life in their local 

community, by type 

 

Note: Whites include only non-Hispanics. Nonwhites include Hispanics. “Some college” 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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with about a quarter (27%) saying they are very satisfied. While majorities across community 

types express satisfaction with life in their community, suburban residents (31%) are somewhat 

more likely than those living in urban (23%) or rural (26%) areas to say they are very satisfied. 

About half in each group say they are somewhat satisfied. 

Community satisfaction varies across key demographic groups, with whites voicing higher levels of 

satisfaction than nonwhites, and older adults and college graduates among the most likely to say 

they are very satisfied with life in their community.  

These patterns can be seen across suburban and rural areas but are less consistent in urban areas. 

For example, among those who live in a suburb, 35% of white residents and 24% of nonwhites say 

they are very satisfied with life in their 

community. And among rural residents, 

whites are about twice as likely as nonwhites 

to say they are very satisfied (30% vs. 16%). In 

urban areas, similar shares of white (25%) and 

nonwhite residents (21%) say they are very 

satisfied with the quality of life in their 

community. 

Similarly, older adults (those ages 65 and 

older) in suburban and rural areas are 

significantly more likely than their younger 

counterparts to say they are very satisfied with 

life in their community. In rural areas, 43% of 

those ages 65 and older say they are very 

satisfied, compared with only 15% of those 

ages 18 to 29. Roughly a third (32%) of young 

adults in rural areas say they are very or 

mostly dissatisfied with life in their 

community; this is significantly higher than 

the share of young adults in suburban areas 

who say the same (21%). Satisfaction with 

community life is largely consistent across age 

groups in urban areas. 

When it comes to educational attainment, 

college graduates express higher levels of 

Older adults, longtime residents feel 

stronger attachment to their local 

community 

% saying they feel ___ to their local community 

 

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

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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36 
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64 
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All or most

Only some

None

Very/ 

Somewhat 

Not too/ 

Not at all 

How attached do you feel  

to your local community? 

How many of your 

neighbors do you know? 

satisfaction across community types – with roughly a third of bachelor’s degree holders (34%) 

saying they are very satisfied with the quality of life in their community, compared with a quarter 

of those without a four-year college degree.  

A majority of Americans (59%) feel at least somewhat attached to their local community, but 

relatively few (16%) say they feel very attached. Roughly four-in-ten adults (41%) say they are not 

too or not at all attached to their local community. These sentiments vary widely by stage of life, 

time spent in the community and social connections.  

Interestingly, feelings of attachment do not differ markedly across community type. Nearly 

identical shares of adults living in urban (60%), suburban (60%) or rural (57%) communities say 

they feel very or somewhat attached to their local community, with about one-in-six in each type of 

area saying they feel very attached. 

Older adults feel a stronger attachment to their communities than their middle-aged and young 

adult counterparts, and this is true across community types. Among all adults ages 65 and older, 

73% say they feel very or somewhat attached to their community. This compares with 64% of those 

ages 50 to 64, 56% of those 30 to 49 and 45% 

of those younger than 30.  

Of course, older adults tend to have lived in 

their community for a longer period of time, 

but even after controlling for this factor, the 

age pattern persists. Among adults who have 

lived in their community for 11 years or more, 

older adults are significantly more likely than 

others to say they are very attached to their 

community (32% of those 65 and older, 

compared with roughly one-in-five middle-

aged adults and 13% of young adults).  

Overall, the number of years spent in a 

community is strongly linked with feelings of 

community attachment. Among those who 

have lived in their community for more than a 

Connections with neighbors strongly 

linked with community attachment 

among longtime residents 

Among those who have lived in their local community 

for 11 or more years, % saying … 

 

Note: Shares of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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Less than 6 6 to 10 11 or more

decade, 69% say they feel very or somewhat attached to their community. The shares are 

significantly lower among those who have lived in their community six to 10 years (54%) or less 

than six years (44%). 

Social connections are also linked to community attachment. Adults who say they know all or most 

of their neighbors are more than twice as likely as those who don’t know any of their neighbors to 

say they feel very or somewhat attached to their community (77% vs. 32%).  

Again, knowing one’s neighbors is connected with how many years an individual has lived in a 

community. But even among adults who have lived in their community for more than a decade, 

those who know most of their neighbors express higher levels of community attachment: 81% who 

say they know all or most of their neighbors also say they feel very or somewhat attached to their 

community. This compares with 64% of those who know some of their neighbors and 47% of those 

who don’t know any of their neighbors.  

Adults who own their home express higher levels of attachment to their local community than 

those who rent. Roughly two-thirds (65%) of homeowners say they feel attached to their 

community, including 20% who say they are very attached. By comparison, 52% of renters say they 

are attached to their local community, including 11% who are very attached. 

Just over half of all adults (54%) say they have 

lived in their local community for 11 years or 

more, with 34% saying they’ve been in the 

same community for more than two decades. 

Some 14% have lived in the same place for six 

to 10 years. And roughly a third (32%) have 

lived in their community for less than six years 

(including 7% who have not yet been there a 

year).  

Rural residents are more likely than other 

adults to be longtime residents in their 

communities: 63% have been living in their 

local community for 11 years or more, 

compared with 53% of suburban dwellers and 

About six-in-ten rural residents have 

lived in their community for more than  

a decade 

% saying they have lived in their local community for 

___ years  

 

Note: Shares of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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% saying they have lived in or near their current 

community their entire life, among those living in ... 

45% of those living in urban areas. About four-in-ten rural residents (41%) have lived in their local 

community in excess of 20 years. 

Rural communities tend to have a higher 

concentration of older adults, which might 

help explain why rural residents are more 

likely to have lived in their communities for 

more than a decade. But even after controlling 

for age, the longevity patterns are similar. 

Among those younger than 50, 54% of rural 

residents have lived in their community for 11 

years or more, compared with 38% of 

suburban and 32% of urban residents. 

Overall, about four-in-ten Americans (42%) 

currently live in or near the community where 

they grew up, including 21% who say they have 

always lived there and 20% who moved away 

at some point but have since moved back. 

Some 58% of adults say they do not live in or 

near the community where they grew up. 

Again, these patterns differ somewhat by 

community type. Rural residents (47%) are 

more likely than those living in the suburbs 

(38%) to say they currently live in or near the 

community where they grew up; 42% of urban residents say the same. About a quarter or less in 

rural (26%), urban (21%) and suburban (18%) areas say they have always lived in or near the 

community where they live now.  

These mobility patterns differ widely by educational attainment. Roughly a third of adults with a 

four-year college degree (32%) say they currently live in or near the community where they grew 

up, compared with 46% of those without a college degree. And those who don’t have a college 

degree are about twice as likely as those who do to say they’ve lived in or near that community 

their entire life (26% vs. 12%). 

Roughly four-in-ten adults live in or near 

the community where they grew up 

% saying they … 

 

 

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

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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These patterns are nearly identical across community types, with college graduates in urban, 

suburban and rural areas significantly less likely than non-

college graduates to say they live in or near the community 

where they grew up. 

