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ing, and resentment (Cramer 2016; Hochschild 
2016; Lichter and Schafft 2016; Wuthnow 2018).

Scholars often attribute these sentiments to 
widespread economic distress found in many 
rural communities (Monnat and Brown 2017). 
Some rural areas have experienced deep pov-
erty persisting across generations (Lichter and 
Johnson 2007; Thiede, Kim, and Valasik 2018), 
whereas others have witnessed steady eco-
nomic decline over the last fifty years as a con-
sequence of economic restructuring (Lobao 

Growing Up in Rural America
Shelley Cl ark,  Sa m H arper,  a nd Bruce W eber

This article examines the context of growing up in rural America and how rural roots shape life chances. The 
distinctive physical, social, and cultural attributes of rural areas can exacerbate many of the challenges of 
childhood poverty. Yet rural children have better access to public childcare services and perform as well as 
urban children on standardized tests. Life trajectories diverge most sharply when rural youths decide 
whether to leave their home communities. Those who stay typically face limited opportunities for higher 
education and well-paid, stable employment, whereas those who leave fare remarkably well with respect to 
their educational, economic, and health outcomes. In sum, growing up in rural America offers distinctive 
advantages and disadvantages, yet the benefits may accrue primarily to those who leave.

Keywords: rural, life course, geographic inequalities, place-based effects

G r o w i n g  U p  i n  R u r a l  A m e r i c a 

Nearly one in six Americans, some forty-six mil-
lion people, lives in a rural area (Cromartie et 
al. 2020). Over the last three decades their lives 
have attracted relatively little attention, but re-
cent years have seen a burst of media attention 
and academic research. Much of this newfound 
interest paints a bleak, even troubling, portrait 
of life in rural areas in the United States. Several 
important scholarly works have argued that ru-
ral communities feel “left behind,” engender-
ing widespread feelings of rage, despair, mourn-

mailto:shelley.clark@mcgill.ca
mailto:shelley.clark@mcgill.ca
mailto:sam.harper@mcgill.ca
mailto:bruce.weber@oregonstate.edu
mailto:bruce.weber@oregonstate.edu


2 	g  r o w i n g  u p  r u r a l

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

2014; Ryser and Halseth 2010) and globalization 
(Slack 2014; Thiede and Slack 2017). These eco-
nomic hardships, in turn, have affected all as-
pects of rural life. Even after the recovery from 
the Great Recession, unemployment and un-
deremployment (discouraged workers, invol-
untary part-time workers, low-income full-
time workers) remain widespread in rural 
areas (Thiede and Slack 2017). For at least the 
last half century, employment hardship has 
consistently been greater for rural workers 
than for urban workers (Slack and Jensen 
2020). Prime-age labor-force participation 
rates remain markedly lower in rural areas 
than in urban areas (Economic Research Ser-
vice 2019b). Educational attainment is also 
lower in rural areas. In 2015, only 19 percent of 
rural residents, relative to 33 percent of urban 
residents, have a bachelor’s degree (Marré 
2017). Of particular importance for children’s 
well-being and long-term health and educa-
tional outcomes, about 25 percent of rural chil-
dren versus approximately 20 percent of urban 
children live in poverty (Hertz and Farrigan 
2016; Pacas and Rothwell 2020; Rothwell and 
Thiede 2018). 

Rural families have also changed (Carson 
and Mattingly 2014; Lichter and Graefe 2011; 
MacTavish and Salamon 2004). Once character-
ized as the traditional ideal of strong, stable 
“intact” nuclear families with robust extended 
kinship ties, rural families are now indistin-
guishable from urban families in terms of rates 
of family volatility, single motherhood, and co-
habitation (Livingston 2018; O’Hare et al. 2009; 
Snyder and McLaughlin 2004). Similarly, in re-
sponse to an aging and shrinking population, 
rural schools, which were historically impor-
tant hubs in rural communities, are now con-
solidating or closing (Biddle, Mette, and Schafft 
2017; Schafft and Biddle 2014; Sherman and 
Sage 2011). Rural health has also suffered, and 
mortality rates are now substantially higher in 
rural than in urban areas (Cosby et al. 2018; 
Garcia et al. 2017, 2019; Leider et al. 2020; Moy 
2017). Rural areas have been severely affected 
by the opioid crisis and other so-called deaths 
of despair (Kiang et al. 2019; Monnat 2018; Pe-
ters et al. 2020; Case and Deaton 2015), a grow-
ing rural-urban gap in cardiovascular disease 
and injuries (Abrams, Myrskylä, and Mehta 

2021; Harper, Riddell, and King 2021; Monnat 
2020), and most recently elevated rates of infec-
tion and deaths associated with the COVID ep-
idemic (Cromartie et al. 2020; Karim and Chen 
2021; Karmakar, Lantz, and Tipirneni 2021; 
Mueller et al. 2021).

Taken together, these studies suggest that 
growing up in rural areas is hard. Children who 
happen to be born in rural areas are likely to 
face a series of daunting obstacles that ulti-
mately result in cumulative disadvantage in re-
gard to their education, incomes, and health. 
Yet studies examining what it is like to grow up 
in rural areas, and particularly its longer-term 
implications, are surprisingly scarce. Many of 
the extant studies on rural children and fami-
lies focus exclusively on those living in poverty 
(Albrecht and Albrecht 2000; Beale 2004; Brown 
and Lichter 2004; Duncan 2015; Lichter and 
Johnson 2007; Snyder, McLaughlin, and Findeis 
2006; Snyder and McLaughlin 2004; Thiede, 
Kim, and Valasik 2018; Weber and Miller 2017). 
Although such a focus is certainly justifiable 
from a child welfare perspective, it can create a 
false impression that all or at least most rural 
children live in poverty or in poor rural areas. 
As noted, about three-quarters of rural children 
are not living in poverty (Rothwell and Thiede 
2018). Further, at the national level, although 
the official poverty rate is about 3.5 percentage 
points higher in rural than urban areas (Eco-
nomic Research Service 2020b), the supple-
mental poverty rate, which takes into account 
the cost of living, is actually lower in rural areas 
(Nolan, Waldfogel, and Wimer 2017; Pacas and 
Rothwell 2020). Nationally representative stud-
ies also find few sizable differences in key indi-
cators of children’s well-being. For example, 
rural school children perform as well or slightly 
better than their urban counterparts on stan-
dardized math and reading tests, although sub-
urban children outperform both groups 
(Burdick-Will and Logan 2017; Provasnik et al. 
2007; Fishman 2015). Similarly, differences in 
the overall health of rural and urban children 
are minimal (National Center for Health Sta-
tistics 2019; Robinson et al. 2017; Probst et al. 
2018), with the notable exception of obesity, 
which is higher in rural areas (Liu et al. 2012; 
Ogden et al. 2018; Johnson and Johnson 2015).

In addition, most studies, including those 
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cited, that show striking rural disadvantage 
with respect to health, education, and earnings 
are based on cross-sectional samples of adults 
currently living in places designated as rural or 
urban. Such studies provide important insights 
into the well-being of adults who remained in 
or moved to rural areas. However, they do not 
address one of the central questions of this is-
sue, namely, whether individuals who grew up 
in rural areas fare better or worse than those 
from more urban areas. This is because cross-
sectional studies reflect selective migration 
both out of and into rural areas. Adults who 
grew up in rural areas and left differ from those 
who stayed. Selective out-migration of better-
educated rural youths is well documented (Carr 
and Kefalas 2009), but rural out-migrants may 
also be healthier and have higher earning po-
tential (Weber et al. 2007). Addressing the issue 
of selective migration, and hence answering 
questions about the longer-term implications 
of growing up in a rural area, requires longitu-
dinal data that traces individuals over their life 
course. Unfortunately, only a handful of such 
studies currently exist.

The goal of this double issue of RSF: The Rus-
sell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 
is to provide a nuanced, balanced, and accurate 
depiction of what it is like to grow up in rural 
communities and its implications for both 
those who leave and those who stay in rural ar-
eas. This introductory article has four main ob-
jectives. First, we address a deceptively simple 
question: what is rural? This section briefly de-
scribes the challenges of defining rural places 
and rural people, the considerable changes 
that have occurred in rural areas over the last 
fifty years, and the heterogeneity across rural 
areas. Second, it examines what is distinctive 
about rural areas and challenges to measuring 
the effect of growing up in rural areas. Third, it 
draws on the existing literature and new re-
search in this volume to provide insights into 
the challenges and opportunities afforded by 
growing up in rural areas and the longer-term 
implications of having grown up in rural places 
for adults. In the fourth section, we identify im-
portant gaps that remain in the existing litera-
ture on growing up rural.

The studies presented offer several key find-
ings; some reinforce the well-known challenges 

associated with rural life, whereas others yield 
surprising, and often more optimistic, insights 
about rural institutions and the longer-term 
implications of growing up in rural areas. In 
particular, the articles in this volume show that

consistent with prior studies, evidence indi-
cates that rural families are under consider-
able strain. This strain is particularly acute 
in low-income families and families dealing 
with drug addiction. Yet strong ties among 
extended family members continue to play 
an important role in supporting and caring 
for children in families facing food insecu-
rity and drug addiction.

Early public education programs and schools 
are surprisingly strong in rural areas relative 
to those in urban areas.

Publicly funded early childcare and educa-
tion programs, such as Head Start, are more 
common in rural than in urban areas.

Rural third graders perform as well as their 
urban counterparts on standardized tests 
and socioeconomic status (SES) is less pre-
dictive of academic performance for rural 
than for urban students, suggesting less ed-
ucational inequality.

However, the educational benefits of rural 
gentrification for children of longer-term 
residents may be limited.

Many rural youths harbor ambitious aspira-
tions for higher education, but they lack 
practical knowledge about how to achieve 
their goals and are reluctant to leave their 
communities.

Young people who choose to stay in rural 
areas often do so to maintain family ties, 
even at the cost of limiting their careers and 
earnings. Rural youths who remain often 
make expedited transitions into parenthood 
and marriage, although these early unions 
are often unstable. 

Relative to studies focusing on adults who 
currently live in rural areas, studies that take 
a life-course perspective paint a more com-
plex, and somewhat rosier, picture of the 
consequences of growing up rural on adult 
health, education, income, and wealth.
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1. Some would also add the relative dependence of rural economies on natural resources, but this is more 
difficult to defend as a defining characteristic given the prevalence of farming and food and wood processing 
in metro areas. 

Being born on an Iowa farm in the early 
twentieth century is associated with living a 
longer and healthier life. However, women 
who grew up and stayed in nonfarm rural 
areas had worse mortality outcomes.

Young adults who grew up in rural areas were 
less likely than their urban-raised counter-
parts to have negative net worth, although 
they also had fewer financial assets.

Children who grew up in rural areas achieved 
similar levels of education and earnings as 
urban children. More favorable economic 
place-based conditions facilitated greater 
upward educational and income mobility, 
although these benefits primarily accrued to 
those who moved to urban areas.

Understanding Rur al America
Willa Cather’s novel My Antonia (1918) opens 
with two friends on a train to New York, passing 
through the Iowa countryside where they had 
both grown up many years ago. The narrator 
reflects on their shared experience: “We were 
talking about what it is like to spend one’s 
childhood in little towns like these, buried in 
wheat and corn, under stimulating extremes of 
climate: burning summers when the world lies 
green and billowy beneath a brilliant sky, when 
one is fairly stifled in vegetation, in the color 
and smell of strong weeds and heavy harvests; 
blustery winters with little snow, when the 
whole country is stripped bare and grey as 
sheet-iron. We agreed that no one who had not 
grown up in a little prairie town could know 
anything about it.”

Some will agree with the narrator that un-
less you have grown up in rural America, you 
will never understand rural people or places. 
For those who study rural America, however, it 
is necessary to identify the boundaries and to 
define rural in a way that maintains a coherent 
object of study. It is challenging—even for 
those who grew up rural—to clearly articulate 
what makes a place or person rural and to 
mark the boundaries between rural and urban. 
As we discuss in the following section, it is dif-

ficult to draw these boundaries clearly for sev-
eral reasons.

What Is Rural? Defining Rural 
Places and Rural People
At its most fundamental level, the term rural is 
about territory. Two of the most commonly 
used definitions of the word by the U.S. Census 
Bureau and the Office of Management and Bud-
get (OMB) clearly identify the boundaries that 
separate rural and urban territory. Complica-
tions in characterizing rural places arise chiefly 
because, in either definition, rural is a residual 
category. Rural is defined as what is not urban. 
Rural is whatever territory or area is outside of 
the urban boundaries. Rural areas are not se-
lected and bounded based on their own char-
acteristics, but is what is left over after bound-
ing urban territory.

Furthermore, these standard definitions of 
rural identify geographic places, not rural peo-
ple. A person is rural only by association with 
rural territory, and the premise underlying the 
notion of rural people is that people are shaped 
by the places they live. People are rural to the 
extent that they live in or have lived in rural 
places. Yet because of migration, rural places 
and rural people may not always coincide. Fur-
ther, no set duration of exposure to rural places 
renders an individual rural because the devel-
opment of a rural identity or consciousness is 
subjective and idiosyncratic. Hence the study 
of rural people is inherently even more fuzzy 
and messy than the study of rural places. Defin-
ing rural is further complicated by the diversity 
of rural people and places and the reality that 
rural areas are changing and interdependent 
with urban places, as we discuss.

Notwithstanding the definitional issues, ru-
ral places are commonly understood to share 
two characteristics. They are relatively sparsely 
settled with small populations and relatively 
isolated from large cities.1 The two standard 
definitions that are used to describe rural 
America emphasize one or the other of these 
characteristics in their definitions.

The Census Bureau defines rural and urban 
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areas by aggregating densely settled census 
blocks into urban areas and defining rural as 
any territory that is not urban (Ratcliffe et al. 
2016). Using this definition yields a rural Amer-
ica that consists of small towns and open coun-
try. The OMB starts with counties as the unit of 
measurement, and classifies them into metro-
politan (metro) and nonmetropolitan (non-
metro) by identifying “metropolitan statistical 
areas” that group counties into regional labor 
markets around big cities. Nonmetro counties 
are those that are not part of a “metropolitan 
statistical area.” By convention, many scholars 
refer to OMB metro counties as urban and non-
metro countries as rural (Economic Research 
Service 2019d). Rural under this nonmetro def-
inition consists of territory that is distant from 
the regional labor markets of cities with popu-
lations of fifty thousand or more (for more 
detail about these definitions, see appendix 
table A.1).

Both classifications provide useful perspec-
tives on rural America. Both seek to describe 
sparsely populated and remote places, but they 
are not equivalent concepts and they capture 
different realities. More than half of the rural 
population (as defined by the Census) live in 
metro counties, and most of the nonmetro pop-
ulation (as defined by OMB) live in counties 
that have urban clusters, that is, cities or towns 
with populations of more than ten thousand. 
The Economic Research Service (2019d) sug-
gests that

the choice of a rural definition should be 
based on the purpose of the application. For 
instance, tracking urbanization and its influ-
ence on farmland prices is best approached 
using the Census urban-rural definition be-
cause it is a land-use definition that distin-
guishes built-up territory from immediately 
surrounding, less developed land. Studies de-
signed to track and explain economic and so-
cial changes often choose to use the metro-
nonmetro classification, because it reflects a 
regional, labor-market concept and allows the 
use of widely available county-level data. The 
key is to use a rural-urban definition that best 
fits the needs of a specific activity, recogniz-

ing that any simple dichotomy hides a com-
plex rural-urban continuum, often with very 
gentle gradations from one level to the next.

In this special issue, definitions of the rural 
places studied are varied. The seven quantita-
tive studies used six systems. Only two used the 
metro-nonmetro binary. Two articles use clas-
sifications developed by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service: 
one uses the Rural-Urban Continuum Codes 
and the other Rural-Urban Commuting Area 
codes. Only one used the census definitions. 
One article examining schooling outcomes 
identifies rural school districts using a Na-
tional Center for Educational Statistics urban-
icity code and the other devised its own crite-
ria. All seven qualitative studies, with one 
exception, selected respondents from non-
metro counties. The exception studied a 
“largely rural” region that included a few re-
spondents from outlying areas of metro coun-
ties.2

Rural America Is Diverse, Changing, 
and Interdependent
Rural scholars have described rural America as 
“diverse, dynamic, and relational to (rather 
than separate from) urban places” (Slack and 
Jensen 2020, 775). All three characteristics com-
plicate a common definition or understanding 
of rural America.

Although rural areas share the characteris-
tics of having relatively small and sparsely set-
tled populations and remoteness from cities, 
they exhibit enormous diversity. Each rural lo-
cation offers its own combination of land-
scapes and features. Different rural popula-
tions have their own distinctive personalities 
and histories. The substantial diversity across 
rural areas makes generalizations about “rural 
life” difficult (Chan, Hart, and Goodman 2006; 
Cossman, James, and Wolf 2017). Some non-
metro areas are truly isolated and sparsely pop-
ulated and others contain medium-sized cities 
or are found just beyond the suburbs of large 
cities. Some nonmetro counties are growing, 
but many are declining in population.

Average poverty rates are higher in non-

2. For more detail about these studies and the ways they defined rural, see the appendix table A.2
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metro than in metro counties, but this differ-
ence masks considerable economic heteroge-
neity. Deep pockets of persistent poverty in 
nonmetro America are numerous. Geographic 
concentrations of nonmetro poverty are found 
in Appalachia, in the Mississippi Delta (Thiede, 
Kim, and Valasik 2018), in colonias along the 
Mexican border, and on Native American reser-
vations (Weber and Miller 2017). However, other 
amenity-rich rural areas and many parts of the 
upper Midwest are thriving and offer their res-
idents attractive environmental features (such 
as lakes, mountains, rivers), better air quality, 
low traffic congestion, and a strong local econ-
omy (Hamilton et al. 2008).