Family ties draw many people back to the place they grew 

up 

For the 21% of Americans who say they have always lived in or 

near the community where they grew up, family ties stand out 

as one of the primary motivations for staying put. Roughly a 

third of adults who have stayed in their communities (35%) say 

a desire to be near family is one of the main reasons they have 

done so. 

Others (17%) point to factors having to do with the quality of 

life in their community – saying it’s a good place to live and 

raise a family, the cost of living is reasonable, or that they like 

the climate, amenities, schools, or the sense of community it 

provides.  

Some 13% of adults say they’ve stayed in their community for 

job-related reasons, and 12% attribute their lack of mobility to 

simply feeling comfortable and not having any desire to leave. 

For some adults who have never lived outside the area where 

they grew up, moving to a new community is not an option; 7% 

say they cannot afford to move. 

There is very little variation across community types in the 

reasons for staying put. Whether they are living in an urban, 

suburban or rural area, more adults who say they still live in or near the community where they 

grew up list proximity to family than any other factor as a top reason why they’ve never left. And 

there are relatively few differences across key demographic groups. Whites (40%) are more likely 

than nonwhites (26%) to say living near family is a main reason why they have stayed in the same 

community. Young adults are less likely than their older counterparts to cite the quality of life in 

their community as a reason for staying (7% of 18- to 29-year-olds say this compared with 21% of 

those ages 30 and older) and more likely to say they can’t afford to move (12% vs. 5%). 

Across community types, 

college-educated adults 

are less likely to currently 

live where they grew up 

% saying they live in or near the 

community where they grew up 

 

Note: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 

and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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For the 20% of adults who moved away from 

the community where they grew up but 

eventually returned, the reasons for coming 

back are similar to the reasons some people 

have never left. Being near family tops the list, 

with 42% saying this is a main reason why they 

came back to live in or near the community 

where they grew up. Some 22% point to factors 

having to do with the quality of life in that 

community – such as the cost of living, climate 

or amenities. 

One-in-ten say they came back for job-related 

reasons and 11% say a sense of familiarity or 

comfort drew them back. 

Suburban (50%) and rural (42%) residents are 

significantly more likely than those living in 

urban areas (30%) to say they came back to the 

community where they grew up in order to be 

near family, but even for urban dwellers, family 

tops the list of reasons.  

Family is the most common reason 

people give for never leaving their 

community, or for coming back 

% saying each is a main reason why they still live in or 

near the community where they grew up or why they 

moved back [OPEN-END] 

 

Have always 
lived in/near 
community  

Moved away 
but came 

back 

To be near family 35 42 

Quality of life 17 22 

Jobs/work/business 13 10 

Comfortable/familiar/inertia 12 11 

Can’t afford to move 7 -- 

To be near friends 5 5 

Like it there 4 1 

Note: Respondents were allowed to mention up to three main 

reasons for each question. Quality of life category includes a variety 

of related individual responses.  

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



58 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

26 

27 

33 

52 

38 

17 

25 

27 

27 

29 

31 

24 

25 

23 

23 

15 

24 

27 

23 

21 

15 

3 

7 

30 

Urban

Suburban

Rural

Yes, entire life

Yes, but not

No

All or most Some Only a few None

Live in or near where they grew up? 

Yes, but not 

entire life 

About three-in-ten Americans say all or most of their family members live nearby 

Perhaps not surprisingly, people who live in or 

near the community where they grew up are 

more likely than those who do not to say all or 

most of their extended family members live 

within an hour’s drive of where they live (45% 

vs. 17%). There is a difference, however, 

between those who have stayed in the 

community where they grew up their entire 

lives and those who moved away and returned 

to the community where they grew up: 52% of 

those who stayed say all or most of their family 

members live nearby, compared with 38% of 

those who moved and later returned to live in 

or near where they grew up. This pattern is 

consistent across urban, rural and suburban 

communities. 

Overall, a majority of Americans (55%) say at 

least some members of their extended family 

live within an hour’s drive from them, 

including 29% who say all or most of them do. 

Rural Americans are somewhat more likely 

than their urban and suburban counterparts to 

say all or most of their family members live 

within an hour’s drive (33% vs. 26% and 27%). 

In turn, about one-in-five urban (23%) and 

suburban (21%) dwellers say none of their extended family members live near them, compared 

with 15% of those in rural areas.  

Adults who have moved away from their hometowns often end up in similar types of 

communities 

Among the majority of Americans who no longer live in or near the community where they grew 

up, those who grew up in the suburbs are most likely to have landed in another suburban 

community. Some 57% of adults who grew up in the suburbs and say they no longer live in the 

community where they grew up currently live in a suburb. Adults who grew up in an urban area  

Rural adults are more likely than urban 

and suburban counterparts to live near 

at least some family members 

% saying ___ of their extended family members who 

don’t live with them live within an hour’s drive of where 

they live now 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown.  

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



59 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

40 

19 

22 

35 

57 

40 

25 

23 

38 

Urban Suburban Rural

Grew up in urban, 

area, now living in ... 

Grew up in suburbs, 

now living in ... 

Grew up in rural 

area, now living in ... 

32 

37 

34 

25 

31 

32 

29 

31 

37 

31 

36 

43 

Total

Urban

Suburban

Rural

Yes Not sure No

but moved away are about equally likely to 

now be living in a city (40%) or a suburb 

(35%). Only a quarter have ended up in a rural 

area. 

Similarly, those who grew up in a rural area 

but no longer live in the community where 

they grew up are most likely to be living in a 

suburb (40%) or a rural area (38%). About 

one-in-five (22%) of these former rural 

residents now live in an urban area.  

When asked if they would move to a different 

community if they could, 32% of adults say 

they would want to move. An additional 31% 

say they are not sure if they would want to 

move and 37% say they would not move.  

The desire to move differs across community 

types, and again there is a strong indication 

that rural residents are more firmly rooted in 

their local communities. Urban (37%) and 

suburban (34%) residents are significantly 

more likely than those living in rural areas 

(25%) to say they would move if they could. 

Some 43% of rural residents say would not 

want to move away from their current 

community.  

Not surprisingly, young adults stand out in 

terms of their desire to move. Among those 

ages 18 to 29, 43% say they would want to 

Relatively few adults who grew up in 

rural or suburban areas but moved away 

are now living in a city 

Among those who don’t currently live in or near the 

community where they grew up, % saying they … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Rural residents less likely to want to 

move to a new community 

If you could, would you want to move to a different 

community? (%) 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown.  

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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move to a different community if they could. By comparison, 35% of those ages 30 to 49 and 29% 

of those 50 to 64 say the same. Only about one-in-five adults ages 65 and older (18%) say they 

would like to move.  

These age patterns for the most part hold up across community types. In suburban and rural 

areas, young adults are significantly more likely than middle-aged or older adults to say they 

would like to move if they could. In urban areas, there is not a significant gap in the desire to move 

between those ages 18 to 29, 30 to 49 or 50 to 64. Across all three community types, older adults 

are the least inclined to say they would like to move. 

Attachment to community and connections with neighbors are strongly linked to feelings about 

moving. People who say they are not too or not at all attached to their community are about five 

times as likely as those who feel very attached to say they would like to move to a new community 

(50% and 11%, respectively). Similarly, those who say they don’t know any of their neighbors are 

about twice as likely to say they would like to move as those who know all or most of their 

neighbors (50% vs. 23%). 

The desire to move doesn’t necessarily 

translate into an ability to do so. Roughly one-

in-five of those who say they would like to 

move to a different community if they could 

say it is not too likely (13%) or not at all likely 

(5%) that they will move. About half (52%) say 

it is very likely they will do this at some point 

in the future, and an additional 29% say it is 

somewhat likely.  

Urban residents who say they would like to 

move are more likely than those living in 

suburban or rural areas to say this is probably 

going to happen (61% in urban areas say it’s 

very likely they will move at some point, 

compared with 49% in the suburbs and 47% in 

rural areas). 

About three-in-ten adults who say they are not interested in moving to a new community say 

there’s a chance they may do so anyway. Some 8% say it’s very likely they will move at some point 

in the future and 23% say it’s somewhat likely. 

Among those who say they’d 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 want to 

move to … 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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People who do express an interest in moving don’t necessarily want to move to a different type of 

community. Roughly four-in-ten suburban residents who would like to move (41%) say they would 

move to another suburban area. Some 35% say they would move to a rural area, and 23% would 

like to move to a city. 

The pattern is similar for rural residents who say they would like to move if they could. Four-in-

ten say they would move to another rural community. Roughly the same share (39%) say they 

would move to a suburban community, while fewer (20%) say they would move to a city. 

Urban residents who would like to move are somewhat less inclined to say they would go to 

another urban area – only 28% say so. Some 41% of city dwellers say, if they could, they would 

move to a suburb and 30% say they would move to a rural area. 

In deciding where to live or 

assessing the quality of life in 

their current community, 

Americans have a variety of 

factors to consider – from 

outside activities to culture to 

racial and ethnic diversity.  

For a majority of Americans – 

across community types – 

living in an area that is a good 

place to raise children is a high 

priority. About six-in-ten 

Americans in urban (57%), 

suburban (63%) and rural 

(59%) areas say it is very 

important to them, personally, 

to live in a community that is a 

good place to raise children.  

Smaller shares say the same about living in a place with access to recreational and outdoor 

activities (42% overall), where they have family nearby (38%) and where there is a strong sense of 

For the most part, what people are looking for in a 

community doesn’t vary by community type 

% saying it is very important to them, personally, to live in a community … 

 
All 

adults Urban Suburban Rural 

That is a good place to raise children 60 57 63 59 

With access to recreational and outdoor 
activities 42 48 43 36 

Where they have family nearby 38 38 37 39 

With a strong sense of community 27 29 27 25 

With access to art, music and theater 25 34 27 16 

That is racially and ethnically diverse 22 30 22 17 

Where most people share your religious 
views 11 12 9 13 

Where most people share your political 
views 8 10 8 6 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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community (27%). Roughly one-in-five (22%) say it is very important to them to live in a place that 

is racially and ethnically diverse. Fewer place a high level of importance on living in a community 

where most people share their religious (11%) or political (8%) views.  

For the most part, views about what is important in a community vary modestly, if at all, across 

demographic groups, but there are some exceptions. For example, across community types, 

women are far more likely than men to say it’s very important to them personally to live in a 

community where they have family nearby: 45% of women in urban and suburban areas and 48% 

in rural areas say this is very important, compared with about three-in-ten men in each type of 

community.  

In urban, suburban and rural areas, those with a bachelor’s degree or more education are more 

likely than those without a college degree to say it’s important to them to live in a community with 

access to art, music and theater. This is particularly important to urban college graduates: 47% in 

this group say this is very important to them, compared with 28% of non-college graduates in 

urban areas, 36% of college graduates and 21% of non-college graduates in the suburbs, and 23% 

of college graduates and 14% of non-college 

graduates in rural areas.  

In urban areas, nonwhites place a higher 

premium than whites on living in a 

community that is a good place to raise 

children: 64% of urban nonwhites say this is 

very important to them, personally, compared 

with 49% of their white counterparts. There 

are no significant differences between whites 

and nonwhites on this item in suburban or 

rural areas, however.  

Urban residents are more likely to see 

racial and ethnic diversity as important 

While relatively few Americans overall (22%) 

say it is very important to them personally to 

live in a community that is racially and 

ethnically diverse, a majority (59%) see this as 

at least somewhat important. This is 

particularly the case in urban areas, where 

Nonwhites and Democrats place a 

higher premium on diversity in their 

community 

% saying it is very or somewhat important to them, 

personally, to live in a community that is racially and 

ethnically diverse 

 

Note: Whites include only non-Hispanics. Nonwhites include 

Hispanics. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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70% say it is very or somewhat important to them, personally, to live in a community that is 

racially and ethnically diverse, compared with 59% of those in suburbs and 52% of those in rural 

areas.  

Across community types, nonwhites are more likely than whites to say living in a place that is 

racially and ethnically diverse is important to them. For example, while about seven-in-ten 

nonwhites in rural communities (71%) consider this at least somewhat important, only 46% of 

rural whites feel the same way.  

There are also large partisan gaps when it comes to this item. Overall, three-quarters of Democrats 

and Democratic-leaning independents (including 80% in urban, 77% in suburban and 67% in rural 

areas) say it’s important to them, personally, to live in a place that is racially and ethnically 

diverse; about four-in-ten of all Republicans and Republican-leaning independents say the same 

(44% in urban, 36% in suburban and 39% in rural communities).  
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6. How urban, suburban and rural residents interact with 

their neighbors  

Most Americans say they know at least some of their neighbors, but only about three-in-ten say 

they know all or most of them. Rural residents are more likely than those in urban or suburban 

areas to say they know all or most of their neighbors, but they don’t necessarily interact with their 

neighbors more than their counterparts in other community types.  

Overall, Americans tend to be trusting of their neighbors, but this is particularly the case in 

suburban and rural areas. About six-in-ten in these types of community say they have a neighbor 

they would trust with a key to their home, compared with about half in urban areas. 

When asked to describe their neighbors, people in rural areas are far more likely than those in 

cities and suburbs to say all or most of their neighbors share their race or ethnicity. Suburbanites 

are somewhat more likely than their urban and rural counterparts to say their neighbors are the 

same social class as they are, while relatively few across community types say all or most of their 

neighbors share their political views.  

Four-in-ten rural residents say they know all 

or most of their neighbors; the shares are 

smaller among those living in urban (24%) 

and suburban (28%) areas.  

Across community types, Americans ages 65 

and older are substantially more likely than 

their younger counterparts to say they know 

all or most of their neighbors. The oldest 

urban residents are 24 percentage points more 

likely than those ages 18 to 29 to say they 

know all or most of their neighbors (39% vs. 

15%); that gap is 18 points among suburban 

residents (36% vs. 18%) and 14 points among 

rural residents (48% vs. 34%). Young adults 

ages 18 to 29 in rural areas are about twice as 

likely to say they know all or most of their 

neighbors as young adults in urban and 

Rural residents more likely than their 

urban or suburban counterparts to know 

their neighbors 

% saying they know all or most of their neighbors 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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suburban areas. 