Rural areas are also economically diverse. 
Many nonmetro counties depend on agricul-
tural and extractive industries for a significant 
share of their jobs and earnings. Although ag-
ricultural and extractive industries such as 
mining account for less than 5 percent of non-
metro employment on average (Cromartie 
2017), 20 percent of nonmetro counties have 
been classified by the Economic Research Ser-
vice as dependent on farming (more than 16 
percent of their jobs) and 9 percent as depen-
dent on mining. An additional 12 percent were 
defined as dependent on recreation services 
(Economic Research Service 2019a). Those 
based on farming face different economic chal-
lenges than those dependent on mining or rec-
reation jobs.

Rural America is less ethnically and racially 
diverse than urban America, 78 percent of the 
rural U.S. population is White relative to 58 per-
cent of the urban population (Economic Re-
search Service 2020a). Some nonmetro areas, 
however, have large concentrations of minori-
ties: of African Americans in the southeastern 
states, of Hispanics in the southwestern states, 
and of Native Americans in the Southwest and 
northern Great Plains (Economic Research Ser-
vice 2011). Furthermore, more than 90 percent 
of nonmetro places experienced an increase in 
racial-ethnic diversity between 1990 and 2010 
and racial and ethnic minorities accounted for 
more than 80 percent of rural population 
growth (Johnson 2012, 2014; Lee and Sharp 
2017).

In short, what it is like to grow up in rural 
America depends heavily on the specific rural 

locale. This diversity presents challenges for 
making broad generalizations regarding the 
impacts of growing up rural, but also offers op-
portunities to explore the heterogeneity of ru-
ral environments and how their specific fea-
tures may shape their residents’ life chances.

The last half century witnessed considerable 
changes in both the composition and the gen-
eral well-being of rural populations. Three im-
portant demographic trends observed in the 
nonmetro United States over the past several 
decades are: depopulation due to population 
aging and out-migration of youth; in-migration 
associated with exurban growth, retirement de-
cisions, and amenities; and increases in ethnic 
and racial diversity (Brown 2014).

Although the total nonmetro population is 
roughly the same in 2017 as it was in 2010, more 
than two-thirds of the nonmetro counties lost 
population, as shown in figure 1. These coun-
ties that lost population are disproportionately 
found in the Great Plains, the Corn Belt, high 
poverty areas of the southern Coastal Plains 
and the Appalachian region from Kentucky up 
through New England. During the same period, 
however, other nonmetro areas experienced 
population growth. Since the Great Recession, 
evidence indicates that suburbanization and 
exurban expansion, recreation-related develop-
ment and energy development in rural areas 
have slowed (Economic Research Service 
2019c). In the wake of the COVID pandemic, 
some rural areas may be experiencing an influx 
of new residents, but the extent of this migra-
tion and whether it will endure is yet unknown.

Growth in the Hispanic population contrib-
uted to both the increase in ethnic diversity in 
rural America and to overall population growth. 
The rural Hispanic population grew by almost 
45 percent between 2000 and 2010 (Lichter 2012; 
Lee and Sharp 2017). Hispanics have also be-
come the largest minority population in non-
metro areas, 8.6 percent in 2018 (Economic Re-
search Service 2020a). The increase also 
boosted the overall nonmetro population, con-
tributing more than 60 percent of nonmetro-
politan population growth from 1990 to 2017 
(Lichter and Johnson 2020).

Trends across several important markers 
indicate deterioration in rural well-being and 
a widening rural-urban gap over the past thirty 
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to fifty years. For example, the proportion of 
rural children living with married two-parent 
families has declined steadily such that rural 
children are now less likely than urban chil-
dren to live in married two-parent families 
and more likely to live with cohabiting couples 
(O’Hare et al. 2009; O’Hare and Churilla 2008). 
Nonmetro Americans, particularly men, have 
also fallen further behind their metro coun-
terparts in postsecondary education. The col-
lege completion gap between metro and non-
metro men has grown from about 5 to about 
20 percent over the past fifty years (Ziliak 
2018). The rural-urban gap in employment 
rates for men with less than a high school ed-
ucation has increased dramatically. In the 
1960s, nearly all men without a high school 
degree in both metro and nonmetro areas 
were employed, “but by 2016 only 1 in 2 less 
skilled men in rural America worked, which 
was 15 percentage points lower than in metro 
areas” (Ziliak 2018, 10).

Since the early 1980s, urban and rural areas 
have seen diverging mortality trajectories 
(Cosby et al. 2018; James 2014; Singh and Siah-
push 2014; Elo et al. 2019). Mortality rates have 
fallen in small, medium, and large metropoli-

tan areas but have increased among rural 
adults age twenty-five to sixty-four over the last 
thirty years (James 2014). The rural mortality 
penalty, which began to emerge in the 1990s, is 
now substantial (Cosby et al. 2018). Although 
much research highlights the poor health of 
rural men, recent analyses reveal a growing ru-
ral mortality penalty for White women as well 
(Monnat 2020). The opioid crisis and other so-
called deaths of despair, such as suicides, drug 
overdoses, and alcohol-related deaths (Kiang et 
al. 2019; Monnat 2018; Peters et al. 2020; Case 
and Deaton 2015), only partially account for the 
rural-urban mortality gap, given that most of 
the growing difference in life expectancy is at-
tributable to diverging mortality trajectories 
for cardiovascular diseases (Abrams, Myrskylä, 
and Mehta 2021; Harper, Riddell, and King 
2021; Monnat 2020). Poorer cardiovascular 
health in rural areas relative to urban areas is 
found even among young adults (Lawrence, 
Hummer, and Harris 2017). Nonfatal health 
outcomes among adults are also worse in rural 
areas (National Center for Health Statistics 
2019), particularly with respect to physical 
activity, obesity, and rates of smoking and to-
bacco consumption (Roth et al. 2017). Rural 

Figure 1. Nonmetropolitan Population Change in the United States, 2010–2017

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the U.S. Census Bureau.
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3. This reclassification can happen either because their largest cities cross the metro population threshold or 
because their commuting patterns change to cross the commuting thresholds. This was recognized as early 
as the 1970s when Fred Hines, David Brown, and John Zimmer developed the Beale Codes for use in an Eco-
nomic Research Service publication examining changes in social and economic characteristics of metro and 
nonmetro populations. They recognized that using the 1970 classification for both their 1960 and 1970 data 
would likely depress nonmetro growth rates “by inclusion of some rapidly changing counties in the metro 
category that were nonmetro at the beginning of the period (1960)” (1975, 4) In the intervening years, others 
have noted how the failure to address the changing classification of counties affects the estimate of growth 
rates. Johnson (1989), for example, pointed out that the estimated nonmetro population growth rate between 
1980 and 1987 was reduced by 32 percent if one used the nonmetro classification for 1987 rather than for 
1980.

areas have also not been spared from the ongo-
ing coronavirus pandemic, which began in 
early 2020. Although initial caseloads were 
higher in dense urban places, rural counties 
saw rising caseloads during the summer and 
rural counties were observed to have some of 
the highest incidence and death rates (Cro
martie et al. 2020; Karim and Chen 2021; Kar-
makar, Lantz, and Tipirneni 2021; Mueller et al. 
2021). As the pandemic continues in subse-
quent waves, rural areas maintain their rela-
tively higher risks of infection and death, as 
well as lower rates of full vaccination (Ullrich 
and Mueller 2021).

At least some of the measured decline in 
well-being in rural America is because many 
growing nonmetro counties have been reclas-
sified from nonmetro to metro status since the 
OMB created the metropolitan classification in 
1950. For many years, researchers have been 
aware that the conclusions drawn from com-
parisons of economic and social conditions in 
metro and nonmetro areas over long periods 
are influenced by the fact that each decade 
many counties are reclassified from nonmetro 
to metro or (less frequently) from metro to non-
metro (Artz and Orazem 2006; Goetz, Partridge, 
and Stephens 2018; Johnson and Lichter 2020).3 
As a result, counties designated as nonmetro 
in 1974, for example, are now home to more 
than eighty million people, but counties clas-
sified as nonmetro in 2013 claim fewer than 
fifty million (Cromartie 2017). To the extent that 
population growth is correlated with strong lo-
cal economies, better population health, and a 
better-educated labor force, this reclassifica-
tion may contribute to a persistent rural-urban 
gaps in these economic, health, and education 
measures. For example, one recent study found 

that reclassification accounted for about 25 per-
cent of the increase in the rural-urban mortal-
ity gap since the 1970s (Brooks, Mueller, and 
Thiede 2020).

Two other factors that make it difficult to 
characterize the distinctive impact of rural 
places are the strength of social and economic 
ties across rural and urban communities and 
the ongoing blurring of the boundaries be-
tween rural and urban areas. Recent scholar-
ship argues that interdependence of rural and 
urban places is growing and the uniqueness of 
rural and urban settings is diminishing as they 
become more similar across multiple dimen-
sions (Lichter and Brown 2011; Lichter and Zil-
iak 2017; Wu, Weber, and Partridge 2017; Lich-
ter, Brown, and Parisi 2021).

Rural and urban places are interdependent 
economically, environmentally, socially, and 
politically (Lichter, Brown, and Parisi 2021). Ru-
ral economies produce the food and energy 
and have the natural amenities that urban peo-
ple need to thrive, and urban businesses pro-
duce goods and higher order services that rural 
people need but cannot generate efficiently. 
Rural land uses also generate environmental 
externalities from farming and mining that 
cross over into urban areas, and urban air and 
water pollution migrates into the rural periph-
ery (Wu, Weber, and Partridge 2017). At the 
same time, the historical distinctiveness of ur-
ban and rural places is diminishing. Daniel Li-
chter and David Brown (2011) identify past 
changes in transportation technology and in-
frastructure that speeded the movement of 
goods and services and people. New advances 
in information technology and globalization, 
they argue, have facilitated the rapid move-
ment of information and capital across rural 
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and urban spaces. Furthermore, the geo-
graphic expansion of boundaries at the rural-
urban fringe and into exurbia can erase and 
blur the separation of rural and urban areas. 
They assert that “drawing sharp rural-urban 
distinctions seems increasingly obsolete” (2011, 
566). 

Why Growing Up Rur al Mat ters
A central concept of this double issue is that 
growing up in rural areas matters not only for 
children’s development and well-being, but 
also for their future life chances. In this section, 
we briefly review evidence that where one grows 
up has both immediate and longer-term influ-
ence on important outcomes such as health, 
education, and economic security. We then ar-
ticulate what is distinctive about rural settings, 
how they differ from more urban environ-
ments, and why these place-based rural char-
acteristics may impact the lives of those who 
grow up there.

Place-Based Effects: Short and 
Long-Term Implications
Over the past three decades since William Ju-
lius Wilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged (1987) 
stimulated research on “neighborhood ef-
fects,” a substantial literature has emerged in 
a wide range of disciplines demonstrating that 
one’s childhood place of residence matters 
(Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, and Aber 1997; Samp-
son 2008; Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-
Rowley 2002; Diez Roux and Mair 2010; Samp-
son, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Chetty et al. 
2014; Chetty and Hendren 2018a; Hayward and 
Gorman 2004). In their landmark publication, 
Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Greg J. Duncan, and 
Lawrence Aber (1997) compile extensive evi-
dence that neighborhood characteristics, par-
ticularly poverty, had a detrimental effect on 
children’s well-being. Importantly, several 
studies demonstrate that these neighborhood-
level characteristics influenced child develop-
ment above and beyond their individual house-
hold or family characteristics. Subsequent 
work showed that many neighborhood charac-
teristics impact children by operating through 
key institutions such as families and schools 
(Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000). For exam-
ple, poorer neighborhoods tend to have a 

higher proportion of single-parent families 
and lower quality, underresourced schools, 
which in turn are associated with poorer child 
development outcomes.

An important and growing literature further 
demonstrates that the impact of childhood res-
idential characteristics are not limited to child-
hood. Recently scholars have drawn on ideas 
from both neighborhood or place-based effects 
and life-course theories to examine how com-
munity characteristics and residential environ-
ments during childhood may influence health 
and economic outcomes well into adulthood. 
Being raised in a poor or disadvantaged neigh-
borhood is often associated with poorer health, 
lower educational attainment, and lower earn-
ings in adulthood (Gould, Lavy, and Paserman 
2011; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000; 
Wodtke, Harding, and Elwert 2011). For exam-
ple, such children are more likely to be obese 
as adults (Alvarado 2019; Kravitz-Wirtz 2016). In 
his groundbreaking study, the Equality of Op-
portunity project, Raj Chetty and colleagues 
show that where children are raised is strongly 
related with their upward income mobility as 
well as educational, fertility, and marital out-
comes (Chetty et al. 2014; Chetty, Hendren, and 
Katz 2016; Chetty et al. 2018; Chetty and Hen-
dren 2018b, 2018a). The Equality of Opportunity 
project used data from deidentified geographi-
cally coded federal income tax records to iden-
tify where individuals born in the early 1980s 
lived when they were in their mid-teens and 
then linked information about their teen loca-
tion and family income rank to a host of socio-
economic outcomes when the individuals were 
roughly age thirty. Importantly, these analyses 
assessed outcomes of young adults regardless 
of whether these individuals have remained in 
their home county or commuting zone or have 
moved. These studies provide compelling evi-
dence that not only does where you grew up 
matter, but so do the place-based characteris-
tics of your childhood residence. Specifically, 
they find that areas with less segregation and 
more income equality achieved higher rates of 
upward income mobility (Chetty and Hendren 
2018b).

The lion’s share of the research cited, how-
ever, focuses on urban areas or nationally rep-
resentative studies consisting of predominately 
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urban populations. Even the term neighborhood 
effects reflects an urban orientation given that 
neighborhoods more aptly characterize urban 
than rural communities. Hence we prefer 
terms like community or place-based effects. 
This urban bias may matter for several reasons 
and may not provide a full understanding of 
how rural places can shape the development 
and life chances of children. First, many of the 
measures used to capture urban neighborhood 
quality may not be applicable to rural commu-
nities. For examples, community-level indica-
tors of food deserts typically measure the num-
ber and proximity of supermarkets but do not 
usually take into account whether families have 
access to gardens (Walker, Keane, and Burke 
2010). Even studies that explicitly seek to exam-
ine neighborhood effects across the rural-
urban continuum encounter urban-biased def-
initional problems. For example, one study 
defined neighborhood problems in urban, sub-
urban, exurban, and rural areas using the pres-
ence of abandoned or vandalized buildings or 
buildings with bars on windows within three 
hundred feet of the housing unit (Cornwell and 
Hall 2017). Given that rural housing units are 
less likely to have any buildings within three 
hundred feet, it is not clear that these standard 
measures of neighborhood quality are concep-
tually or empirically comparable across the 
rural-urban continuum.

A second issue is that many place-based 
characteristics that have been identified as im-
portant in urban settings may be less salient in 
rural communities, and vice versa. An obvious 
example is the presence of sidewalks, which 
may have very important implications for ac-
cess to goods and services in urban areas but 
are less relevant in rural areas. Less obviously, 
levels of neighborhood socioeconomic inequal-
ity may be less germane in rural than urban 
areas given that urban residents are able to 
more easily self-segregate themselves and their 
children into different schools and medical 
care, whereas rural residents are more likely to 
share these services. Our lack of understanding 
how growing up rural may influence childhood 
well-being and life outcomes represents an im-
portant blind spot in both academic research 
and in the urban public more broadly.

What Is Distinctive About Rural Areas?
The dearth of research on the place-effects of 
growing up rural leaves open the question of 
what, if anything, is distinctive about rural 
places and why growing up in such places 
should matter. Given the rapid changes and 
considerable heterogeneity in rural areas just 
discussed, no one feature, such as poverty or 
agricultural production, is universally present 
in all rural areas. Nonetheless, we contend that 
two defining characteristics of rurality, smaller 
population size and remoteness from urban 
centers, fundamentally shape the characteris-
tics of rural areas, which in turn influence the 
well-being and life chances of those raised in 
these places. Rebecca Blank (2005) identifies 
five attributes of communities that affect op-
portunity and outcomes: its natural and physi-
cal built environment, its economic structure, 
its public and community institutions, its so-
cial norms and cultural environment, and the 
demographic characteristics of its population. 
Places, in this view, are not just spaces where 
physical infrastructure and natural resources 
are located. Places are human creations with 
unique institutions, cultural and social norms, 
and sets of relationships within which people 
live and interact and change.

Despite the great diversity across rural 
America just described, rural areas are dis-
tinctly different from urban areas, at least on 
average, with respect to each of the five attri-
butes. Perhaps the most visually striking differ-
ences between rural and urban places is in 
their physical environments. Put simply, rural 
places have a higher ratio of the natural to the 
built environment. Indeed, the natural environ-
ment is often central to the identity of rural 
areas. Densely timbered forests, vast fertile 
fields, coal-laden mountains, and abundant 
lakes and streams not only are the backbone of 
many rural economies, but also provide enter-
tainment and physical exercise such as hunting 
and fishing, hiking, skiing, biking, and canoe-
ing. Consequently, rural life is generally more 
closely tied to the natural environment. The 
physical built environment of rural areas is also 
distinctive. Rural infrastructures generally con-
sist of longer roads and fewer sidewalks. As a 
result, traffic congestion may be less, but dis-
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tances to services is typically greater and public 
forms of transportation, including bus routes 
and subway systems, are much more limited. 
Consequently, rural residents depend more on 
cars to perform essential daily tasks, such as 
getting to work or buying groceries. This reli-
ance not only is relatively expensive, but also 
affords fewer opportunities for active transpor-
tation by walking or biking, thus affecting rural 
residence economic and physical well-being. 
Prior studies, for example, have labeled rural 
environments as “obesogenic” due to their lim-
ited access to recreational facilities, depen-
dence on nonactive modes of transportation, 
and overall food environments (Boehmer et al. 
2006; Wen et al. 2018).