There are some differences by 

social class in the suburbs: 

36% of suburbanites who say 

they are upper class and 31% 

of those who identify as 

middle class say they know all 

or most of their neighbors, 

compared with 20% of those 

who say they are lower class. 

There are no statistically 

significant differences across 

social classes in urban or rural 

areas. 

Among Americans who know 

at least some of their 

neighbors, one-in-four say 

they have face-to-face 

conversations with them at 

least several times a week. An 

additional 24% say they have 

these conversations about 

once a week, 21% say about 

once a month and 25% say 

less often than that. An 

additional 4% of those who 

know at least some of their 

neighbors say they never talk 

to them face-to-face. 

Other forms of interacting 

Older adults are most likely to know their neighbors 

% saying they know all or most of their neighbors 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

About half of Americans who know at least some of 

their neighbors talk to them weekly  

% saying they do each of the following with any of their neighbors ___, 

among those who know at least some of their neighbors 

 

Note: The 13% of respondents who said they do not know any of their neighbors or who did 

not offer an answer to that question were not asked these questions and are not included 

in the total. Shares of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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with neighbors occur less often. Some 17% of 

those who know their neighbors say they 

exchange emails or text messages with them at 

least weekly, while 9% say they do this 

monthly, 19% say less often and 55% never do 

this. Similarly, 16% of those who know their 

neighbors talk on the phone with them on a 

weekly basis, 9% say they do this once a 

month, 24% do it less often and 50% say they 

never do. 

A majority of Americans who know their 

neighbors (58%) say they never have parties or 

get-togethers with them, though 28% say they 

do so less than once a month and 14% say they 

have get-togethers with their neighbors at 

least monthly. 

How often people interact with their neighbors 

does not vary much across different types of 

communities. Urban residents who know at 

least some of their neighbors are somewhat 

more likely than those in rural areas to say 

they talk to their neighbors face-to-face on a 

weekly basis, but about half in each 

community type say this is the case (53% in 

cities, 49% in suburbs and 47% in rural areas). 

Across community types, similar shares of 

adults who know at least some of their 

neighbors say they regularly exchange emails or text messages, talk on the phone or have parties 

or get-togethers with their neighbors. 

More than half of all U.S. adults (58%) say they have a neighbor they would feel comfortable 

asking to keep a set of keys to their home for emergencies (if they were locked out, for example).  

Little difference in the extent to which 

Americans interact with their neighbors 

across community types 

% saying they do the following with any of their 

neighbors at least once a week, among those who know 

at least some of their neighbors 

 

% saying they ever do the following with any of their 

neighbors, among those who know at least some of 

their neighbors 

 

Note: The 18% of urban respondents, 11% of suburban respondents 

and 9% of rural respondents who said they do not know any of their 

neighbors or who did not offer an answer to that question were not 

asked these questions and are not included in the total. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Suburban (62%) and rural (61%) residents are 

more likely than their urban counterparts 

(48%) to say they would be comfortable with a 

neighbor having a set of keys to their home. 

The longer people have lived in their 

community, the more likely they are to have a 

neighbor they would trust with a key to their 

home. But even among those who report that 

they have lived in their community for less 

than one year, 34% say they would be 

comfortable with a neighbor having their keys. 

Meanwhile, 64% of those who have lived in 

their community for six or more years and 

47% of those who have done so for one to five 

years say the same. Those who own their home 

are more likely than renters to say they would 

be comfortable with a neighbor having a set of 

keys to their home (67% vs. 45%). 

Across community types, white adults are 

more likely than nonwhites to 

say they would trust a 

neighbor to keep a set of keys 

to their home. In the suburbs, 

70% of whites say they would 

feel comfortable with a 

neighbor having their keys, 

compared with 44% of 

nonwhites. In urban areas, 

56% of whites say this 

compared with 39% of 

nonwhites; in rural areas, the 

shares are 65% and 53%, 

respectively. 

Older people, those with more 

education and those who 

Urban residents less likely to have any 

neighbors they would trust with a set  

of keys 

% saying they have any neighbors they would feel 

comfortable asking to keep a set of keys to their home  

for emergencies 

 

Note: The 18% of urban respondents, 11% of suburban respondents 

and 9% of rural respondents who said they do not know any of their 

neighbors or who did not offer an answer to that question were not 

asked this question. They are included in the total.  

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Wide racial divide across community types in trusting 

neighbors with a set of keys 

% saying they have any neighbors they would feel comfortable asking to 

keep a set of keys to their home for emergencies 

 

Note: The 18% of urban respondents, 11% of suburban respondents and 9% of rural 

respondents who said they do not know any of their neighbors or who did not offer an 

answer to that question were not asked this question. They are included in the total. Whites 

include only non-Hispanics. Nonwhites include Hispanics. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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identify as upper class are the most likely to trust their neighbors with a set of keys. Still, race 

remains a significant factor even when controlling for these other demographics. 

A slight majority of Americans (55%) say all or 

most of their neighbors are the same race or 

ethnicity as they are. Similarly, about half 

(49%) say their neighbors are mostly the same 

social class as them. A much smaller share 

(22%) say most of their neighbors share their 

political views – in fact, far more (45%) say 

only some or none of their neighbors have the 

same political views as them, while 28% say 

about half do. Perceptions of neighborhood 

racial, socioeconomic and political 

composition vary by community type. 

Overall, whites are the most likely to say 

their neighbors share their race or 

ethnicity 

About seven-in-ten people who live in rural 

areas (69%) say all or most of their neighbors 

are their same race or ethnicity, while much 

smaller shares of those in suburban (53%) and urban areas (43%) say the same.  

Overall, whites are much more likely than blacks and Hispanics to say their neighbors are mostly 

of the same race or ethnicity as they are. This pattern holds in suburban areas – where 66% of 

whites say all or most of their neighbors are of their race or ethnicity, compared with 21% of blacks 

and 39% of Hispanics – and in rural areas, where 77% of whites say their neighbors mostly share 

their race or ethnicity, compared with 45% of nonwhites.5 In urban areas, however, a different 

pattern emerges. Whites (49%) and blacks (48%) are equally likely to say most of their neighbors 

share their race or ethnicity, while 36% of Hispanics say the same.  

                                                        
5 There are too few black and Hispanic respondents in rural areas to analyze each group separately. Nonwhites include blacks, Hispanics, 

other races and people who identify with more than one race. 

Relatively few Americans say most of 

their neighbors hold their political views 

% saying, as far as they know, all or most of their 

neighbors ___ as them 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Those with a bachelor’s degree 

or more education (60%) are 

more likely than those who 

did not complete a four-year 

degree (53%) to say all or 

most of their neighbors are of 

their race or ethnicity. While 

81% of rural college graduates 

say all or most of their 

neighbors share their race or 

ethnicity, 66% of those with 

some college or less education 

say the same. In suburban 

areas, 58% of college 

graduates say their neighbors 

mostly share their race or 

ethnicity, compared with 50% 

of those who did not complete 

college. And half of urban 

college graduates say this, 

compared with 40% of those 

with some college or less 

education. These gaps persist 

even when looking only at 

white Americans. 

In suburban and rural areas in 

particular, older people are 

more likely than their younger 

counterparts to say their 

neighbors mostly share their 

race or ethnicity. For example, 

eight-in-ten rural residents 

ages 65 and older say this, 

compared with 70% of those 

ages 50 to 64, 65% of those 30 

to 49 and 60% of those 18 to 

29. Again, this is true for rural 

Whites overall are most likely to say their neighbors 

share their race/ethnicity, but not in urban areas 

% saying, as far as they know, all or most of their neighbors are the same 

race or ethnicity as them 

 

Note: There are too few black and Hispanic respondents in rural areas to analyze each 

group separately. Nonwhites include blacks, Hispanics, other races and people who identify 

as more than one race. Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. Hispanics are of any 

race. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Upper-class suburban residents feel their neighbors 

are mostly their same social class  

% saying, as far as they know, all or most of their neighbors are the same 

social class as them 

 

Note: Social class is self-identified. Upper class includes those who say they are upper or 

upper-middle class. Lower class includes those who say they are lower or lower-middle 

class. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

49 

66 

77 

48 

21 

45 

36 
39 

White White White Black Black Nonwhite* Hispanic Hispanic 

Urban Suburban Rural 

53 

45 

40 

71 

58 

39 

52 

54 

40 

Upper class

Middle class

Lower class

Suburban Urban Rural 



70 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

adults even when accounting for the fact that younger residents are less likely to be white.  

College graduates across community types are more likely to say their neighbors share 

their social class 

When it comes to perceptions of whether their neighbors share their social class, the differences by 

community type are not quite as pronounced. Suburban residents (54%) are more likely than those 

in urban (44%) and rural (48%) areas to say, as far as they know, all or most of their neighbors are 

their same social class. 

Suburban residents who identify as upper class stand out. Some 71% say most of their neighbors 

are their same social class. This is substantially higher than upper-class residents in other types of 

communities (53% of those in urban areas and 52% in rural areas) and suburban residents who 

say they are middle (58%) or lower (39%) class.  

College graduates are the most likely to say their neighbors are like them in terms of social class, 

and this is true across community types. In urban areas, 55% of those with at least a bachelor’s 

degree say all or most of their neighbors are the same social class that they are, compared with 

38% of those with some college or less education. Among suburban residents, 62% of college 

graduates and 50% of those with some college or less education say the same. In rural areas, the 

shares are 55% and 47%, respectively.  

Relatively few Americans say most of their neighbors share their political views 

Americans generally don’t 

think most of their neighbors 

have the same political views 

they do – about one-in-five 

(22%) say all or most do, 

while 33% say that only some 

and 12% say that none of their 

neighbors share their political 

views. Meanwhile, 28% say 

about half of their neighbors 

have their same political 

views. 

The share saying all or most of 

their neighbors share their 

Democrats in urban areas and Republicans in rural 

areas most likely to feel their neighbors share their 

political views 

% saying, as far as they know, all or most of their neighbors have the same 

political views as them 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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political views is somewhat higher among those in rural (24%) and urban (25%) areas – 

particularly those who say they live in a large city (32%) – than among suburban residents (19%). 

In urban areas, Democrats and Democratic-leaning independents are about three times as likely as 

their Republican or Republican-leaning counterparts (31% vs. 9%) to say all or most of their 

neighbors share their political views. In fact, among urban Republicans, 59% say only some or 

none of their neighbors share their political beliefs, while 40% of urban Democrats say the same; 

29% and 25%, respectively, say about half of their neighbors share their political views. 

In suburban areas, 22% of Republicans and 17% of Democrats say all or most of their neighbors 

share their political views, but there is a wide gap in the share of Democrats and Republicans who 

say only some or none of their neighbors do (50% vs. 39%).  

Among rural residents, 33% of Republicans say their neighbors mostly share their political views, 

compared with 17% of Democrats. In turn, 57% of Democrats in rural areas say only some or none 

of their neighbors have the same political views that they do, while 34% of rural Republicans say 

the same. 

In urban communities, 

education is linked to 

perceptions of neighbors’ 

political views. Some 36% of 

city dwellers with a bachelor’s 

degree or more education say 

all or most of their neighbors 

share their political views, 

compared with 21% of those 

without a bachelor’s degree. 

This pattern is not evident 

among rural and suburban 

dwellers. 

Education level is connected to perceptions of 

neighbors’ politics in urban communities 

% saying, as far as they know, all or most of their neighbors have the same 

political views as them 

 

Note: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Neighbors tend to interact more if they’re of the same race, social class or political party 

People who report that they 

share characteristics with 

their neighbors are also more 

likely to say they interact with 

their neighbors regularly, at 

least among some subgroups. 

Overall, among those who 

know at least some of their 

neighbors, 51% who say all or 

most of their neighbors are 

their same race or ethnicity 

say they have face-to-face 

conversations with their 

neighbors at least once a 

week, compared with 43% of 

those who say only some or 

none of their neighbors share 

their race or ethnicity.  

This is highly dependent on 

race. Among whites, those 

who say all or most of their 

neighbors are white (48%) are 

roughly equally likely as those 

who say only some or none of 

their neighbors are white 

(42%) to say they talk face-to-

face with their neighbors at 

least weekly. Among 

nonwhites, though, 60% of 

those who say all or most of 

their neighbors share their 

race or ethnicity say they talk 

with them weekly, compared 

with 44% of those who say 

People who have characteristics in common with their 

neighbors interact with them more often 

% saying they have face-to-face conversations with any of their neighbors at 

least once a week  

 

Note: The 13% of respondents who said they do not know any of their neighbors or who did 

not offer an answer to that question were not asked these questions and are not included 

in the total. Those who said about half of their neighbors share a given characteristic with 

them are not shown. Whites include only non-Hispanics. Nonwhites include blacks, 

Hispanics, other races and people who identify with more than one race. Social class is self-

identified. Upper class includes those who say they are upper or upper-middle class. Lower 

class includes those who say they are lower or lower-middle class. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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only some or none of their neighbors share their race or ethnicity. 

When looking at Americans who are or are not in the same social class as their neighbors, a similar 

pattern appears. Overall, 54% of people who say all or most of their neighbors are the same social 

class as they are say they have face-to-face conversations with their neighbors once a week or more 

often, compared with 39% of those who say only some or none of their neighbors are their same 

social class. 

However, this difference is only seen among those who consider themselves middle or lower class. 

For example, 52% of middle-class Americans who say most of their neighbors are also middle class 

say they have weekly face-to-face conversations with their neighbors; 37% of those who say only 

some or none of their neighbors are middle class say the same. 

When it comes to political party, Republicans and Democrats alike are more likely to say they 

interact with their neighbors regularly if most of their neighbors share their political views than if 

only some or none of them do. Overall, 58% of those who say all or most of their neighbors have 

the same political views they do say they talk to their neighbors face-to-face weekly, compared 

with 42% of those who say only some or none of their neighbors share their views. The gaps are 

similar among Republicans (54% vs. 39%) and Democrats (61% vs. 43%).  
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7. Life satisfaction and social support in different 

communities 

Satisfaction with key aspects of life doesn’t seem to be strongly linked to the type of community 

someone lives in. Americans in urban, suburban and rural areas are about equally satisfied with 

their family life, social life, job and financial situation. There is also little variation among those 

living in different types of places in the share reporting they have social support, feel optimistic 

about their lives overall 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. Urban Americans are no more likely than those living in 

rural and suburban areas to say they are too busy to enjoy their lives. Meanwhile, among those 

who say they do not have enough income to lead the kind of life they want, rural Americans tend to 

be the least certain that they will ever have enough to do so. 