Rural economic structures also differ strik-
ingly from urban ones both because of their 
greater dependence on natural features and re-
sources, and because smaller population sizes 
generate less demand and fewer economies of 
scale. As a result, access to economic opportu-
nities and services is generally more limited. 
Job markets tend to be less diverse and many 
rural communities depend on only a few major 
industries (Cromartie 2017). Limited job oppor-
tunities correlate with higher unemployment 
and underemployment (Slack, Thiede, and Jen-
sen 2020) and lower labor-force participation 
rates (Pender et al. 2019), which in turn affect 
rural families through higher levels of poverty 
and its impact on gender norms (as discussed). 
Commercial establishments including grocery 
stores, restaurants, and other retail businesses 
often are not profitable in sparsely populated 
areas or offer less variety where they do exist 
(Mushinski, Weiler, and Widner 2014). Many 
services and public infrastructures with high 
fixed costs that are provided in cities are not 
available in rural communities or are provided 
by volunteers rather than paid professionals. 

Importantly, rural areas in the United States 
suffer from fewer health-care resources and po-
tentially greater difficulties accessing both pri-
mary and secondary care (National Center for 
Health Statistics 2019). Access to physicians is 
generally lower in rural areas given that only 
about 10 percent of physicians practice there 
(Rosenblatt et al. 2010). The problem of rural 
out-migration is likely to exacerbate this issue 

because growing up in a rural area is a key de-
terminant of developing a rural medical prac-
tice (MacQueen et al. 2018).

In contrast, fewer private and public ser-
vices may encourage more community institu-
tions, including civic and faith-based organiza-
tions (Weber 2008). Schools and churches in 
rural areas often function as hubs of commu-
nity life, engendering strong feelings of com-
munity attachment. At the same time, educa-
tional services are restricted in rural areas 
because fewer students lead to less diversity in 
choice of schools and fewer specialized sub-
jects being taught. In sparsely populated rural 
communities and areas facing pronounced de-
population, some schools have been closed or 
consolidated. The public and community insti-
tutions that emerge (schools, churches, local 
governments, civic institutions, financial inter-
mediaries) affect the quality and types of ser-
vices available and thus the emotional, social, 
cognitive, and physical development of chil-
dren and youth.

These community institutions also contrib-
ute to rural social norms and cultural values. 
Rural areas tend to hold more religious (Dillon 
and Henly 2008; Chalfant and Heller 1991) and 
conservative political (Gimpel et al. 2020) val-
ues. These social norms, undergirded by infor-
mal social sanctions, shape the behavior and 
expectations of children, youth, and adults. 
They are part of the “sense of place” that gives 
residents an identity but may also limit per-
ceived opportunities. At the same time, the im-
portance of local social relationships and work-
ing collectively on common issues and the 
limited number of neighbors makes develop-
ing these relationships easier.

The demographic characteristics of the 
community reflect its past history and are, in 
many cases, closely tied to social norms. Rural 
populations tend to be older, nearly 18 percent 
of their population age sixty-five or older rela-
tive to 14 percent of urban populations (Smith 
and Trevelyan 2019). In addition, despite large 
minority populations in geographically con-
centrated areas and sizable increases in ethnic 
minority populations, rural areas are also less 
ethnically and racially diverse than urban areas 
(Johnson 2012, 2014; Lee and Sharp 2017). These 
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4. Before 1950, the Census Bureau considered only the populations with incorporated areas in their definition 
of urban. For the 1950 Census, it changed the definition to allow densely populated unincorporated areas to be 
identified as urban (Census Bureau 2020b). In 2000, it created two classes of urban areas, aggregating census 
blocks into urbanized areas of fifty thousand or more and urban clusters of between 2,500 and 49,999. In 1949, 
the Bureau of the Budget (the predecessor of OMB) standardized the definitions of metro areas by defining as 
them as single counties or groups of counties with a core city of at least fifty thousand people plus adjoining 
counties that were socially and economically integrated with the central county (Census Bureau 2020a). 
Changes of terminology were regular over the next fifty years but the standards used to identify metro areas did 
not change significantly (U.S. Census Bureau 1994). In 2000, however, OMB instituted a significant change in 
the metro classification system by adopting core-based-statistical-areas to define metro areas. This change 
retained the metro-nonmetro distinction with Census Bureau–defined urbanized areas of fifty thousand or more 
forming the cores of metro statistical areas. Nonmetro counties—those that were not in metro statistical areas—
were classified as either micropolitan (counties or groups of counties with urban clusters of 10,000 to 49,999 
as their cores) or noncore areas (those not metro or micropolitan).

demographic profiles shape the priorities and 
opportunities of youth living there. In the long 
run, of course, many of these attributes per-
taining to the physical environment, local 
economy, civic institutions, cultural values, 
and demographics, are changeable, and many 
are endogenous. Social norms, for example, 
not only shape but also reflect the economic 
structure and institutions of the community 
that may have adapted to support these norms.

Challenges in Identifying a Rural Effect
The aim of this double issue is to better under-
stand how growing up in a rural place influ-
ences the life outcomes of a person—what has 
been called the “rural effect” (Weber et al. 
2005). Measuring this rural effect, however, 
presents several daunting methodological chal-
lenges. As discussed in detail in the appendix, 
rural places and hence rural people can be de-
fined many ways. Beyond these definitional is-
sues, scholars studying the rural effect need to 
address at least three other challenges: defini-
tions change, places change, and people move. 
These challenges are particularly important in 
retrospective and longitudinal studies that fol-
low people over their life course.

The first challenge is that the standard defi-
nitions of urban and rural—and metropolitan 
and nonmetropolitan—have changed over 
time. Since the earliest days, rural has always 
been not urban and nonmetro has always been 
not metropolitan. Some changes were made in 
the definitions in 1950 and 2000, however, and 
these changed the classification of particular 
places.4 But the basic concepts were main-
tained: rural continues to refer to small settle-

ments with open country and populations of 
less than 2,500; and nonmetropolitan continues 
to refer to counties distant from regional labor 
markets centered on cities of fifty thousand or 
more, and so continuity is significant across 
the decades in definitions that allows some 
consistency in the analysis of rural places.

A more serious challenge is that, even when 
the definitions of urban and rural stay consis-
tent over time, places change. As noted, many 
nonmetropolitan counties have grown over the 
past half century and been reclassified as metro 
counties. Between 1960 and 2017, nearly 25 per-
cent (753) of all nonmetro counties were rede-
fined by the OMB as metro (Johnson and Lich-
ter 2020). “All the growth since 1970 in the 
metropolitan share of the U.S. population came 
from reclassification rather than endogenous 
growth in existing metropolitan areas” (John-
son and Lichter 2020, 1929). For the study of 
“rural effects,” it is important that the county 
of origin is correctly identified as metro or non-
metro. If one happens to have grown up in one 
of the 753 counties that was reclassified, using 
the most recent OMB classification to identify 
county of origin will lead to a misestimation of 
the rural effect. Specifically, because the for-
merly nonmetro counties now classified as 
metro generally have more positive demo-
graphic and economic characteristics, failure 
to properly identify nonmetro status at the 
time of childhood will likely bias the rural ef-
fect downward by excluding healthier, better-
educated, and higher-earning adults. Both Lisa 
Keister, James Moody, and Tom Wolff (2022, 
this volume, issue 4) and Evan Roberts, Wendy 
Rahn, and DeAnn Lazovich (2022, this volume, 
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issue 4) take care to link both childhood place 
of origin and adult place of residence to the 
geographic identifiers in effect at the time of 
childhood and adulthood.

Even if definitions can be held constant and 
particular places do not change categories, the 
characteristics of a given place may be quite 
different in different eras. This can change the 
size and character of the rural effect. This sug-
gests that conclusions about a rural effect from 
the 1930s, for example, should be carefully in-
terpreted in understanding the effect of grow-
ing up in a rural area today. Roberts, Rahn, and 
Lazovich (2022) provide a good example of how 
to address this issue in their paper on the effect 
of growing up in a rural area in the early years 
of the twentieth century on mortality rates five 
decades later.

The third, and possibly most intractable, 
challenge is that people move. This has two im-
plications for the study of rural effects. The 
first is that, depending on when they move dur-
ing or after childhood, people growing up in a 
rural area will have had varying exposure to ru-
ral life. In other words, they will have varying 
“doses” of the rural effect. The effects of this 
exposure can vary depending both on the life 
stage and the era in which they are experi-
enced. Emily Parker, Laura Tach, and Cassan-
dra Robertson (2022, this volume, issue 4) con-
sider this in their analysis by creating variables 
that captured time spent in nonmetro coun-
ties, but do not report the results because they 
find them to be substantially the same as using 
the metro-nonmetro county of origin variables. 
They do, however, separate exposure to place-
based federal funding in childhood from expo-
sure to place-based federal funding during 
adulthood and found different effects on adult 
educational and earnings outcomes.

The second issue involved in migration is 
that the migration is selective. Because of more 
limited local institutions of higher education 
(colleges and universities) and less diverse and 
robust local labor markets, many rural youths 
leave their home communities to pursue their 
educational and occupational goals. Conse-
quently, migration from rural areas to urban 
ones is known to be highly selective with re-
spect to higher education and earning poten-
tial (Carr and Kefalas 2009; Faggian, Corcoran, 

and Rowe 2017; Sherman and Sage 2011; Weber 
et al. 2007). Out-migration from rural areas 
may also be linked to better health, though 
this form of selective migration is less fre-
quently studied (Jokela et al. 2009; Lee 2019). 
In-migration to rural areas is also selective. Be-
tween 2000 and 2010, Hispanic populations 
accounted for about two-thirds of rural popula-
tion growth (Lichter and Johnson 2020). Other 
rural areas have seen an increase in migrants 
with high levels of education and income 
through a process of rural gentrification. Cross-
sectional studies typically ignore these selec-
tion effects in migration; yet excluding these 
rural migrants can generate biased estimates 
of the longer-term effects of growing up in rural 
areas. Roberts, Rahn, and Lazovich (2022) and 
Parker, Tach, and Robertson (2022), for exam-
ple, both find important differences in adult 
mortality and economic outcomes between ru-
ral stayers and movers in their studies.

Studying the longer-term effects of having 
rural roots typically requires longitudinal data 
at the individual level that spans a substantial 
portion of the life course and follows individu-
als who move. Studies of the rural effect over 
the life course also need to use the most appro-
priate definition of rural status and measure it 
at the time the individual was a child. Ideally, 
such studies would capture not only whether 
an individual grew up in a rural area, but also 
how specific attributes of these rural communi-
ties (its physical environment, economic struc-
ture, community institutions, social norms, 
and demographic characteristics) shape indi-
viduals’ life chances. These rural attributes 
would also need to be measured during child-
hood as they too change over time. Studies that 
meet all of these data and analytic challenges 
are rare, but also essential to provide a deeper 
understanding of both the advantages and dis-
advantages of being raised in rural America.

An Overview of Growing 
Up in Rur al America
In this section we provide an overview of the 
literature pertaining to growing up in rural 
America and highlight the contributions of ar-
ticles in this volume to this literature. We begin 
with a discussion of two key institutions that 
are shaped by rural place attributes and play a 
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pivotal role in fostering children’s develop-
ment: rural families and rural schools. We then 
turn to one of the most distinctive and difficult 
aspects of growing up in a rural area: having to 
decide whether to leave or stay in one’s home 
community. In particular, we examine the con-
flict and uncertainty rural youths experience as 
higher educational aspirations typically require 
them to leave. We then explore why many rural 
youth prefer to stay in rural areas and the im-
plications of this choice for building families 
and securing work. Last, we draw on a limited 
number of studies, including three new studies 
in this volume, that take a life-course perspec-
tive to examine the implications of growing up 
in rural areas on adult education, income, 
wealth, and health for both those who leave and 
those who stay in rural areas.

Rural Families: Coping Under Strain
Like their urban counterparts, rural families 
play a central role in protecting and promoting 
rural children’s well-being. The strength, stabil-
ity, and dynamics of family forms and functions 
critically influence children’s emotional well-
being and physical health (Amato 2005, 2010; 
Brown 2004; Panico et al. 2019; Thomson and 
McLanahan 2012; Bzostek and Berger 2017). 
Historically, rural children were more likely 
than urban children to be raised in traditional 
family structures consisting of heterosexual 
married couples and their children (Albrecht 
and Albrecht 2000). These nuclear family units 
were typically integrated into extended kin 
networks, including grandparents, aunts, un-
cles, cousins, nieces, and nephews, who lived 
nearby. In traditional rural communities, these 
large and tightly knit kinship networks were 
actively engaged in the lives of rural children 
offering both supplemental support and full-
time care in times of economic or personal cri-
sis (Beggs, Haines, and Hurlbert 1996). 

Today, rural and urban families more closely 
resemble one another (Carson and Mattingly 
2014). By 2018, slightly fewer rural (60 percent) 
than urban (63 percent) children lived in two-
parent married households. Instead, rural chil-
dren are more likely to live with cohabiting par-
ents (O’Hare et al. 2009) and to be born to 
unmarried mothers (Livingston 2018). Data on 
children’s residence with same-sex couples are 

limited, but American Community Survey 
(ACS) data from 2018 show that a similar pro-
portion of rural and urban children (about 0.5 
percent) live in same-sex married or cohabiting 
couples. Rural children are as likely as urban 
children to live in multigenerational house-
holds, and grandmothers often play an active 
role in helping raise their grandchildren (Bar-
nett 2008; Brown and Lichter 2004; Burton et 
al. 2013; Lichter and Graefe 2011). These multi-
generational households are especially com-
mon among African Americans and Native 
Americans living in rural areas (Snyder, 
McLaughlin, and Findeis 2006). Yet the as-
sumption that rural kin are more available to 
assist with childcare is increasingly question-
able, given that high out-migration means 
fewer family members around to care for the 
young or the old (Choi et al. 2020).

Furthermore, despite substantial changes in 
the structures of rural families, social norms, 
being often rooted in Christian religious ideals, 
continue to valorize “traditional families” in 
many rural communities (Miller and Edin 2022, 
this volume, issue 4). These traditional social 
norms may help explain why some family struc-
tures may be particularly disadvantageous for 
children living in rural areas (Burton et al. 
2013). Relative to urban single mothers, rural 
single mothers may face greater social stigma 
as well as greater barriers in accessing welfare 
benefits and, if employed, are more likely to be 
working part time (Brown and Lichter 2004). 
This may help explain the higher poverty levels 
among single mothers in rural areas than ur-
ban areas (Brown and Lichter 2004; Snyder and 
McLaughlin 2004). In addition, although re-
search shows little if any differential impact of 
parental gender composition on children’s well-
being (Reczek et al. 2016; Cheng and Powell 
2015; Schumm 2016; Cenegy, Denney, and Kim-
bro 2018), the scarce literature on lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, and queer-questioning 
(LGBTQ) rural families raises concerns that 
children with LGBTQ parents may face a higher 
risk of bullying and social isolation (Bell 2000; 
Poston and Chang 2016; Preston and D’Augelli 
2014).

Some scholars have argued that it is not 
family structure per se, but instead family in-
stability, including divorce, remarriage, or 
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household moves, that disrupt children’s home 
lives and have a negative impact on their well-
being (for an overview, see Cavanagh and 
Fomby 2019). Numerous factors have been 
found to be associated with family instability 
in rural areas. Studies on the impact of eco-
nomic restructuring suggest that changing 
gender roles in rural areas increased family ten-
sions, potentially resulting in greater family in-
stability (Sherman 2009a). Yet other work 
shows that rural families accustomed to eco-
nomic hardships, specifically those dependent 
on coal extraction, exhibited greater resilience 
(less disruption) than metro areas before and 
after the recession (Betz and Snyder 2017). Co-
habiting unions, which are more common in 
rural areas, are less stable than marriages, and 
rural cohabiting unions are less enduring than 
urban cohabiting partnerships (Brown and 
Snyder 2006). Similarly, remarriage is more 
common in rural areas, suggesting higher lev-
els of blended families and a greater number 
of family transitions. High levels of family in-
stability also fosters greater multipartner fertil-
ity, which leads to complex family structures 
and complicated intergenerational family ties 
(Burton et al. 2013).

Family instability is also higher among fam-
ilies facing deep poverty and drug addiction. 
The official poverty rate is higher for rural than 
for urban children, and poverty increased dur-
ing the early 2000s reaching a high of 27 per-
cent in 2012 (Hertz and Farrigan 2016). Many 
low-income rural families, like their urban 
counterparts, struggle to care for young chil-
dren through a combination of low-paying 
jobs, government programs (such as the Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
[SNAP] and Women, Infants and Children 
[WIC]), and help from other family members, 
often grandmothers. Yet in some ways living in 
a rural area poses additional challenges. Nota-
bly, employment opportunities are more scarce 
and stigma around receiving support from gov-
ernment programs reduces families’ use of 
such programs, even when they are eligible 
(Brown and Lichter 2004). Moreover, work loca-
tions, hospitals, gas stations, and grocery 
stores are farther away, requiring rural families 
to incur the costs of car ownership or greater 
dependence on family and friends to perform 

essential tasks. Recently, studies have also 
noted limited access to healthy food in rural 
areas. In fact, despite being the primary pro-
ducers of food in America, rural families are 
more likely to experience food insecurity than 
urban households, particularly after adjusting 
for region (Gundersen et al. 2017; Rabbitt, 
Coleman-Jensen, and Gregory 2017). Further-
more, although food insecurity has generally 
declined in urban areas after the recovery from 
the Great Recession, it has continued to rise in 
rural areas (Coleman-Jensen, Steffen, and 
Whitley 2017).

Rural families struggle to mitigate the im-
pact of poverty and family instability for chil-
dren (Sano, Manoogian, and Ontai 2012). Two 
articles in this volume demonstrate how low-
income rural families adapt when coping with 
food insecurity and drug addiction, respec-
tively. Sarah Bowen, Sinikka Elliott, and Annie 
Hardison-Moody (2022, issue 3) take a close 
look at the lived experiences of three unmar-
ried low-income female caregivers of young 
children in two rural counties in North Caro-
lina. They follow these families for five years. 
At the beginning of their study, these children 
reside in a variety of nontraditional living ar-
rangements, including a multigenerational 
family consisting of a single mother and grand-
mother, a blended family with cohabiting mi-
grant parents, and a single grandmother caring 
for three grandchildren. Despite these different 
initial living arrangements, these families had 
common experiences. First, all three noted the 
importance of being able to rely on other fam-
ily members and, to a lesser extent, neighbors 
and friends to cope with food insecurity. Sec-
ond, their reliance on public safety net pro-
grams, such as SNAP and WIC, and charitable 
food pantries was both essential to “getting 
by” and engendered significant levels of anxi-
ety, frustration, and embarrassment. Third,  
by the end of the five years of the study, all 
families experienced significant instability. 
When an older adolescent grandchild in the 
multigenerational family became pregnant 
and had a child, the grandmother (now great-
grandmother) left the household as the boy-
friend of the adolescent mother moved in. Over 
this same period, a car accident compelled the 
migrant family to move to an urban center to 
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be closer to hospital care. Mounting bills and 
dilapidated housing forced the grandmother to 
move several times and ultimately to lose cus-
tody of her grandchildren. Her struggles illus-
trate the close interconnection between food 
and housing insecurity in rural areas (Coleman-
Jensen, Steffen, and Whitley 2017).

In addition to chronic poverty, rising rates 
of drug addiction have wreaked havoc on rural 
families, frequently separating children from 
their parents’ care, and fueling family instabil-
ity. The rapidly spreading opioid and metham-
phetamine epidemics have rendered fewer 
adults, including parents, capable of providing 
childcare. In her analysis of children’s living 
arrangements in rural Appalachia, Kristina 
Brant (2022, this volume, issue 3) shows how 
parental opioid and other drug abuse and its 
ties to the criminal justice systems and child 
welfare programs generates family instability 
as children bounce among care by parents, 
grandparents, and other relatives. Brant’s study 
highlights how in rural communities personal 
connections (both positive and negative) to lo-
cal legal systems plays a critical role in deter-
mining whether rural families are successful in 
navigating kinship family formations. Rural 
family members with negative experiences and 
connections are less likely to seek legally rec-
ognized custody of children, thereby limiting 
their access to federal and state subsidies for 
childcare. In contrast, rural families with posi-
tive connections are able to effectively inter-
vene, buffering both children and their parents 
from the negative effects of drug addiction. The 
articles in this volume by both Bowen, Elliott, 
and Hardison-Moody and by Brant focus on ru-
ral families facing considerable economic and 
personal strain, but also demonstrate how in 
the midst of these crises, rural families often 
work together to prioritize children’s well-
being.

Childcare and Schools in Rural Areas: 
Surprising Equality and New Challenges
In addition to families, educational institu-
tions, including early childcare and education 
programs and schools, play a key role in foster-
ing children’s well-being. These institutions are 
primarily responsible for promoting children’s 
cognitive development and preparing children 

with the necessary knowledge and skills for 
subsequent academic success.

The Changing Context of Childcare
Historically, most rural children under the age 
of five were cared for by family members. Lower 
female employment rates combined with 
greater distances to center-based childcare and 
closer proximity to kin resulted in limited de-
mand for center-based childcare, either private 
or public (Atkinson 1994). Rapid economic and 
social change over the last thirty years, however, 
have transformed rural families, undermined 
traditional gender roles, and altered childcare 
arrangements (Betz and Snyder 2017; Lichter 
and Graefe 2011). Specifically, economic re-
structuring caused by a shift from largely agri-
cultural and extractive industries to service po-
sitions has resulted in lower paid jobs with 
fewer benefits (Autor 2019; Slack 2014; Thiede 
and Slack 2017). It has also led to a decline in 
employment, much more pronounced among 
rural men than rural women. In fact, many ru-
ral women entered the formal labor market in 
response to their male partners’ job loss (Mat-
tingly and Smith 2010). These trends were com-
pounded during the 2008 recession: not only 
did rural female employment outpace male em-
ployment, but rural fathers also modestly in-
creased their time spent on childcare if the 
child’s mother was employed (Smith and Pruitt 
2017), transforming traditional gender roles of 
the male breadwinner and female caregiver 
(Mattingly and Smith 2010; Smith and Pruitt 
2017; Tickamyer and Henderson 2004).

Even after the recession, many of the new 
jobs available for both men and women in rural 
areas had rigid hours or irregular shift work, 
neither of which is compatible with childcare 
(Thiede and Slack 2017). Rural jobs have been 
described as being less family friendly because 
they offer fewer paid sick days, paid vacation 
days, parental leave, or flextime than urban 
jobs (Glauber and Young 2015). Historically, 
many rural families may have depended on kin 
for assistance with childcare (Atkinson 1994), 
but this appears to be waning as more rural 
families look for affordable center-based child-
care. Contrary to some expectations, Taryn 
Morrissey, Scott Allard, and Elizabeth Pelletier 
(2022, this volume, issue 3) find that publicly 
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5. “NAEP reports results for four mutually exclusive categories of school location: city, suburb, town, and rural. 
Each of these categories has three subcategories. Rural areas are further distinguished by their distance from 
an urbanized area: Fringe rural is 5 miles or less from an urbanized area or 2.5 miles or less from an urban 
cluster; distant rural is more than 5 miles up to 25 miles from an urbanized area or more than 2.5 miles up to 
10 miles from an urban cluster; remote rural is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area or more than 10 
miles from an urban cluster” (Fishman 2015). 

funded early childhood care and education pro-
grams, primarily Head Start, are more available 
and more likely to be used in rural than in ur-
ban areas, highlighting the heavy dependence 
on such public funds in rural communities. In 
contrast, urban children were more likely than 
rural children to attend private nonprofit pre-
schools. In addition, on entry into kindergar-
ten, rural children’s reading and math scores 
were slightly lower than their more urban coun-
terparts’. Adjusting for county-level center-
based childcare capacity and socioeconomic 
characteristics, however, largely explained 
rural-urban differences in young children’s 
readiness to enter kindergarten.

Rural Schools: Challenges and Advantages
School quality, resources, and investments 
largely drive students’ educational outcomes in 
both rural and urban areas; yet on several key 
dimensions, differences between rural and ur-
ban school environments are distinct. Because 
of their lower population density, rural schools 
face numerous challenges. Smaller student 
bodies support fewer specialized classes (Bouck 
2004). Of particular concern in rural areas are 
the limited number of college preparatory 
classes as well as of classes suited to the needs 
of students with learning disabilities. Funding 
allocation regulations, particularly with respect 
to federal funding for low-income students, fur-
ther limits services for disadvantaged rural stu-
dents (Biddle, Mette, and Schafft 2017). For ex-
ample, Title 1 of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education uses an allocation formula based on 
the percentage of students living in poverty or 
the total numbers of students living in poverty. 
As a result, smaller rural schools receive fewer 
resources per child living in poverty than large 
urban schools do (Schafft and Biddle 2014; Bid-
dle, Mette, and Schafft 2017; Strange 2011). Less 
funding also limits teacher salaries, which in 
turn, undermines the recruitment and reten-
tion of rural school teachers (Fishman 2015; 

Monk 2007; Lamkin 2018). These financial chal-
lenges are compounded by stringent certifica-
tion requirements, which restrict the pool of 
potential teachers and the number of subjects 
teachers are eligible to cover. Because rural 
teachers are more likely to double-up on sub-
jects taught, the burden of these restrictions is 
heightened in rural school systems.

Given that rural schools receive less per-
student funding and offer a less diverse cur-
riculum, one may expect that rural children 
would exhibit lower academic performance. 
Yet, rural and urban students often perform 
similarly on standardized tests such as the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP). From 2000 to 2010, rural students per-
formed slightly better than urban students on 
the reading and math NAEP, but worse than 
suburban students (Burdick-Will and Logan 
2017; Provasnik et al. 2007). Within rural areas, 
students in fringe rural areas typically outper-
form the national average, whereas those in re-
mote rural areas score lower on the NAEP (Fish-
man 2015).5 National averages also mask 
potentially important regional variation. In the 
Deep South, which includes rural areas with 
high levels of persistent poverty and lower lev-
els of school funding, rural children’s perfor-
mance on standardized tests falls gradually be-
hind those of urban students as they progress 
from kindergarten to grade twelve (Lindahl 
2011). By using an innovative new common 
scale of state achievement tests on 430 million 
standardized test scores, Jessica Drescher, 
Anne Podolsky, Sean F. Reardon, and Gabrielle 
Torrance (2022, this volume, issue 3) provide a 
nationwide comparison of rural and urban 
third grade achievement and learning rates be-
tween the third and eighth grade. Overall, they 
find only modest differences between rural and 
urban students’ academic performance, al-
though some differences within race-ethnicity 
groups were larger. 

To help explain the similar levels of aca-
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demic performance in rural and urban areas, 
some studies highlight specific advantageous 
characteristics of rural schools that may en-
hance students’ learning and performance. For 
instance, rural schools tend to be closely inte-
grated into their communities, often serving as 
hubs of local activity and engagement (Elder 
and Conger 2014; Schafft and Jackson 2010; 
Schafft and Biddle 2014; Schafft 2016; Bauch 
2001). Glen Elder and Rand Conger (2014) pro-
vide extensive evidence on how farm children’s 
ties to the land, their families, and their com-
munities enhance both their academic success 
and social competence. Other studies show 
that rural schools promote social capital by fa-
cilitating children’s and adolescents’ civic en-
gagement. Rural youth are highly engaged in 
both community and school civic activities 
such as student council, Future Farmers of 
America, and 4-H (Ludden 2011). These close 
community ties offer important advantages be-
cause teachers are more likely to know their 
students’ parents and parents are more en-
gaged in school activities (Schafft and Biddle 
2014; Semke and Sheridan 2012). Rural class-
rooms are also, on average, smaller than urban 
ones and lower student-to-teacher ratios tend 
to correspond with greater per-student atten-
tion (Schafft and Biddle 2014).

Last, rural schools tend to be less socioeco-
nomically segregated than urban schools. 
Largely because of limited school choice in ru-
ral areas, rural students across the socioeco-
nomic spectrum are more likely to attend the 
same classes, participate on the same sports 
teams, and engage in the same extracurricular 
activities. Emerging research suggests that  
this greater integration may offer important 
opportunities for academic achievement and 
help facilitate social mobility (Chetty and Hen-
dren 2018b; Chetty et al. 2014). These findings 
are consistent with those of Drescher and her 
colleagues (2022), which show that socioeco-
nomic status is less predictive of academic 
achievement in rural areas than in urban ar-
eas. Another study also found that racial-
ethnic gaps, specifically White-Black and 
White-Hispanic differences, in test scores were 
lower in rural than in urban settings (Gagnon 
and Mattingly 2018). These findings suggest 
that rural schools offer more equitable oppor-

tunities for upward mobility via education 
than urban schools.

However, new work by Jennifer Sherman and 
Kai Schafft (2022, this volume, issue 3) raises 
concerns that this greater rural educational 
equality may be threatened in rapidly gentrify-
ing, high-amenity rural areas. Although rural 
gentrification is sometimes viewed as a critical 
development strategy to reverse economic de-
cline, this provocative study highlights some 
potentially harmful consequences to the influx 
of wealthy migrants to a former logging com-
munity in the Pacific Northwest. These new-
comers have, on average, improved schools re-
sources and performance, but they have also 
exacerbated inequalities. The most socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged children benefited lit-
tle from these changes because they lack the 
resources to pay for any of the schools’ new 
sports and extracurricular activities and are 
poorly prepared to take advantage of curricular 
changes. Hence the process of rural gentrifica-
tion may undermine an important advantage of 
rural schools, namely, promoting more equita-
ble upward mobility through education.

Aspiring to Leave: The Pursuit 
of Higher Education
Arguably, the pursuit of postsecondary educa-
tion marks when the life trajectories of rural 
and urban Americans most sharply diverge. Be-
cause of the limited range of postsecondary in-
stitutions in rural areas, rural youth, unlike 
their urban counterparts, typically face a diffi-
cult, and sometimes painful, decision of 
whether to remain in their home communities 
or leave to achieve their educational goals. 
Choosing to leave entails not only separation 
from their family, friends, and community, but 
also adjusting to a new, often unfamiliar, urban 
culture and environment. In addition, because 
rural areas have fewer local colleges and uni-
versities and fewer adults who have college de-
grees, many rural youths make this potentially 
life-altering decision with little understanding 
of how postsecondary institutions work or the 
role of postsecondary education in defining 
their subsequent career options. 

The rural-urban divergence begins with dif-
ferential aspirations to attend college. In their 
study of students in Minnesota, Alejandra Mi-
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randa and Michael Rodriguez (2022, this vol-
ume, issue 3) find that only 61 percent of rural 
students, versus 74 percent of urban students, 
aspired to attend a four-year college. Rural girls 
had greater odds of college aspiration than ru-
ral boys did, and American Indian and Latinx 
students had lower educational aspirations 
than non-Latinx White students, but these eth-
nic differences were smaller among rural than 
urban students. Other studies, however, have 
found that among African American men, rural 
men were slightly less likely than urban men 
and significantly less likely than suburban men 
to aspire to attend college even after control-
ling for SES and student grades (Strayhorn 
2009). Nationally, rural and urban adolescents 
express the greatest divergence in their educa-
tional aspirations beyond college, rural chil-
dren being significantly less likely than urban 
to aspire to pursue postgraduate training (How-
ley 2006).

Previous studies highlight three factors 
that may curtail the educational aspirations 
and attainment of rural youth: family SES, par-
ticularly parental education; greater attach-
ment to their families, communities, and 
land; and fewer and lower-ranked local univer-
sities and colleges nearby (Turley 2009). Per-
haps the strongest barrier to pursuing postsec-
ondary education for rural students is limited 
family resources (Irvin et al. 2012; Koricich, 
Chen, and Hughes 2017). One study contends 
that parents’ low SES is the primary deterrent 
for rural youths to seek additional education 
(Byun, Meece, and Irvin 2012). Matthew Irvin 
and his colleagues (2012) also find that rural 
children whose parents have postsecondary 
education are more likely to attend college. 
Ethnographic research shows how members 
of the broader community, including teachers, 
perceive and sometimes reinforce the link be-
tween family SES and youths’ educational 
prospects. In rural Kentucky, children of com-
munity leaders, who generally have higher 
SES, were encouraged to leave their commu-
nity to attend college, whereas children in 
poor and working-class families were expected 
to remain (Miller and Edin 2022, this volume, 
issue 4). Although a handful of individuals 
from low-income families do leave and earn 
college degrees, these children were the excep-

tion and referred to as “beating long odds.” 
Jennifer Sherman and Kai Schafft (2022, this 
volume, issue 3) similarly show notable differ-
ences in educational aspirations by length of 
residency, which is closely correlated with SES. 
Both old-timers, most of whom lived in the 
community more than twenty years, and new-
comers in rural gentrifying areas strongly en-
couraged their children to attend college, but 
old-timers were more likely to view college as 
essential to securing well-paid and reliable 
employment, whereas newcomers tended to 
value education as an important life goal in 
and of itself.

The strong attachment of rural youths to 
their families and communities may be a 
double-edged sword, simultaneously encourag-
ing and discouraging educational ambitions 
(Byun, Meece, and Agger 2017; Byun, Meece, 
and Irvin 2012; Howley 2006; Johnson, Elder, 
and Stern 2005). On the one hand, these ties are 
an important form of social capital and benefit 
rural adolescents in their college application 
process (Nelson 2016). These social resources 
may be especially important for rural children 
of lower SES to achieve their educational goals 
(McGrath et al. 2001). On the other hand, strong 
local attachments may conflict with educa-
tional aspirations (Petrin, Schafft, and Meece 
2014; Theodori and Theodori 2015). Unlike ur-
ban youths, rural youths with strong parental 
bonds are less likely to enroll in postsecondary 
education, suggesting that close family ties, 
which typically promote higher education, may 
conflict with educational aspirations in rural 
contexts (Demi, Coleman-Jensen, and Snyder 
2010). One study finds that rural youth with 
strong academic records tend to apply to lower-
ranked community colleges rather than to 
more distant high-ranking universities (Rob-
bins 2012). Similarly, youths who are more sat-
isfied with their communities are more likely 
to stay (Mellander, Florida, and Stolarick 2011). 
These findings are consistent with the study by 
Nicole Bernsen and her colleagues (2022, this 
volume, issue 3) that youths in rural Oregon 
and Maine that have a more favorable percep-
tion of their communities were less likely to 
want to go to college. Interestingly, the percep-
tions of the high school students about the fu-
ture local economic trajectory of the commu-
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nity did not have any relationship with their 
educational aspirations.