Rural residents are slightly more likely than 

those in urban areas to say they are very 

satisfied with their family life (49% vs. 43%). 

Some 46% of suburban residents say the same. 

(This difference is driven at least in part by the 

fact that people in rural areas are much more 

likely than those in urban areas to be married.)  

When it comes to their social lives, those in 

urban (28%), suburban (28%) and rural (26%) 

areas are all about equally likely to report that 

they are very satisfied.  

Likewise, among those who are employed full 

or part time, similar shares say they are very 

satisfied with their current job or career (31% 

of urban, 27% of suburban and 30% of rural 

residents). And relatively small shares of 

adults in each group (whether employed or 

not) say they are very satisfied with their 

personal financial situation (14%, 18% and 

Life satisfaction varies little by 

community type 

% saying they are very satisfied with each aspect of  

their lives 

 

Note: “Current job or career” was asked only of those who work full 

or part time. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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17%, respectively).  

While these measures of satisfaction don’t vary much by community type, some do vary by age in 

suburban and rural areas. Adults ages 50 and older are more satisfied than their younger 

counterparts when it comes to their job, social life and financial situation, and this is true across 

community types.    

There are substantial gaps by marital status as well – married adults are much more satisfied with 

each aspect of their lives compared with unmarried adults. For example, 57% of married adults are 

very satisfied with their family life, compared with 36% of those who are unmarried. And while 

32% of married adults are very satisfied with their social life, only 23% of unmarried adults are 

equally satisfied. This pattern holds up, for the most part, across community types. 

Some 37% of all U.S. adults 

say they currently have 

enough income to lead the 

kind of life they want, while 

27% say they do not currently 

have enough but expect to in 

the future. An additional 34% 

say they don’t currently have 

enough income and don’t 

think they will in the future. 

These shares vary somewhat 

among residents of different 

types of communities. People 

living in suburbs are more 

likely than those in urban 

areas to say they currently 

have enough income (41% vs. 

32%), while 37% of rural residents say the same. Among those who say they do not currently have 

enough income for the kind of life they want to lead, rural residents are the most pessimistic: Most 

say they don’t think they will have enough income in the future (63%), while about half of urban 

(53%) and suburban (51%) residents not currently making enough say the same. 

About a third of Americans say they do not have 

enough income and do not expect to in the future 

% saying they ___ to lead the kind of life they want 

 

Note: Share of respondents who didn’t offer an answer not shown. 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Whether one currently has 

enough income coming in is 

closely linked to 

socioeconomic status: Those 

with higher levels of education 

and those identifying with the 

upper class are among the 

most likely to say they 

currently have enough income 

to lead the kind of life they 

want, regardless of the type of 

community they live in. In 

addition, older Americans, 

whites and people who are 

married are more satisfied 

with the amount of income 

they currently have. Among 

rural residents only, men are more likely than women to say they have enough income (41% vs. 

34%), a gap that doesn’t exist among urban (34% vs. 31%) and suburban (43% vs. 39%) residents. 

But when it comes to whether those who don’t currently have enough income think they will in the 

future, different patterns emerge. For example, in rural areas nonwhites who don’t have enough 

income now are much more likely than whites to say that they will in the future (50% vs. 31%). 

This is consistent in suburban (61% vs. 41%) and urban areas (52% vs. 39%) as well. Younger 

adults who say they currently don’t have enough are also far more likely than older adults to say 

they will have enough income in the future, across community types. 

In rural and suburban areas, those with a bachelor’s degree  or more education who don’t have 

enough income now are more likely than their less educated counterparts to think they will have 

enough in the future. About half (53%) of college graduates in rural areas who don’t currently have 

enough income to live the kind of life they want say they will have enough in the future, compared 

with 34% of their counterparts with some college education or less; the shares are 58% and 46%, 

respectively, among those who live in suburbs. The gap is not statistically significant among urban 

residents. 

By double digits, college graduates in suburbs and 

rural areas are more likely than the less educated to 

think they will have enough income in the 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 have enough in the future 

 

Note: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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When it comes to some of the more personal 

aspects of life – feeling supported by others or 

feeling lonely and isolated – Americans’ 

experiences do not seem to differ widely by 

what type of community they live in. Suburban 

residents are somewhat more likely than their 

urban counterparts to feel they have people to 

turn to for support all or most of the time 

(58% vs. 50%), while 54% of rural residents 

say the same.  

Relatively few adults (about one-in-ten) across 

community types say they feel lonely or 

isolated all or most of the time. Rural (50%) 

and suburban residents (49%) are somewhat 

more likely than those in urban areas (42%) to 

say they hardly ever or never feel lonely or 

isolated from those around them.  

Only 12% of Americans say they feel too busy 

to enjoy life all or most of the time. This 

sentiment is no more common 

in urban areas than it is in 

suburban or rural 

communities.    

Similarly, there are no notable 

differences across community 

types in feelings of general 

optimism about life. Roughly 

equal shares of adults in 

urban (42%), suburban (45%) 

and rural (42%) communities 

say they feel optimistic about 

No major differences in feelings of 

support, optimism, being too busy or 

isolation across community types 

% saying they feel ___ all or most of the time 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Older suburban and rural residents fare especially well 

in terms of support networks 

% saying they feel they have people they can turn to for support all or most 

of the time 

 

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

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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their lives all or most of the time. 

Older adults tend to fare better on these measures overall. For example, 70% of adults ages 65 and 

older living in rural areas say they usually have people to turn to for support, compared with 54% 

of those ages 50 to 64 and about half of those younger than 50. The pattern is similar among 

suburban residents. But in urban areas, while those ages 65 and older are more likely than adults 

ages 50 to 64 to say they usually have people for support (57% vs. 43%), they are not significantly 

more likely than younger adults to say this (51% of those ages 30 to 49 and 52% of those 18 to 29).  

Similarly, older people are more likely than their younger counterparts to say they feel optimistic 

about their lives in suburban and rural areas but not in urban areas. And adults ages 65 and older 

are the least likely to say they are too busy to enjoy life, regardless of the type of community they 

live in. 

On most items, these feelings 

appear to be connected to 

education and other 

indicators of socio-economic 

status. Those who have 

graduated with a four-year 

college degree are more likely 

than those who have some 

college experience or less to 

say they have people to turn to 

for support and are optimistic 

about their life all or most of 

the time, regardless of the 

type of community they live 

in. They are also less likely to 

say they feel lonely or isolated from those around them. For example, roughly half of college 

graduates in urban (53%), suburban (53%) and rural (55%) areas say they usually feel optimistic 

about their life. But about four-in-ten of those with some college experience or less education say 

this across communities (36% of people living in urban areas, 39% in suburbs and 39% in rural 

areas). However, college graduates and nongraduates alike are just as likely to say they are usually 

too busy to enjoy life in all types of communities.  