These aspirational rural-urban gaps are re-
flected in both college and postgraduate enrol-
ment and completion rates. Data from the Na-
tional Educational Longitudinal Study show 
that urban youths are more likely than those 
from rural areas to earn a bachelor’s degree 
(Byun, Meece, and Irvin 2012). The gap in col-
lege completion rates may partially reflect 
higher college drop-out rates for rural youths, 
who may not feel that they “fit” in university 
environments, which tend to be more culturally 
urban and politically liberal. Challenges of ac-
ceptance on university campuses may not be 
limited to rural Whites. One interesting study 
found that in-state rural African Americans 
were often being perceived as “more White” 
and provincial, whereas urban African Ameri-
cans represented “authentic Blackness” and so-
phistication (Woldoff, Wiggins, and Washing-
ton 2011). Ryan Parsons (2022, this volume, 
issue 3) provides one of the first in-depth looks 
at the multiple barriers to college completion 
facing rural African Americans in the South. He 
argues that although college is perceived as cru-
cial to upward social mobility, social and cul-
tural capital are mismatched, expectations of 
cultural and emotional labor are high, and feel-
ings of marginalization are pronounced. In par-
ticular, his work highlights how enrolling in col-
lege and pursuing careers that require college 
degrees entails a permanent transition from 
one opportunity structure to another one, that 
is unfamiliar to them, their families, and their 
communities. Thus for rural students of color 
this transition is especially difficult because it 
usually entails the substantial emotional and 
social costs of leaving family behind and facing 
uncertain futures largely on their own.

Choosing to Stay: Building 
Families and Finding Work
Out-migration of rural youth is a well-
established pattern (Carr and Kefalas 2009; Fag-
gian, Corcoran, and Rowe 2017; Sherman and 
Sage 2011). Rural youth are typically drawn to 
urban areas in search of further education, bet-
ter pay or diversity in employment, and more 
cosmopolitan lifestyles (Artz 2003; Gibson and 
McKenzie 2012). Rural out-migration can be 

substantial. Between 1990 and 2005, the rural 
Midwest experienced a 50 percent decline in  
its population aged twenty-five to thirty-four 
(Hamilton et al. 2008).

Yet many rural youth choose to remain, not-
ing close ties to their families and communities 
and a dislike for the congestion and anomie of 
urban life, and many out-migrants later return 
to rural areas (von Reichert, Cromartie, and Ar-
thun 2011). These youth make a conscious deci-
sion to remain in or return to their home com-
munities, despite limited employment 
opportunities and almost certain economic 
hardships. Older studies find that rural youth 
experience markedly different transitions to 
adulthood, including completing one’s educa-
tion, finding work, leaving home, getting mar-
ried, and having children (Heaton, Lichter, and 
Amoateng 1989). Emily E. N. Miller and Kath-
ryn Edin (2022, this volume, issue 4) refer to 
these transitions as the “big five” and provide 
an in-depth analysis of the challenges of ob-
taining these key markers of adulthood in an 
area of rural Kentucky that has become an icon 
of rural White poverty. Two of the most notable 
differences in these transitions to adulthood 
pertain to building families and securing work.

Early Family Formation
Although rural and urban family structures in-
creasingly resemble one another, differences in 
the timing of family formation continue to be 
notable. On average, women in rural counties 
give birth three years earlier than women in 
large metro counties in 2017 (Ely and Hamilton 
2018). Teen childbirth is strikingly higher in ru-
ral than in urban areas, partly a result of more 
limited access to contraception and abortion 
services (Hamilton, Rossen, and Branum 2016; 
Ng and Kaye 2015). Consequently, a higher per-
centage of rural than urban teen births are un-
intended (Sutton, Lichter, and Sassler 2019). 
This early entry into parenthood generally oc-
curs outside marriage, placing many adoles-
cent and young parents at odds with local reli-
gious norms and teachings and undermining 
their access to critical community support and 
practical assistance. Miller and Edin (2022, this 
volume, issue 4) provide astute insights into 
how young unmarried parents navigate their 
complex and sometimes conflictual relation-
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ships with religion and religious institutions in 
rural Kentucky.

Rural men and women also marry at younger 
ages (Snyder, Brown, and Condo 2004). Rural 
marriages that are formed early are often of 
lower quality with high levels of intimate part-
ner violence and divorce (Miller and Edin 2022, 
this volume, issue 4). Hence, despite personal 
aspirations and community expectations of rais-
ing children within nuclear families, many 
young adults in rural areas find themselves 
struggling to support their children on their 
own.

Finding Well-Paid, Stable Employment
Job opportunities for those who stay or return 
to rural areas are limited. In the wake of de-
cades of restructuring, recessions, and global-
ization, well-paid, stable employment with pre-
dictable hours and benefits is difficult to find 
in many rural communities. The few “good 
jobs” available, often in the education or 
health-care sectors, are highly competitive  
and usually require advanced degrees, and the 
“bad jobs” offer inadequate wages leading to a 
higher proportion of the working poor in rural 
than in urban areas (Thiede, Lichter, and Slack 
2018). Even these bad jobs required owning or 
having regular access to a car, which was be-
yond the economic reach of many rural work-
ers. Yet having a job, even a poorly paid one 
with irregular hours, was important to both 
men and women and carried not only practical, 
but also important moral, implications (Miller 
and Edin 2022, this volume, issue 4; Sherman 
2009b). Lack of economic opportunities in ru-
ral areas is one of the primary drivers of out-
migration (McLaughlin, Shoff, and Demi 2014; 
Petrin, Schafft, and Meece 2014). Depopulation, 
in turn, exacerbates income inequality (Butler 
et al. 2020).

For young men and women who have grown 
up and stayed in rural areas with declining eco-
nomic bases, available employment is strongly 
shaped by gender and class. Although better-
educated women often dominate in the educa-
tion and health sector, poorer and less well-
educated women can typically only find work 
at low-paying jobs with limited benefits at fast 
food restaurants or big box stores (Miller and 
Edin 2022, this volume, issue 4). In contrast, 

men with limited education can secure better-
paying jobs as construction workers, electri-
cians, and plumbers.

These disparities with respect to the ex-
pected returns to education for rural men and 
women may help explain some of the findings 
in the study by Ashley Niccolai, Sarah Dam-
aske, and Jason Park (2022, this volume, issue 
4) of unemployed men and women age fifty to 
seventy who grew up in and still lived in rural 
Pennsylvania. They find working-class girls 
there were given more encouragement to seek 
higher education than working-class boys were, 
and that rural middle-class parents encouraged 
both boys and girls to pursue a college educa-
tion. These early aspirations changed in the 
transition to adulthood by processes they term 
upshifting, downshifting, and nonshifting. 
About half of the respondents reported no 
change in aspirations during this period. Up-
shifting (raising aspirations) was observed 
largely among middle-class men. Downshifting 
was observed largely among working-class men 
and women, men emphasizing financial con-
straints as a reason and women emphasizing 
family ties. When faced with unemployment in 
midlife, the processes were also classed and 
gendered and influenced by the desire to re-
main in the community. In response to unem-
ployment, middle-class men upshifted and an-
ticipated having to leave the rural community. 
Middle-class women and both working-class 
men and women, on the other hand, were likely 
to downshift and remain in place despite rec-
ognizing poor local job prospects.

Robert Francis (2022, this volume, issue 4) 
explores how being rooted in rural places 
shapes the labor-market trajectories of 
working-class men in rural Pennsylvania and 
particularly rural men’s decisions about 
whether to upskill, move, or change jobs to im-
prove their economic prospects. He finds more 
geographic mobility for work than generally re-
ported, particularly when one considers geo-
graphic mobility required for military service. 
Furthermore, many rural men have left their 
home communities in search of better-paid 
jobs but returned when they failed to find 
them. He also finds that most of these men 
have pursued some postsecondary education 
or training, but that rather than seeking further 
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education to escape rural areas or the working 
class, they use it “to strengthen—not escape 
from—their identities as rural, working-class 
men.”

Rural Roots: The Consequences of 
Growing Up Rural for Adults
As discussed, a sizable literature demonstrates 
that adults currently living in rural areas have 
poorer health and higher mortality, have lower 
educational attainment, and are more likely to 
be underemployed or unemployed than urban 
residents. These studies, however, do not nec-
essarily mean that individuals raised in rural 
areas are similarly disadvantaged in terms of 
health, education, or economic outcomes be-
cause they do not take into account selective 
migration. We now review the admittedly few 
studies that have examined rural-urban differ-
ences from a life-course perspective and, hence, 
yield insights into the longer-term implications 
of having rural roots.

Consequences on Health
The handful of longitudinal health studies that 
have been published suggest that the effects of 
growing up rural may be more beneficial than 
is typically found in cross-sectional compari-
sons. Samuel Preston, Mark Hill, and Greg 
Drevenstedt (1998), using data from the 1900 
and 1910 Censuses, find that childhood expo-
sure to rural environments among turn-of-the 
century cohorts was associated with greater 
likelihood of living to age eighty-five. In par-
ticular, they find that childhood residence on 
farms, in rural places, and in less dense coun-
ties was associated with greater survival 
chances and speculated that at least some of 
this pattern may have resulted from the inter-
generational transmission of farming as an oc-
cupation, which is less likely to be relevant to-
day, when fewer than 5 percent of Americans 
work on farms. Nonetheless, a similar analysis 
of the more recent National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Older Men (Hayward and Gorman 2004) 
also finds that rural farm residence in child-
hood was associated with reduced mortality in 
adulthood. Although these studies take into ac-
count childhood residence, they do not assess 
whether the individual moved to a more urban 
setting.

Evan Roberts, Wendy Rahn, and DeAnn 
Lazovich (2022, this volume, issue 4) link a re-
cent health survey of older women (aged fifty-
five and older) in Iowa to early-life census re-
cords, and demonstrate the value of such 
linkage studies for addressing some of the core 
questions around the impact of “growing up 
rural.” They find that women who grew up on 
farms or in nonfarm rural areas and migrated 
to urban areas had an increased probability of 
attending college relative to those who stayed, 
but also relative to women who moved to other 
rural areas. However, these rural-to-urban mi-
grants were also much more likely to be smok-
ers in adulthood, reflecting that out-migration 
does not necessarily always lead to better 
health, depending on the social and cultural 
context of the destination. They also present 
intriguing results for mortality. Among women 
originating in rural areas, those who stayed on 
farms had the highest survival rates and that 
those who moved to towns, cities, or even rural 
nonfarm areas had lower survival rates. Inter-
estingly, women who grew up in urban areas 
but moved to farms also had better survival 
rates than those who grew up urban but stayed 
or moved to towns.

The rural effect on health is likely to operate 
through different pathways for different health 
outcomes, some salutary and some detrimen-
tal. Studies cite evidence that urban adult mi-
grants to rural areas were more likely to become 
obese in later life, consistent with theories that 
rural physical environments are obesogenic 
(Jokela et al. 2009; Lee 2019). A few studies have 
directly investigated differential exposure to ru-
ral environments across the life course, that is, 
whether rural residence at a particular stage of 
the life course affects health later in life. Kira 
Patterson and her colleagues (2017) compare 
life-course models for assessing the contribu-
tion of different place trajectories (stable rural, 
rural-to-urban, urban-to-rural, stable urban) to 
rates of obesity in Australia. They find evidence 
for an impact on obesity in middle-age of both 
cumulative exposure to rurality, as well as expo-
sure to rural areas during the “sensitive period” 
of young adulthood. In contrast, a recent study 
by Shelley Clark (2021) uses longitudinal data 
from the United States and finds that living in 
a rural area during the critical period of birth 
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to age two was associated with higher body 
mass index (BMI) during young adulthood, but 
that neither cumulative exposure nor exposure 
during adolescence to rural environments led 
to elevated BMI later in life. 

Consequences on Economic Outcomes
Although findings from the Equality of Oppor-
tunity project brought considerable attention 
to the importance of childhood residence for a 
variety of measures of adult economic attain-
ment, the study was primarily interested com-
parisons across urban cities or regions. The ini-
tial reports pay scant attention to differences 
in economic mobility across the rural-urban 
continuum, though they note that low-income 
children growing up in rural commuting zones 
are, on average, more likely to be upwardly mo-
bile than their urban counterparts (Chetty et 
al. 2014). This finding surprised and puzzled 
many rural scholars who thought that the rural 
economic disadvantages found in many cross-
sectional studies would be evident in longitu-
dinal studies as well. Indeed, this finding has 
yet to be fully explained, though several hypoth-
eses have been put forward. First, much of this 
average effect is driven by the exceptional up-
ward mobility of youth raised in the upper and 
lower Midwest. In fact, subsequent analyses 
show a strong negative correlation between 
population density and upward mobility of 
White children (suggesting greater upward mo-
bility of rural children) in the Midwest, and a 
positive correlation in the Southeast suggesting 
greater upward mobility for White urban chil-
dren (Chetty et al. 2018). Similar academic and 
social advantages have also been noted among 
rural adolescents in Iowa (Elder and Conger 
2014). Second, some of this upward mobility 
may reflect the high levels of geographic mobil-
ity from rural to urban areas, and the corre-
sponding higher urban incomes. Again, out-
migration is especially high in the Midwest. 
Finally, rural community characteristics, in-
cluding the percentage of single mothers, the 
racial and ethnic composition, social capital, 
school quality, and income equality may also 
facilitate greater upward mobility (Chetty et al. 
2014). In the most in-depth analysis of this 
question to date, Bruce Weber and his col-
leagues (2017, 2018) find that the most remote 

rural areas, those farthest from large metro 
centers, experienced the greatest upward mo-
bility of low-income youth. They also show that 
many characteristics of rural areas, including 
higher levels of social capital, less economic 
inequality, and less single motherhood, help 
explain the greater upward mobility found in 
rural areas. Importantly, however, they find that 
some of these characteristics have a larger ef-
fect on upward mobility in rural than in urban 
areas. These findings demonstrate not only the 
importance of place-based characteristics, but 
also that which characteristics matter most 
may differ in rural and urban areas.

Parker, Tach, and Robertson (2022) further 
extend our understanding of how access to 
place-based resources during childhood affect 
young adults’ educational attainment and 
earnings. Using longitudinal data from the Na-
tional Longitudinal Study of Youth, they show 
that, as expected, young adults currently living 
in metro counties have both higher educational 
attainment and higher earnings. Yet, impor-
tantly, no differences in the educational or 
earnings outcomes of young adults based on 
whether they lived in a metro or nonmetro 
county during childhood are economically 
meaningful. They also provide an in-depth as-
sessment of trends in federal place-based in-
vestments in metro and nonmetro counties, 
showing a substantial rise in federal funding 
since 1990. They then show a strong positive 
association between living in counties with 
more place-based funding during childhood 
and higher educational attainment in both 
metro and nonmetro counties. However, they 
find that children who grew up in rural coun-
ties with more federal place-based funding ex-
perienced upward educational and income mo-
bility, only if they subsequently moved out of 
their home county. Federal place-based fund-
ing had no effect on the upward mobility of ru-
ral children who remained in their home 
county. These quantitative findings reinforce 
qualitative studies suggesting that place-based 
initiatives may facilitate upward educational 
and economic mobility, but mainly by helping 
rural residents leave. 

Although most longitudinal studies focus 
on income, less is known about rural-urban dif-
ferences in wealth accumulation. Cross-



2 4 	g  r o w i n g  u p  r u r a l

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

sectional comparisons across the rural-urban 
continuum show that rural families are more 
likely to own the house they live in but have 
fewer liquid assets than urban families (Fisher 
and Weber 2004). Lisa Keister, James Moody, 
and Tom Wolff (2022, this volume, issue 4) use 
longitudinal data from the National Longitudi-
nal Survey of Adolescent Health to examine 
whether this pattern holds from a life-course 
perspective or mainly reflects selective migra-
tion or current local economic structures. 
Their analyses find that young adults who were 
raised in rural areas were more likely to own a 
home and had lower mortgage debt than adults 
who were raised in the urban core, conse-
quently they were less likely to have negative 
net worth. However, those raised in rural areas 
also had fewer financial assets. They suggest, 
therefore, that these types of wealth across the 
rural-urban continuum reflect both differences 
in local economies (costs of housing) as well as 
opportunities for acquiring debt (higher educa-
tion) that can have a lasting impact on indi-
viduals’ lifetime economic security.

Summary and Future Rese arch
The primary objective of this double issue is to 
provide a more complete and accurate picture 
of what it is like to grow up in rural areas and 
how doing so influences one’s life chances. 
Taken together, these studies generate three 
main messages that offer a somewhat different 
perspective on growing up rural than previous 
studies do.