Married Americans are significantly more likely than their unmarried counterparts to say they 

usually have people to turn to and are optimistic about their life. For example, 57% of married 

Higher levels of education associated with more 

feelings of optimism across community types 

% saying they feel optimistic about their life all or most of the time 

 

Note: “Some college” 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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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urban residents say they have people to turn to for support all or most of the time, compared with 

47% of unmarried urban residents. The shares are similar in suburban (62% vs. 53%) and rural 

(59% vs. 51%) areas. Across community types, there are no significant differences by marital status 

on whether someone feels they are usually too busy to enjoy life. However, parents of children 

younger than 18 are more likely than those who do not have children under 18 to say this. About 

two-in-ten parents say they are too busy, whether they live in urban (19%), suburban (18%) or 

rural (17%) areas; this compares with about one-in-ten of those who are not parents in urban 

(10%), suburban (11%) and rural (10%) areas. 

   

 



80 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Acknowledgments 

Pew Research Center received invaluable advice in developing the questionnaire and exploring 

definitions of urban, suburban and rural communities from Katherine J. Cramer, Professor of 

Political Science, University of Wisconsin-Madison; Jed Kolko, Chief Economist, Indeed; Whitney 

Kimball Coe, Director, National Programs at the Center for Rural Strategies and Coordinator of 

the National Rural Assembly; Bill Bishop, Founding Co-Editor and Contributing Editor, Daily 

Yonder; and John Iceland, Professor of Sociology and Demography, Pennsylvania State University.  

This report is a collaborative effort based on the input and analysis of the following individuals. 

Find related reports online at pewresearch.org/socialtrends 

Kim Parker, Director, Social Trends Research   

Juliana Horowitz, Associate Director, Research  

Anna Brown, Research Analyst   

Richard Fry, Senior Economist   

D’Vera Cohn, Senior Writer/Editor   

Ruth Igielnik, Research Associate   

Anthony Cilluffo, Research Assistant  

Nikki Graf, Research Associate 

Claudia Deane, Vice President, Research 

Molly Rohal, Communications Manager 

Jessica Pumphrey, Communications Associate 

Michael Keegan, Information Graphics Designer 

David Kent, Copy Editor 

Travis Mitchell, Digital Producer 

 

 

file:///C:/Users/jhorowitz/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/DEBMIUM6/pewresearch.org/socialtrends


81 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Methodology 

The American Trends Panel (ATP), created by Pew Research Center, is a nationally representative 

panel of randomly selected U.S. adults recruited from landline and cellphone random-digit-dial 

(RDD) surveys. Panelists participate via monthly self-administered web surveys. Panelists who do 

not have internet access are provided with a tablet and wireless internet connection. The panel is 

managed by GfK. 

Data in this report are drawn from the panel wave conducted Feb. 26 to March 11, 2018, among 

6,251 respondents. The margin of sampling error for the full sample of 6,251 respondents is plus or 

minus 1.9 percentage points.  

Members of the ATP were recruited from several large, national landline and cellphone RDD 

surveys conducted in English and Spanish. At the end of each survey, respondents were invited to 

join the panel. The first group of panelists was recruited from the 2014 Political Polarization and 

Typology Survey, conducted Jan. 23 to March 16, 2014. Of the 10,013 adults interviewed, 9,809 

were invited to take part in the panel and a total of 5,338 agreed to participate.6 The second group 

of panelists was recruited from the 2015 Pew Research Center Survey on Government, conducted 

Aug. 27 to Oct. 4, 2015. Of the 6,004 adults interviewed, all were invited to join the panel, and 

2,976 agreed to participate.7 The third group of panelists was recruited from a survey conducted 

April 25 to June 4, 2017. Of the 5,012 adults interviewed in the survey or pretest, 3,905 were 

invited to take part in the panel and a total of 1,628 agreed to participate.8 

A supplemental sample of respondents from GfK’s KnowledgePanel (KP) was included to ensure a 

sufficient number of interviews with adults in rural communities. The KP rural oversample was 

comprised of panelists in predefined rural ZIP codes. Rural ZIP codes were defined as those 

having 127 or fewer households per square mile. 

The ATP data were weighted in a multistep process that begins with a base weight incorporating 

the respondents’ original survey selection probability and the fact that in 2014 some panelists were 

                                                        
6 When data collection for the 2014 Political Polarization and Typology Survey began, non-internet users were subsampled at a rate of 25%, 

but a decision was made shortly thereafter to invite all non-internet users to join. In total, 83% of non-internet users were invited to join the 

panel.  
7 Respondents to the 2014 Political Polarization and Typology Survey who indicated that they are internet users but refused to provide an 

email address were initially permitted to participate in the American Trends Panel by mail, but were no longer permitted to join the panel after 

Feb. 6, 2014. Internet users from the 2015 Pew Research Center Survey on Government who refused to provide an email address were not 

permitted to join the panel. 
8 White, non-Hispanic college graduates were subsampled at a rate of 50%.  
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subsampled for invitation to the panel. Next, an adjustment was made for the fact that the 

propensity to join the panel and remain an active panelist varied across different groups in the 

sample. The final step in the weighting uses an iterative technique that aligns the sample to 

population benchmarks on a number of dimensions.  

Gender, age, education, race, Hispanic origin and region parameters come from the U.S. Census 

Bureau’s 2016 American Community Survey. The county-level population density parameter 

(deciles) comes from the 2010 U.S. decennial census. The telephone service benchmark comes 

from the July-December 2016 National Health Interview Survey and is projected to 2017. The 

volunteerism benchmark comes from the 2015 Current Population Survey Volunteer Supplement. 

The party affiliation benchmark is the average of the three most recent Pew Research Center 

general public telephone surveys. The internet access benchmark comes from the 2017 ATP Panel 

Refresh Survey. Respondents who did not previously have internet access are treated as not having 

internet access for weighting purposes.  

An additional raking parameter was added for Census Division by Metropolitan Status (living in a 

metropolitan statistical area or not) to adjust for the oversampling of rural households from 

KnowledgePanel. The Division by MSA benchmark comes from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2016 

American Community Survey. Sampling errors and statistical tests of significance take into 

account the effect of weighting. Interviews are conducted in both English and Spanish, but the 

Hispanic sample in the ATP is predominantly native born and English speaking.  

The following table shows the unweighted sample sizes and the error attributable to sampling that 

would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the survey: 

 

Group 
Unweighted 
sample size Plus or minus … 

Total sample 6,251 1.9 percentage points 

   

Urban 1,239 4.2 percentage points 

Suburban 2,880 2.8 percentage points 

Rural 2,085 3.2 percentage points 

 

Sample sizes and sampling errors for other subgroups are available upon request. 

In addition to sampling error, one should bear in mind that question wording and practical 

difficulties in conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the findings of opinion polls. 
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The February 2018 wave had a response rate of 78% (6,251 responses among 7,996 individuals in 

the panel). Taking account of the combined, weighted response rate for the recruitment surveys 

(10.0%) and attrition from panel members who were removed at their request or for inactivity, the 

cumulative response rate for the wave is 2.2%.9 

Most of the analysis in Chapter 1 and the secondary analysis in the overview is based on 

information collected in the 2000 decennial census and the 2012-2016 American Community 

Survey five-year file. The data are available on the Census Bureau’s American Factfinder web page.  

The components of population change, natural increase and net migration are derived from the 

Census Bureau’s population estimates program. The analysis combines two separate series of 

population estimates. The 2000-2010 series comes from the Census Bureau’s 2010 vintage 

evaluation estimates, which was the last vintage to be based on the 2000 decennial census. The 

2010-2014 series comes from Census’ 2017 vintage population estimates, which is based on the 

2010 decennial census. Both series include an estimate of each respective county’s population on 

July 1, 2010. The historical trend was created by calculating the difference (either positive or 

negative) between these two estimates in each series and adding it to the residual change. After 

this correction, the 2014 population estimate equals the 2000 estimates base plus each year’s 

components of change for all counties. The 2014 population estimates were used in order to 

maximize comparability with the analysis based on the 2014 midpoint of the five-year American 

Community Survey file. 

There are 3,142 counties and county equivalents in the U.S. We analyzed 3,130 individual counties 

or county groups, which encompass the entire U.S. resident population. We aggregated some 

individual counties into county groups in order to have geographic units that are consistent from 

1990 to today. Since 1990, some states have changed their county boundaries. For example, in 

2001 Colorado created Broomfield County from parts of four other counties: Adams, Boulder, 

Jefferson and Weld. In order to analyze the population change in these counties we examine the 

aggregate Broomfield group, which is the sum of the population of the five counties. Additional 

boundary changes occurred in Alaska and Virginia. 

Counties are classified on the basis of the 2013 National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural 

Classification Scheme. In our analysis, a county’s classification does not change over time. 

Counties that were once non-metropolitan and were reclassified as metropolitan under 

                                                        
9 Approximately once per year, panelists who have not participated in multiple consecutive waves are removed from the panel. These cases 

are counted in the denominator of cumulative response rates. 

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/technical-documentation/research/evaluation-estimates.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/technical-documentation/research/evaluation-estimates.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2017/demo/popest/counties-total.html
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/county-changes.html
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/series/sr_02/sr02_166.pdf
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subsequent U.S. Office of Management and Budget designations are considered to be metropolitan 

in all time periods in this report. 

 

© Pew Research Center, 2018 
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Appendix: Additional tables and maps 

 

 

 

Counties with the largest population 

losses and gains 

County 

2000 to 2012-16 

population change 

 
 

 
Population loss 

Urban counties 

 Wayne County, Michigan       (293,569) 

 Cook County, Illinois       (149,166) 

 Cuyahoga County, Ohio       (135,268) 

 Orleans Parish, Louisiana       (101,752) 

 Allegheny County, Pennsylvania         (51,306) 

Suburban counties 

 Montgomery County, Ohio         (26,301) 

 Mahoning County, Ohio         (24,540) 

 St. Bernard Parish, Louisiana         (23,138) 

 Genesee County, Michigan         (23,051) 

 Jefferson Parish, Louisiana         (20,262) 

Rural counties 

 Washington County, Mississippi         (14,153) 

 Chautauqua County, New York           (8,002) 

 Mississippi County, Arkansas           (7,780) 

 Leflore County, Mississippi           (7,447) 

 McDowell County, West Virginia           (7,056) 

 
 

 
Population gain 

Urban counties 

 Harris County, Texas      1,033,679  

 Maricopa County, Arizona      1,016,400  

 Riverside County, California         778,505  

 Clark County, Nevada         694,388  

 Los Angeles County, California         537,817  

Suburban counties 

 San Bernardino County, California         397,320 

 Broomfield Group, Colorado         330,125  

 Fort Bend County, Texas         329,304  

 Denton County, Texas         321,674  

 Gwinnett County, Georgia         285,794  

Rural counties 

 Hawaii County, Hawaii           45,003  

 Harnett County, North Carolina           35,595  

 Gallatin County, Montana           30,127  

 Sevier County, Tennessee           23,367  

 Jackson County, Georgia           20,542  

Note: County categories based on the National Center for Health 

Statistics Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for Counties. Broomfield 

Group, Colorado is a combination of Adams, Boulder, Broomfield, 

Jefferson and Weld counties created for historical comparability. 

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2000 decennial census SF3 

data and 2012-2016 American Community Survey data. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Largest counties with population loss and gain, 2000 to 

2016 

Ranked by 2016 population 

County 

2012-16 

population 

2000 to 2012-16 

population change 

    
Population loss  

Urban counties  

 Cook County, Illinois     5,227,575            (149,166) 

 Wayne County, Michigan     1,767,593            (293,569) 

 Cuyahoga County, Ohio     1,258,710            (135,268) 

 Allegheny County, Pennsylvania     1,230,360              (51,306) 

 Erie County, New York         922,129              (28,136) 

Suburban counties  

 St. Louis County, Missouri     1,000,560              (15,755) 

 Summit County, Ohio         541,372                (1,527) 

 Montgomery County, Ohio         532,761              (26,301) 

 Jefferson Parish, Louisiana         435,204              (20,262) 

 Lucas County, Ohio         434,800              (20,254) 

Rural counties  

 Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania         145,503                 (4,833) 

 Chautauqua County, New York         131,748                 (8,002) 

 St. Lawrence County, New York         111,529                    (402) 

 Columbiana County, Ohio         105,230                 (6,845) 

 Ashtabula County, Ohio           99,175                 (3,553) 

    
Population gain  

Urban counties  

 Los Angeles County, California   10,057,155              537,817  

 Harris County, Texas     4,434,257           1,033,679  

 Maricopa County, Arizona     4,088,549           1,016,400  

 San Diego County, California     3,253,356              439,523  

 Orange County, California     3,132,211              285,922  

Suburban counties  

 San Bernardino County, California     2,106,754              397,320  

 Broward County, Florida     1,863,780              240,762  

 Broomfield Group, Colorado     1,693,262              330,125  

 Middlesex County, Massachusetts     1,567,610              102,214  

 Suffolk County, New York     1,498,130                78,761  

Rural counties  

 Hawaii County, Hawaii         193,680                 45,003  

 Litchfield County, Connecticut         185,141                   2,948  

 Merrimack County, New Hampshire         147,715                 11,490  

 Humboldt County, California         135,182                   8,664  

 Robeson County, North Carolina         134,576                 11,237  
 

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

Classification Scheme for Counties. Broomfield Group, Colorado is a combination of Adams, 

Boulder, Broomfield, Jefferson and Weld counties created for historical comparability. 

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

American Community Survey data. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Most counties with more deaths than births are in the interior U.S. 

Number of births minus number of deaths, 2000-2014 

 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In most rural Midwestern counties, more people have moved out than moved in 

People moving out minus people moving in from other counties and new immigrants coming from abroad, 2000-2014 

 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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About a third of rural counties have concentrated poverty 

Counties where 20% or more residents are in poverty, 2012-2016 

 

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. 

“What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communities” 
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