First, that growing up in poor rural areas is 
hard and presents a distinctive set of chal-
lenges is not in question. Rural children (25 
percent) are more likely than urban children 
(20 percent) to live in poverty in 2016 (Rothwell 
and Thiede 2018). Furthermore, rural areas, 
such as the Mississippi Delta and Appalachia, 
are some of the highest concentrations of per-
sistent poverty in the United States. Growing 
up in these places has detrimental conse-
quences for children’s health and develop-
ment. Although poor rural children face many 
of the disadvantages that poor urban children 
do, some of the harmful effects of poverty may 
be unique to or exacerbated by living in a rural 
setting. For example, both rural and urban 
poverty are associated with greater family vol-

atility, housing instability, food insecurity, job 
loss, and often drug addiction. In rural areas, 
however, the natural and built environment 
typically requires access to an automobile in 
order to work. Several respondents reported 
that the lack of a car or mechanical break-
downs were responsible for them losing their 
jobs (Miller and Edin 2022, this volume, issue 
4; Bowen, Elliott, and Hardison-Moody 2022, 
this volume, issue 3). Greater distances to pub-
lic services also triggered housing instability, 
such as that of the family forced to move to an 
urban area to access necessary medical care 
(Bowen, Elliott, and Hardison-Moody 2022). 
Rural social norms and civic and religious in-
stitutions can also amplify some of the harm-
ful effects associated with family instability. 
For example, strong religious beliefs valorizing 
nuclear families can induce feelings of shame 
among unmarried parents and greater stigma-
tization of their children (Miller and Edin 
2022). Social connections may also matter 
more in rural areas creating sizable inequali-
ties in how drug charges are handled in the 
legal system and poor children are perceived 
in their schools (Brant 2022; Miller and Edin 
2022; Sherman and Schafft 2022). Lastly, rural 
norms valorizing work and independence may 
make poor rural families, including those ex-
periencing food insecurity, less likely to access 
government or private assistance (Bowen, El-
liott, and Hardison-Moody 2022). These differ-
ences compel scholars of child poverty to think 
about whether policies and programs designed 
primarily to meet the needs of urban children 
living in poverty are applicable in rural areas 
or whether new policies are required.

Second, because of their more acute vulner-
ability, the lion’s share of research has focused 
on rural children living in poverty. Although 
such a focus is justifiable, it does not generate 
a full picture of what it is like to grow up in ru-
ral areas. Specifically, it can distort public im-
ages of the lives of rural children by failing to 
take into account the lives of the three in four 
rural children who are not living in poverty and 
the considerable geographic, economic, and 
social heterogeneity within rural areas. Nation-
ally representative studies tend to show few if 
any significant differences in rural and urban 
children’s health or academic performance 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	g  r o w i n g  u p  i n  r u r a l  a m e r i c a  	 2 5

(Probst et al. 2018). With the notable exception 
of obesity levels (Liu et al. 2012; Ogden et al. 
2018; Johnson and Johnson 2015) and perhaps 
mental and behavioral disorders, rural chil-
dren on average are as healthy as urban chil-
dren (National Center for Health Statistics 
2019; Robinson et al. 2017; Probst et al. 2018). 
Educational programs are also not particularly 
lacking in rural areas. For example, publicly 
funded early childcare and education pro-
grams, such as Head Start, are more common 
in rural than in urban areas (Morrissey, Allard, 
and Pelletier 2022). In addition, using a large 
national survey, Drescher, Podolsky, Reardon, 
and Torrance (2022) find that rural third grad-
ers perform as well as their urban counterparts 
on standardized tests, and community SES is 
less predictive of academic performance for ru-
ral than for urban students, suggesting less ed-
ucational inequality. Ironically, because rural 
areas typically offer fewer choices in schools 
and health-care services, socioeconomic in-
equalities between rural families may matter 
less because both the rich and the poor use 
public services, one of the distinctive advan-
tages of growing up rural. Hence, despite sub-
stantial heterogeneity in children’s well-being, 
especially by region, at a national level, rural 
children do not appear to be disadvantaged rel-
ative to their urban counterparts.

Third, studies that focus on adults who cur-
rently live in rural areas consistently reveal sub-
stantial adversity, particularly in regard to 
health, family formation, job security, educa-
tion, and earnings (see Miller and Edin 2022; 
Francis 2022; Niccolai, Damaske, and Park 
2022). In contrast, articles that focus on adults 
who were raised in rural areas but do not nec-
essarily currently live there (that is, not reflect-
ing selective migration bias), show less rural 
disadvantage and, in some instances, an overall 
long-term advantage of growing up in a rural 
area. For example, being born on a farm in the 
early twentieth century is associated with living 
a longer and healthier life. However, women 
who grew up and stayed in a nonfarm rural area 
had the worst mortality outcomes (Roberts, 
Rahn, and Lazovich 2022). In addition, young 
adults who grew up in rural areas are not “less 
wealthy,” although they have different types of 
wealth (Keister, Moody, and Wolff 2022). Last, 

despite large metro-nonmetro differences in 
education and earnings based on where re-
spondents currently live as young adults, 
Parker, Tach, and Robertson (2022) find no sig-
nificant differences in either education or earn-
ings between respondents who grew up in 
metro versus nonmetro places. However, they 
also find that although placed-based federal 
funding enhances both the educational attain-
ment and earnings of rural (and urban) chil-
dren, the benefits of these federal funds pri-
marily accrue to children who grew up in a 
rural area and subsequently left.

This last caveat is critical. If these placed-
based effects are causal, for rural children to 
realize the same life opportunities as urban 
children, a sizable fraction must move. This 
highlights one of the most distinctive and argu-
ably disadvantageous aspects of growing up in 
a rural area. Rural children face a much sharper 
trade-off between maintaining close ties to 
their families and communities and their edu-
cational and occupational aspirations than ur-
ban children do. Some may dismiss this stipu-
lation as trivial, noting that many urban 
children also decide to leave their home com-
munities in pursuit of higher education, work, 
or simply new experiences. Yet this choice is 
much less constricted for urban than rural chil-
dren. Many urban children may leave to attend 
a particular university or take a specific job, but 
they could find similar or comparable ones 
nearby. Further, as Parsons highlights (2022), 
when rural children move to urban areas they 
often feel marginalized, lack social and cultural 
urban capital, and must expend considerable 
emotional labor adjusting to their new environ-
ments while maintaining meaningful connec-
tions to their old ones. On a practical level, 
travel times for these rural migrants may take 
longer than for urban migrants. For example, 
flying from New York City to Chicago takes less 
time than driving from New York City to many 
rural parts of upstate New York. Greater dis-
tances also limit the instrumental support fam-
ily members can provide to one another. For 
example, grandparents who live farther away 
are less available to assist with childcare, and 
adult children are less able to offer practical as-
sistance to their aging parents (Clark, Law-
rence, and Monnat forthcoming). At the same 
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time, costs to rural places that are “left behind” 
are considerable because high selective out-
migration often deprives these communities of 
the energy and skills that maintain vibrant so-
cial lives and dynamic economies (Wuthnow 
2018).

Gaps in Current Knowledge
The comparative dearth in rural studies likely 
reflects the research challenges discussed and 
the lack of sufficient data on rural populations, 
particularly in nationally representative, longi-
tudinal data, available to meet these chal-
lenges. Even in large national studies, rural 
residents make up a minority of the popula-
tion, which, unless oversampled, makes study-
ing heterogeneity across types of rural areas 
difficult. Second, longitudinal studies often 
face attrition and attrition rates may be espe-
cially high among respondents who move. 
Third, as discussed, measuring exposure to ru-
ral places is daunting. Even detailed measures 
that treat rurality as a continuum rather than 
a dichotomous indicator face the problem that 
places themselves may transition from more 
rural to less rural (or vice versa) and that gov-
ernment classification systems change over 
time. These issues pose particular difficulty for 
life-course researchers who need to take these 
shifting definitions into account. Life-course 
researchers who wish to access contextual fac-
tors within rural areas also require historical 
data on county or census tract characteristics. 
In sum, as Jamie Pearce (2018) argues, serious 
challenges are involved in developing a practi-
cal research program on life-course effects of 
geographic areas, requiring the linking of lon-
gitudinal data on people and places over a sub-
stantial period of observation, as well as infor-
mation on geographic mobility over the life 
course. Notably, the lack of longitudinal data 
with information on both rural childhood ex-
posure and adult health outcomes has pre-
vented the generation of evidence on whether 
rural environments in early life may have simi-
lar or different effects on later life outcomes 
(Burton et al. 2013).

Although the new evidence in this issue 
adds to our understanding of growing up in ru-
ral America, as a result of these challenges, two 
important gaps remain. First, more studies  

are needed to identify specific place-based at-
tributes of rural areas that either promote or 
inhibit rural children’s development, these 
include its natural and physical built environ-
ment, economic structure, public and commu-
nity institutions, social norms and cultural en-
vironment, and demographic characteristics. 
Research has developed constructs and mea-
sures for many of these place-based character-
istics, but the characteristics that may be more 
important—the community institutions and 
social and cultural norms—are more difficult 
to measure. More qualitative research is needed 
to capture these dimensions. Studies that as-
sess whether the impact of these place-based 
attributes differs in rural and urban areas 
would be especially useful in identifying poli-
cies and rural development strategies that were 
most effective in rural areas.

Second, longitudinal studies following rural 
children over their life course remain scarce. 
Such studies are essential to determining not 
only whether children raised in rural areas fare 
worse (or better) than urban-born children, but 
also the role of migration in shaping their adult 
outcomes. Such studies could directly address 
the question of whether children born in rural 
areas have equal opportunities as those born 
in urban centers by taking into account the out-
comes of both those who stay in and those who 
move away from rural areas. In particular, we 
have surprisingly little knowledge of the fate of 
those who choose to leave. Last, more studies 
are needed to understand which specific rural 
attributes account for rural and urban differ-
ences in adult outcomes. For example, one of 
the few studies to examine this type of question 
finds that family structure, lower inequality, 
greater social capital, and better spatial job 
matching in rural counties facilitate upward in-
come mobility among low-income youths who 
grow up in nonmetro counties (Weber et al. 
2018).

Even well-designed cross-sectional and lon-
gitudinal quantitative studies examining the 
relationship between place characteristics and 
outcomes, however, would not reveal how 
places affect outcomes. And knowledge of the 
mechanisms through which outcomes are gen-
erated is critical in designing effective policies. 
The sparse populations and isolation from 
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6. For discussion of the economic arguments for and against place-based policy, see Weber 2008, 117–20.

large cities that define rural places lead to dis-
tinctive institutions (civic organizations and 
faith communities) and social and cultural 
norms. Studies in this volume (Brant 2022, is-
sue 3; Miller and Edin 2022, issue 4; Parsons 
2022, issue 3) as well as prior ethnographic re-
search (Cramer 2016; Duncan 2015; Hochschild 
2016; Sherman 2009b) provide valuable insights 
into the social and institutional processes in 
rural places, but more studies are needed on 
how they generate the social and cultural 
norms that affect the human behavior that 
leads to adult outcomes.

Policy Implications and Conclusions
Those concerned about rural people and places 
will often encourage policymakers to support 
place-based or, at least, place-sensitive policies. 
Most policies focusing on rural rejuvenation 
aim to strengthen local economies by promot-
ing local businesses and industries, expanding 
and improving health and educational services, 
and enhancing civic institutions (see, for ex-
ample, Austin, Glaeser, and Summers 2018). 
These place-based policies and programs offer 
the prospect of not only benefiting residents 
who remain in rural areas, but also increasing 
the human and social capital of those who 
leave. Many, of course, are concerned that pol-
icies that invest in rural places might deliber-
ately or inadvertently encourage out-migration, 
particularly of high achieving youths. This con-
cern appears substantiated in studies like that 
by Parker, Tach, and Robertson (2022), which 
shows that levels of federal place-based fund-
ing is strongly correlated with out-migration  
in nonmetro counties. High rates of out-
migration, some contend, threaten the eco-
nomic viability and civic vibrancy, and ulti-
mately the very existence of their communities. 
Some scholars argue that, by promoting their 
“best and brightest,” rural schools are under-
mining future social and economic well-being 
of the communities they serve. To counter 
these concerns, some place-based policies aim 
specifically at stemming the tide of rural youth 
out-migration by promoting training in local 
trades and vocational programs, offering schol-
arships at community colleges, or subsidizing 

professional training (such as medicine, den-
tistry, law) with the requirement of future ser-
vice in rural areas.

Others concerned about investments in ru-
ral places worry about the opposite outcome—
that investments in rural places may trap poor 
people in poor areas and impede movement of 
people and businesses to places that would en-
hance the overall efficiency of the economy and 
hence the general welfare. The debate over in-
vestments in people versus places has a long 
history, going back at least to Louis Winnick’s 
1966 paper “Place Prosperity v. People Prosper-
ity” that addressed the role of the federal gov-
ernment in assisting people and places that are 
economically distressed. Much ink has been 
spilled in this debate.6 In the end, many will 
conclude that investments must be made in 
both people and places, that these policies are 
complementary, and that the important deci-
sions are about how much to invest in people 
relative to places (Weber 2008).

Importantly, these policy debates focus on 
the welfare of rural places and of the people 
currently living there, largely, though not exclu-
sively, in economic terms (Nunn and Sham-
baugh 2018). Such policies are often focused on 
interventions to address underlying sources of 
underemployment or poor infrastructure that 
contribute to reduced economic prospects 
among working age adults. Notwithstanding 
the value of such priorities, these policies ad-
dress a fundamentally different set of underly-
ing issues than those focused on addressing 
geographic inequalities based on childhood 
residence, as is the focus of studies such as the 
Equality of Opportunity Project. Understand-
ing the ways in which children raised in rural 
versus urban areas are advantaged or disadvan-
taged and identifying the distinctive challenges 
rural children face enables a clearer under-
standing of the types of policies needed to pro-
mote the welfare of rural children regardless of 
whether they stay or leave. Not only would a 
focus on place-based policies targeting early-
life or childhood environments have the poten-
tial for “knock-on” effects that materialize in 
later life, they could also provide crucial new 
possibilities for measuring and monitoring im-
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pacts over the life course—an area that remains 
underresearched.

Overall, the current literature on the im-
pacts of growing up rural on adult well-being, 
including the new material presented in this 
double issue, yield complex and heterogenous 
findings, reflecting the marked diversity of 
rural places in the United States. We find con-
tinuing examples of how chronic pockets of 
deep rural poverty create strains on rural fam-
ilies and limit the opportunities of young 
adults, but this volume also showcases evi-
dence that this narrative needs tempering. 
Novel and nationally representative data show 
limited differences between rural and urban 
places in key child development indicators 
such as health and educational performance. 
Moreover, the longitudinal studies in this dou-
ble issue suggest that exposure to rural places 
in early life can offer some health and eco-
nomic benefits, though further studies are 
needed to ascertain whether these patterns are 
replicable. Overall, by focusing on the implica-
tions of growing up in rural America, rather 
than currently living in rural America, the new 
research presented in this issue offers a new 
perspective on rural life and its social and eco-
nomic impact on rural people. 

Appendix: What Is Rur al?
The U.S. Census Bureau defines urban using a 
complex algorithm to aggregate census block 
groups based on population size and density 
into contiguous areas, creating two categories 
of urban territory: urbanized areas of fifty thou-
sand or more people, and urban clusters of 
2,500 to 49,999 people. Rural is the residual cat-
egory, including all territory outside of urban-
ized areas and urban clusters. “Rural areas con-
sist of open countryside with population 
densities less than 500 people per square mile 
and places with fewer than 2,500 people” (Eco-
nomic Research Service 2019d).

The Office of Management and Budget con-
siders both the size of core cities and the com-
muting patterns of outlying counties to urban 
centers in its classification of counties into met-
ropolitan (metro) and nonmetropolitan (non-
metro) areas. Starting in 2000, OMB created the 
Core-Based Statistical Area classification that 
identified two classes of core areas: metropoli-

tan statistical areas that have at least one county 
with an urbanized area of fifty thousand or 
more inhabitants plus any adjoining counties 
strongly linked through commuting and micro-
politan statistical areas that have at least one 
county with an urban cluster of ten thousand to 
49,999 plus adjoining counties linked to the 
core county by commuting. Nonmetropolitan 
counties include all those not in metropolitan 
statistical areas and thus include both the mic-
ropolitan counties and the noncore counties 
that are in neither a metropolitan nor a micro-
politan core-based statistical area (for the defin-
ing features of each classification, see table A.1). 
The introduction of core-based statistical areas 
brought with it some inconsistency in using the 
OMB classification in describing rural places. 
Most analysts, including the Economic Re-
search Service, define rural areas to include 
both micropolitan and noncore areas. Some re-
searchers, however, define rural areas as con-
sisting only of noncore areas. For example, 
Keith J. Mueller and colleagues (2020) apply the 
label rural to noncore statistical areas.

Recognizing that neither the Census Bureau 
urban-rural nor the Office of Management and 
Budget metro-nonmetro definitions captured 
the multidimensionality of the rural and urban 
concepts, there have been several attempts to 
create new classification schemes that better 
capture the rich diversity of both population 
size/density and remoteness across rural and 
urban communities. Perhaps the most widely 
used of these is the Rural Urban Continuum 
Code (RUCC) classification (sometimes called 
Beale Codes) developed in 1975 and updated 
regularly by the Economic Research Service. 
The RUCC divides the OMB metro counties 
into three categories based on population size 
of the metro area and it divides the OMB non-
metro counties into six categories based on the 
size of the urban population and adjacency to 
metropolitan areas. Other classification sys-
tems have been developed by the federal gov-
ernment that capture distinct features of rural 
areas that are important for policy develop-
ment. An extended discussion of two classifica-
tion systems discussed plus five other classifi-
cation systems can be found in the RUPRI 
Health Panel publication on which table A.1 
was based.
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Appendix

Rural Definitions and Methodological 
Approaches to Studying the  
“Rural Effect” 
This special issue focuses on the experience of 
growing up in a rural area and how this experi-
ence shapes people. This appendix reviews the 
various definitions of “rural” used by the re-
searchers in this special issue and discusses the 
strengths and weaknesses of the various meth-
odological approaches used in this special is-
sue to identify a “rural effect.” 

As noted in the introduction, rural places 
are the relatively sparsely settled territory that 
remains after defining urban places, and the 

more remote territory surrounding the re-
gional labor markets of large cities. The stan-
dard classifications divide territory into two 
categories: urban or rural and metro or non-
metro. Most rural research (and most of the pa-
pers in this special issue) use these classifica-
tion systems to define “rural.” Of the fourteen 
articles, eight identify “rurality” at the county 
level using the OMB metro and nonmetro di-
chotomous categories. Three use classifica-
tions developed by the USDA Economic Re-
search Service: one uses the Rural-Urban 
Continuum Codes and one article uses Rural-
Urban Commuting Area codes. Only one of the 
studies uses the Census definitions of rural and 
urban places. One of the papers, which exam-

Table A.1. Commonly Used Rural-Urban Classifications 

Name 

Geographic 
Building  
Block Measure

Rural-Nonmetro 
Percentage of Land 
Area and 
Population  
of Total United 
States, 2010

Census 
Bureau

Census block Urban = Urbanized Areas and Urban Clusters
Urbanized Areas: contiguously built-up area with 

population of greater than 50,000 and at least 
1,000 people per square mile and adjoining 
blocks with at least 500 people per square mile

Urban Clusters: contiguously built-up area with 
population of between 2,500 and 50,000 and at 
least 1,000 people per square mile and adjoining 
blocks with at least 500 people per square mile

Rural = all other census blocks

Land Area: 97
Population: 19

OMB County Metropolitan = counties with at least one 
urbanized area (population > 50,000) and 
adjacent, economically integrated counties.

Nonmetropolitan = Micropolitan and Noncore 
Counties

Micropolitan: counties with at least one urban 
cluster having a population of between 10,000 
and 49,999 and adjacent, economically 
integrated counties

Noncore: all other counties 

Land Area: 72
Population: 14

Source: Authors’ tabulation (Mueller et al. 2020, 10; Ratcliffe et al. 2016; Cromartie 2017).
Note: The noncore category was identified as rural in the original RUPRI table, but the label has been 
changed to be consistent with the official OMB guidelines. The description of the category has also 
been revised.
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ines schooling outcomes, identifies rural 
school districts using a National Center for Ed-
ucational Statistics urbanicity code. The re-
maining two articles rely on their own unique 
method of defining rural as described below. 

Authors in this issue chose the definitions 
of rural that best suited their substantive topic 
(that is, education, health, earnings), methods 
(cross-sectional, longitudinal, or qualitative), 
and data (which may have limited geographic 
identifiers). The diversity and complexity of 
definitions used, however, highlights the chal-
lenges to generalizing about “rural areas” or 
comparisons across studies. In table A.2, we 
have summarized important features of each 
of the fourteen studies in this special issue. The 
last column in the table reports how each of the 
studies identifies “rural.”

The seven quantitative studies used six 
different classification schemes to capture 
rurality. 

•	 The OMB metro or nonmetro classification 
was used in two studies. Using a national 
database, Parker et al. identified respon-
dents as rural if they lived in a county clas-
sified as nonmetro in 1990 and explore 
how federal funding in their counties of 
origin affected their education and earn-
ings in later life. Bernsen et al. selected 
two nonmetro counties in Oregon and 
Maine to examine educational aspirations 
of youth in a survey of students.

•	 Roberts et al. used the Census definition of 
rural to capture the effect that growing up 
on a farm or towns of different sizes had 
on the mortality of an early twentieth cen-
tury cohort of women in Iowa. 

•	 Economic Research Service Rural-Urban 
Continuum Code (RUCC). Morrissey et al. 
collapsed the nine-category RUCC into 
four categories in their effort to under-
stand how early childhood education pro-
gram provision and participation in the 
U.S. vary across rural and urban places.

•	 Economic Research Service Rural-Urban 
Commuting Area (RUCA). Keister et al. 
collapsed the ten-category RUCA codes 
into seven categories to explore how rural 

residence during adolescence affects 
wealth in adulthood across the United 
States. 

•	 National Center for Education Statistics 
Urbanicity Locale Codes for school dis-
tricts. Drescher et al. explore differences in 
third grade achievement and subsequent 
five-year learning rates between rural and 
nonrural (town, suburban, city) school dis-
tricts and between three subcategories of 
rural districts (rural fringe, rural distant, 
and rural remote).

•	 Unique classification: Miranda and Rodri-
guez created a unique classification system 
for Minnesota school districts to explore 
educational aspirations of public-school 
students. In their classification system, a 
district was considered an urban district if 
it was in Twin Cities metropolitan area or 
if it was in one of five cities with a popula-
tion greater than 50,000. All other districts 
were considered to be Rural. This classifi-
cation system thus has features of both the 
Census “urbanized area” of 50,000 or more 
population and the OMB metropolitan 
area classifications. 

•	 Of the seven qualitative studies, six se-
lected counties, parts of counties or 
groups of counties that were nonmetropol-
itan. 

•	 Two of the studies selected a single non-
metropolitan county in which to do their 
ethnographic research. Parsons studied 
educational aspirations in “Central Delta 
County,” Mississippi. Miller and Edin stud-
ied poverty, health and economic mobility 
in nonmetropolitan Clay County, Ken-
tucky. 

•	 Bowen et al. selected two nonmetropolitan 
counties in North Carolina in which to do 
her semi-structured interviews, surveys 
and dietary recalls to study food insecurity.

•	 Two studies examined regions comprised 
of nonmetropolitan counties. Brant did in-
terviews and observations related to opi-
oid use and recovery in “an entirely rural 
region in nonmetropolitan Appalachian 
Kentucky”; and Niccolai and Damaske did 
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their interviews of unemployed prime-
working-age adults in a five- 
nonmetropolitan-county region in Penn-
sylvania

•	 One study examined part of a nonmetro 
county. Sherman did her ethnographic 
study in “Paradise Valley,” a sixty-mile-long 
valley in a remote nonmetropolitan county 
in Washington state.

•	 One study created its own uniquely de-
fined region. Francis did his qualitative 
study in a “largely rural” five-county region 
in northwestern Pennsylvania that in-
cluded four nonmetro counties and one 
metro county in 1980 when his respon-
dents were growing up.
Table A.2 also incorporates information 

about the methodological approaches used by 
the researchers in studying the relationship be-
tween rural residence and various outcomes 
over the life course (school readiness and test 
scores in childhood; educational aspirations in 
teen years; work choices, migration, earnings, 
employment, upward economic mobility and 
wealth in adulthood). The studies in this spe-
cial issue employed three different types of 
analysis. Following Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and 
Aber (1997), we distinguish two types of quan-
titative analyses: community studies and con-
textual studies. Community studies of a “rural 
effect” explain different community outcomes 
(education rates or employment rates, for ex-
ample) as a function of community demo-
graphic and economic structure variables, in-
cluding whether a community is urban or rural. 
Contextual studies of a rural effect explain dif-
ferences in individual outcomes (individual 
educational attainment or individual earnings) 
as a function of individual demographic char-
acteristics and community social and eco-
nomic characteristics, including whether the 
community is urban or rural. In this issue there 

are six contextual studies and one community 
study. The last approach is the qualitative and 
ethnographic studies, of which there are seven 
in this special issue. Through intensive inter-
views and observation, these qualitative stud-
ies provide rich detail about the lives and expe-
riences of people growing up and living in rural 
places.

These approaches are complementary. In-
formation from community studies about the 
effects of community characteristic on rates or 
levels of community outcomes can assist inter-
pretation of contextual study results about 
how community characteristics affect individ-
ual outcomes. Qualitative studies can provide 
information about the community and indi-
vidual processes that produce the outcomes 
observed in the quantitative studies. Quali
tative studies provide rich detail that allows 
understanding of the underlying processes of 
individual and community change, but they 
are often less generalizable beyond the region 
under study. Community studies reveal how 
community characteristics and perhaps com-
munity policies can affect the community out-
comes, but they suffer from several problems. 
Communities are not randomly distributed 
but tend to cluster geographically in ways that 
complicate statistical inferences, and the in-
terpretation of results is subject to ecological 
fallacy problems if used to draw conclusions 
about individual outcomes. Contextual studies 
provide better inferences about how context 
affects individual outcomes and avoids the 
ecological fallacy problem but can be ham-
pered by endogeneity and omitted variable 
bias. Estimates of a “rural effect” can be biased 
because people can choose where they live, 
and so rural residence is not exogenous and 
because other important factors that are cor-
related with rural residence are not included 
in the analysis.
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Table A.2. How Rural Is Defined in This Issue

Author
Type or  
Geographic Scope Source of Data Definition of Rural

Rural Families

Bowen, Elliott, 
Hardison-Moody
Rural Food Insecurity: 
A Longitudinal 
Analysis

Qualitative study in  
2 rural counties  
in North Carolina

Semi-structured interviews, 
a survey, and 24-hour di-
etary recalls with 124 poor 
and working-class house-
holds with female caregiv-
ers of young children [90 
completed all three waves]

Nonmetro (OMB)
2 nonmetro counties

Brant 
When Mamaw 
Becomes Mom:
Social Capital and 
Kinship Family 
Formation amid the 
Rural Opioid Crisis

Qualitative study in 
“entirely rural region 
within Central 
Appalachia”

In-depth interviews with 50 
relative caregivers, 50 sup-
port/surveil institutions, 
and observations of 30 sup-
port group meetings for 
relative caregivers

Nonmetro (OMB)

Childcare and Schools in Rural Areas

Morrissey-Allard- 
Pelletier 
Access to Early Care 
and Education in 
Rural Communities: 
Implications for 
Children’s School 
Readiness

Contextual study 
using a national 
database

Unique county-level ECE 
program data from the 
2007–2011 American 
Community Survey (ACS) 
linked with child-level data 
from the Early Childhood 
Longitudinal Study-
Kindergarten Cohort 
(ECLS-K:2011)

 

Rural Urban Continuum  
Codes (2013)

collapsed into four categories:
Large metro counties (with popu-

lation 250,000 
or greater), (2) Small metro coun-

ties (with population less than 
250,000), (3) Large nonmetro 
counties (with urban population 
of 20,000 or more), (4) Small 
nonmetro counties (with urban 
population of less than 20,000) 

Drescher-Podolsky-
Reardon-Torrance
Geography of Rural 
Educational 
Opportunity

Community study  
using a national  
database

Stanford Education Data 
Archive 3.0, 12,000 school 
districts (incl. 6,000 rural 
districts) average test 
scores in 3rd grade and 
average learning rates be-
tween 3rd and 8th grade

National Center for Education 
Statistics Common Core of 
Data (CCD) urbanicity locale 
codes, categorizing districts 
and schools by one of four lo-
cale types (rural, town, subur-
ban, city), and additional rural 
subcategories (rural fringe, ru-
ral distant, and rural remote, in 
order of increasing rurality)

Sherman-Schafft 
"Turning Their Back 
on Kids" . . . 
Gentrifying Rural 
Communities

Qualitative study in a 
mountainous region 
in Washington state 

Intensive qualitative field 
research that included 84 
open-ended in-depth in-
terviews and ten months 
of ethnographic observa-
tion and participation

Nonmetro (OMB)
Paradise Valley, a remote rural 

area covering 60 miles with a 
population of roughly 5,000 
year-round residents and four 
distinct communities
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Aspiring to Leave

Miranda-Rodriguez  
Educational 
Aspirations and 
School Grades of 
Rural Students

Contextual study 
using a Minnesota 
database

Minnesota Student Survey 
from students in regular 
public schools in grades 5, 
8, 9, 11. ACS data 

Unique definition-School  
Districts

48 districts identified as “urban” 
included all districts in Twin 
Cities metropolitan area plus 
another five districts with com-
munity populations > 50,000. 

The remaining 253 districts iden-
tified as “rural.”

Bernsen-Crandall-
Leahy-Biddle 
Community Influences 
on Youth Educational 
Aspirations in Rural, 
Resource-Dependent 
Places

Contextual study 
using a survey of 
students in northern 
Maine and coastal 
Oregon

Survey administered elec-
tronically to 2,027 middle 
(31%) and high school 
(69%) students at most 
public secondary schools 
in counties in two coun-
ties 

Nonmetro (OMB)
2 counties: Piscataquis County, 

Maine, [N = 17,535] and Coos 
County, Oregon [N = 60,043]

Parsons 
Moving Out to Move 
Up: Higher Education 
as a Mobility Pathway 
in the Rural South

Qualitative study in 
central Mississippi

2 years of ethnographic 
fieldwork

Nonmetro (OMB)
“Central Delta County,” Missis-

sippi with a population of 
25,000 with 10,000 in county 
seat

Choosing to Stay

Miller-Edin 
Coming of Age in 
Appalachia, Emerging 
or Expedited 
Adulthood?

Qualitative study in 
Appalachian 
Kentucky

Intensive interviews with low-
income parents as well as a 
broad range of community 
leaders to study “poverty to 
other dimensions of 
disadvantage, namely health 
and economic mobility” 

Nonmetro (OMB)
Clay County, KY [America’s 

poorest White-majority county, 
nested in its Appalachian 
region]. It is classified as 
“noncore” nonmetro.

Francis 
Movin' On Up? The 

Role of Growing Up 
Rural in Shaping 
Why Working-Class 
Men Do—and 
Don’t—Seek to 
Improve Their Labor-
Market Prospects

Retrospective 
qualitative study in 
“mostly rural” 
northwestern 
Pennsylvania

Semi-structured, in-depth 
qualitative interviews 
(narrative interviewing) with 
61 mostly White, mostly 
working (¾ working) 
middle-aged (generally 
under 40) working-class 
men (defined as having less 
than a four-year college 
degree, working in a blue-
collar occupation, or both). 
85 percent born and raised 
in NW PA. Only 4 of them 
moved there as adults.

Unique definition
A five-county “largely rural” area. 

Four of the counties were 
nonmetro in the 1980s. Three 
of the five counties were 
nonmetro in 2010. There were 
only a few interviews in these 
metro counties and these 
interviewees lived in the 
outlying areas of the metro 
counties. 

Table A.2. (continued)

Author
Type or  
Geographic Scope Source of Data Definition of Rural

(continued)
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Choosing to Stay (cont.)

Niccolai-Damaske-
Park 
We Won’t Be Able to 
Find Jobs Here: How 
Growing Up in Rural 
America Shapes 
Decisions About Work

Retrospective 
qualitative study in 
rural Pennsylvania

Analysis draws on 72 
interviews of unemployed 
working- and middle-class 
men and women (between 
the ages of 30–50, prime 
working and child-rearing 
years) who grew up in 
nonmetro counties and who 
worked full-time prior to 
their job loss, and those who 
experienced an involuntary 
job loss during the past year. 
Follow-up interviews 
conducted one year later. 

Nonmetro (OMB) (2013)

Rural Roots

Roberts-Rahn-
Lazovich 
Life-Course Transi-
tions in Rural Resi-
dence and Old-Age 
Mortality in Iowa, 
1930–2014

Longitudinal 
contextual study in 
Iowa

Longitudinal Iowa Women’s 
Health Study (IWHS) linked 
cohort of 10,375 women 
born 1916–1930 to early-life 
census records from 1920 
and 1930. IWHS started in 
the 1980s and followed 
women through 2014. This 
cohort (age 55–69 in 1986) 
represents the mothers of 
children born during the 
baby boom. 

Rural (U.S. Census)
Early life residence: farm, rural 

nonfarm (township < 2,500), ur-
ban. (1920 and 1930 Census)

Later life residence: farm, rural, 
and four categories of town or 
city size (Towns under 1,000, 
Towns 1,000–2,499, Towns 
2,500–9,999, Towns or cities  
of 10,000 or more people) 
(1980 census)

Parker-Tach-
Robertson 
Do Federal Place-
Based Policies Im-
prove Economic Op-
portunity in Rural 
Communities?

Longitudinal 
contextual study 
using linked national 
databases 

Federal agency data on place-
based federal expenditures 
between 1990 and 2015 
linked with National Longi-
tudinal Survey of Youth-97 
data for 2015 adult out-
comes of 8,984 youth born 
between 1980–1984

Nonmetro (OMB) (1990)
Metro status for respondents re-

fers to the county where the 
NLSY respondent lived in the 
first survey year (1997). 

In supplemental analyses they 
examine counties that were 
nonmetro throughout sepa-
rately from transition counties 
(counties that changed from 
nonmetro to metro). 

Table A.2. (continued)

Author
Type or  
Geographic Scope Source of Data Definition of Rural
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Rural Roots (cont.)

Keister-Moody-Wolff 
Rural Kids and Wealth

Longitudinal 
contextual study 
with national 
database

@ National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health [AddHealth] is 
a study of U.S. adolescents 
who were in grades 7–12 
(ages 12–18) during the 
study’s first wave (1994–
1995) and were young 
adults in Wave 3 (2001–
2002 (ages 19–25) and 
Wave 4 (2008–2009 (ages 
26–32).

Rural-urban Commuting Area 
(RUCA) 

10-category RUCA collapsed to 7 
categories: metropolitan area 
core, metropolitan area com-
muting, micropolitan area core, 
micropolitan area commuting, 
small town core, small town 
commuting, and rural.

Adolescent RUCA, Wave 1; 
Young Adult RUCA, Wave 4

Table A.2. (continued)

Author
Type or  
Geographic Scope Source of Data Definition of Rural
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PART IV
Choosing to Stay: 
Building Families 
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a period of “demographic density,” a stage dur-
ing which individuals experience transitions 
and embrace new roles in rapid succession 
(Rindfuss 1991; Manning 2020).

Scholars have delineated the Big 5 markers 
of adulthood that historically signaled adult 
status: leaving home, finishing school, finding 
work, getting married, and having children 
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We examine the transition to adulthood in a poor, white, rural community in Appalachia. Young adults come 
of age in a context of persistent poverty, economic decline, an ongoing opioid and addiction crisis, and strong 
community norms about family and work bolstered by religious institutions. For low-income young adults in 
this community, this stage in the life course is both expedited and emerging. Marriage and childbearing are 
expedited, frequently occurring in late teens or early twenties. However, other adult markers—such as stable 
employment, pursuing education, and leaving the parental home—are often slow to emerge and are usually 
only tentatively achieved. This pattern is in contrast to middle-class young adults in this community.
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C o m i n g  o f  Ag  e  i n  A p pa l a c h i a

Young adulthood is a pivotal stage in an indi-
vidual’s life course where vital decisions are 
made that shape future opportunities. What 
used to be a straightforward, predictable, 
somewhat linear progression from adolescence 
to adulthood has morphed into a stage marked 
by variation and uncertainty (Shanahan 2000). 
Put another way, the young adulthood years are 
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(Furstenberg, Rumbaut, and Settersten 2005; 
Settersten 2012; Settersten, Ottusch, and 
Schneider 2015). Classic demographic research 
has illustrated how the order, sequencing, and 
duration of these life course events as well as 
social norms about these events shape status 
attainment (Hogan 1978). Nevertheless, shifts 
in the sequence of the life course over the last 
century have been significant. The human de-
velopment scholar Richard Settersten (2012) 
notes that in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, young adults typically achieved these 
milestones in rapid succession. Yet more re-
cently, both the ordering and the timing have 
shifted. For example, finishing school now typ-
ically includes postsecondary education, career 
entry is more protracted, and, consequently, 
both marriage and childbearing typically occur 
much later in the life course. Settersten notes, 
however, that “young adults often have starkly 
different sets of options and experiences de-
pending on family backgrounds and resources” 
(9).

Identifying broad population trends, diverg-
ing patterns among demographic groups, and 
their implications for the well-being of Ameri-
can young adults are strengths of quantitative 
methods. However, these methods often fail to 
capture the subjective experiences of young 
adults as they manage the transition to adult-
hood within specific contexts. Qualitative 
methods provide researchers the opportunity 
to explore how young adults conceive of what 
constitutes adulthood, the strategies they use 
to navigate it, the barriers they face, and the 
meaning they attach to various markers of 
adult status. Yet qualitative research on young 
adulthood is contested terrain.

Analysis of in-depth interviews by the psy-
chologists Jeffrey Arnett and Jennifer Tanner 
(2006) portrays contemporary young adulthood 
as an elongated period—“emerging adult-
hood”—during which individuals focus on per-
sonal goals and desires rather than settling 
into traditional adult roles. Yet other qualita-
tive researchers have sharply critiqued this por-
trayal, encouraging the field to acknowledge 
the sharp disparities by race-ethnicity and so-
cial class in the path toward adulthood, dispar-
ities that often exacerbate inequality in life 
chances (Booth et al. 2012; Settersten 2012; Sha-

nahan 2000). Because of these disparities, be-
coming an adult is more than just a “private 
trouble” that can be managed by individual ef-
fort. Instead, it is a “public issue” that requires 
collective thought and investment (Settersten 
2012). 

For example, the sociologist Stefanie De-
Luca and her colleagues (2016) followed a sam-
ple of disadvantaged youth from Baltimore 
from middle childhood to young adulthood, 
interviewing and observing them at regular in-
tervals. Their findings challenge whether the 
term “emerging adulthood” is appropriate for 
this group. Indeed, the 150 youth in their study 
described experiences more aptly described as 
“expedited adulthood” (DeLuca, Clampet-
Lundquist, and Edin 2016). For example, al-
though the aspirations of the Baltimore youth 
aligned with the ideal of a four-year college de-
gree, structural challenges—specifically, the 
need to be self-supporting after high school be-
cause of limited family resources—often pre-
vented the realization of this goal. In the face 
of these pressures, ambitions to pursue a ca-
reer in nursing, for example, morphed into 
short-term training to become a nurse aide.

Coming of age in rural America might be 
distinct from doing so in urban America in sev-
eral ways. Many rural counties experience pop-
ulation aging and population decline (Carr and 
Kefalas 2009; Johnson and Lichter 2019; John-
son 2011; Shiode et al. 2014; Thiede et al. 2017). 
Shrinking tax revenues, limited services, and 
school consolidation often follow (Johnson 
and Lichter 2019; Thiede et al. 2017; Tieken 
2014). The rural labor market is less diverse and 
has been decimated in many rural places 
(Crockett, Shanahan, and Jackson-Newsom 
2000; Glasmeier and Salant 2006; Niccolai, 
Damaske, and Park 2022, this issue). Available 
jobs may be low wage or far away. Further-
more, the lack of public transportation in most 
rural areas limits career opportunities for 
young adults. Other supports, such as social 
service–oriented nonprofits, may lack capacity 
to serve rural young adults (Heflinger and 
Christens 2006; Lewis, Scott, and Calfee 2013; 
Waters et al. 2011). The rural context might 
shape aspirations as well as opportunities. An 
early review suggested that rural young adults 
anticipated accelerated transitions to adult-
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hood relative to their counterparts in urban ar-
eas in part due to structural constraints (Crock-
ett, Shanahan, and Jackson-Newsom 2000).

At a community level, rural places might be 
distinctive in their sense of shared values, 
strong ties, and social capital, which, according 
to the sociologist Robert Wuthnow (2019), 
turns small towns into moral communities. 
Thus, in rural places, strong shared notions of 
morality may uniquely shape youths’ aspira-
tions and their sense of what constitutes adult 
status. In rural areas, strong community and 
family ties, as well as religious institutions, 
might function protectively during the transi-
tion to adulthood (Crockett, Shanahan, and 
Jackson-Newsom 2000; Elder and Conger 2000). 
However, the protectiveness of rural communi-
ties is hardly a guarantee. Based on extensive 
qualitative interviews in several disadvantaged 
rural regions, including Appalachia, the soci-
ologist Cynthia Duncan (2014) observes sharp 
class cleavages, so much so that family reputa-
tion can be difficult, if not impossible, to shake 
and may limit life chances for those on the 
other side of the community divide. Jennifer 
Sherman (2009), also a sociologist, echoes the 
notion that family reputation may play a role 
in shaping life chances. In her rural research 
site, what she calls moral capital, derived from 
family reputation and work ethic, is used to fos-
ter success and gain community support. How-
ever, those who lack moral capital are typically 
unable to access community resources.

In this article, we draw on in-depth inter-
views and ethnographic observations of one 
high-poverty, white, rural community—Clay 
County in eastern Kentucky. Prior research on 
rural youth and the transition to adulthood 
frequently focuses on one or two markers of 
adulthood such as the economic opportunities 
(Duncan 2014; Niccolai, Damaske, and Park 
2022, this issue), the role of family processes 
(Burton et al. 2013; Garrett-Peters and Burton 
2016), or leaving home and school (Carr and 
Kefalas 2009; Parsons 2022). Here we examine 
the dynamics of all of the Big 5 markers of 
adulthood as they are experienced (or not) by 
low-income young adults. We explore whether 
these young people conform to Arnett and 
Tanner’s “emerging adulthood,” DeLuca and 
colleagues’ “expedited adulthood,” or some 

other distinct pattern. Following Wuthnow, 
Duncan, and Sherman, we also examine 
whether any features of the rural context—es-
pecially class cleavages or strong moral 
norms—shape young people’s experiences as 
they come of age.

In keeping with Duncan and Sherman, we 
find that in Clay County, young adult outcomes 
are sharply delineated along class lines. The 
“moral community” promotes the importance 
of work and marriage. These norms shape the 
aspirations of the relatively affluent and poor 
alike, but paths to adulthood are nonetheless 
starkly different by social class. For many in the 
latter group, pathways are disrupted by addic-
tion.

Interviews with community leaders, who are 
among the more affluent in the county, indi-
cate that young people from the middle class 
are following the Big 5 sequence as it plays out 
for most Americans, where marriage and chil-
dren come last. However, interviews with low-
income respondents reveal that those from less 
advantaged backgrounds pursue a sequence 
that differs dramatically from their middle-
class counterparts. For low-income respon-
dents, some markers of adulthood—marriage 
and childbearing—are expedited; they fre-
quently put marriage and childbearing (usually 
in close succession) first. Yet, other adult mark-
ers—completing schooling, leaving home, and 
finding employment—are at best slow to 
emerge, especially in the face of a faltering 
economy and a raging opioid and addiction ep-
idemic. There are many starts and stops as 
young adults seek financial and residential sta-
bility. Low-SES young adults age out of this pe-
riod of the life course with these markers only 
tentatively achieved. Families fall apart under 
these pressures, leaving many low-income res-
idents living outside of the dictates of what 
Wuthnow calls the moral community, and thus 
largely excluded from the key social institu-
tions, including religious congregations where 
generations of Appalachians have gleaned 
meaning, dignity, and social support.

Methods
Clay County is one of the poorest predomi-
nantly white counties in the United States, 36.2 
percent of the working-age population and 47.2 
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1. The county is overwhelmingly evangelical Christian and includes numerous Southern Baptist, Holiness, and 
Pentecostal churches as well as some Protestant institutions, notably the Methodist Red Bird Mission, and a 
small Catholic presence. The county is even more exclusively Christian than other parts of eastern Kentucky. 
The American Communities Project classifies the county as an “Evangelical Hub” (2021).

2. No youth in our sample had transitioned to marriage or childbearing before age sixteen, but several did so 
while still in their teenage years.

percent of its children living below the official 
poverty line as of 2019 (Census Bureau 2020). 
Other forms of disadvantage in Clay County in-
clude a high rate of low-birth weight babies 
(strongly associated with other child health 
challenges), obesity, and premature death 
(Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2019). Cor-
respondingly, the percentage of those receiving 
disability benefits is exceptionally high (Flip-
pen 2014). These challenges, along with high 
incidence of addiction, were salient to local 
leaders. “If you want to study poverty, you have 
come to right place,” a volunteer at the local 
historical society told us early on in our field-
work.

What is it like navigating the transition to 
adulthood in such a place? To provide a pre-
liminary answer to this question, we conducted 
in-depth interviews and ethnographic observa-
tions during the summer of 2019. One of us 
(Miller) and another field researcher lived in 
the area during this period, conducting forty-
seven in-depth interviews (with twenty-two 
low-income families and twenty-five middle-
class community leaders) and more than fifty 
hours of participant observation over an 
eleven-week period. We attended local worship 
services and other church-sponsored activities, 
volunteered with service providers, observed 
local meetings, and engaged in festivals and 
other local pastimes within the community.1 
Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed, 
and observations were documented in exten-
sive fieldnotes.

Low-income families were recruited through 
local social service providers, including a faith-
based food pantry and clothing closet where we 
volunteered nearly every week. Most respon-
dents resided in the county seat of Manchester, 
a city of about 1,800 people, but several lived in 
the more remote areas of the county; the 
county population numbered roughly twenty 
thousand (Census Bureau 2020). Interviews 
with household heads included life histories, 

questions about health and well-being, views 
of and experiences of community institutions, 
and a detailed accounting of how families were 
making ends meet economically. All but three 
of these interviews were with women. In addi-
tion, we spoke with community leaders, profes-
sionals and volunteers in service agencies, 
heads of nonprofits, local government officials, 
educators, health professionals, and religious 
leaders about their perceptions of the strengths 
and challenges of the community as well as 
their day-to-day experiences in their profes-
sional roles. Our sample consists of individuals 
who stayed or returned to the county. For this 
analysis, although we draw on interviews with 
community leaders, we focus primarily on how 
low-income participants described their young 
adulthood years, starting at age sixteen and ex-
tending through their early thirties. About half 
of our low-income respondents were still in 
this stage, but older respondents were asked to 
recount their experiences as young adults as 
well.

Findings
We start at respondents’ family conditions at 
age sixteen. We then focus on how young adults 
navigate childbearing and marriage, employ-
ment, and school and leaving home.

At Age Sixteen
Near the beginning of each interview, we asked 
low-income participants to describe their cir-
cumstances at age sixteen (Schwarz 1994), when 
low-income Appalachian youth are still in ado-
lescence but often on the cusp of making cru-
cial decisions that will profoundly affect their 
young adult years, especially family formation.2 
We use these descriptions as a starting point in 
our discussion of how Clay County youth expe-
rience the transition to adulthood. From these, 
we can derive a sense of the family context for 
each respondent at an age where adolescents 
begin thinking about and preparing for their 
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3. Angel eventually got her GED and completed some college.

adult lives. Family context plays an important 
role in shaping aspirations and opportunities 
by providing material and emotional support 
and normative benchmarks as young people 
begin on the path to adulthood (DeLuca, 
Clampet-Lundquist, and Edin 2016; Fergusson, 
Horwood, and Boden 2008; Furstenberg, Rum-
baut, and Settersten 2005; Settersten 2012).

Nearly two-thirds of respondents described 
their family’s income as “below the community 
average” as they were growing up; only two re-
ported it as above average. Six said they lived 
with both parents; two others reported living 
with their mother and stepfather. Nearly half 
said they lived with a single parent at sixteen: 
eight with their mother and two with their fa-
ther. One participant reported living on her 
own. Three lived with grandparents. In the Ap-
palachian region, where three-quarters of our 
respondents grew up, living with grandparents 
has become a more common living arrange-
ment in the wake of the opioid and addiction 
crisis (Brant 2022; Hansen et al. 2020).

Respondents were asked to describe their 
parents’ educational attainment and employ-
ment at age sixteen. One had a mother with a 
college degree, but most mothers had less than 
a high school degree (eleven respondents). Six 
of these reported their mothers had less than 
a middle school (eighth grade) education. 
Seven had mothers who worked at age sixteen, 
most often as home health aides or in manu-
facturing. A handful reported that their mother 
was a homemaker. Several reported that their 
mother received Supplemental Security In-
come or Social Security Disability Income, both 
being forms of government disability insur-
ance.

Fewer respondents were able to report on 
their father’s education, but among those who 
could, none said that he had more than a high 
school education. Most had fathers who had 
failed to earn a high school diploma. Those 
whose fathers were employed usually worked 
in extractive industries such as coal mining (the 
most common response, five respondents re-
porting this occupation) or logging. One re-
spondent reported that her father received dis-
ability after an injury. Other occupations 

included cable installer, or welder, mechanic, 
state trooper, and truck driver.

In short, the family contexts of respondents 
at age sixteen were challenging. Very low levels 
of parental education translated to very limited 
employment opportunities for the mothers of 
our respondents at age sixteen, but somewhat 
less so for the fathers, some of whom were em-
ployed in extractive industries (coal and tim-
ber), jobs that have since become rare in the 
county. Despite strong moral norms about the 
importance of marriage and a traditional fam-
ily (one mother, one father), which we discuss 
next, the majority were living outside the sanc-
tioned family structure at age sixteen.

Childbe aring and Marriage
Our in-depth conversations with community 
residents made clear that, for young women in 
our sample, becoming a parent is a marker of 
adulthood. First births nearly always occurred 
within, or shortly before, marriage, another 
adult marker. However, among low-income re-
spondents, a flagging economy offering little 
job stability or pay, a high incidence of addic-
tion, and an elevated rate of intimate partner 
violence (usually associated with addiction) of-
ten frayed marital relationships, distorting one 
of the key entry points to adult status and mak-
ing it challenging to achieve others. At the same 
time, moral norms strongly supported child-
bearing and rearing within heterosexual mar-
riage as a proper course. These norms were re-
peatedly voiced both by low-income families 
and community leaders, particularly clergy. 
When relationships soured, low-income par-
ents frequently put their role of a parent over 
being a partner, leaving them outside the com-
munity’s moral code.

Marie, age twenty, a high school dropout, 
had been married nearly a year and was preg-
nant with her third child when we spoke with 
her. Angel had three children by the time she 
reached eighteen. She tried to return to school 
after giving birth to her third child, but dropped 
out again, noting that it was difficult because 
having children made her feel so much older 
than the other students.3 Like them, most of 
the low-income respondents we interviewed 
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4. When talking about national level rural-urban differences, rural is used interchangeably with the nonmetro-
politan definitions used by government agencies like the census. Separately, fewer women were childless and 
more had had an unintended pregnancy resulting in childbirth in rural areas than their urban counterparts 
(Hamilton 2016; Sutton, Lichter, and Sassler 2019)

5. Relative to urban areas, rural areas have higher percentages of divorced women (Hamilton 2016; Sutton, Li-
chter, and Sassler 2019).

had their first birth in their teens and several 
subsequently dropped out of high school. In 
many cases, the pattern of early family forma-
tion and interrupted schooling was intergen-
erational; when asked to recount their life sto-
ries, many participants told us their parents 
had shared these struggles. Reports of early 
childbearing mirrors administrative data. For 
the United States, the median age at first birth 
is younger in rural than urban areas and the 
gap has been widening (Ely 2018).4 But in Clay 
County, the teen childbearing rate is three 
times higher than the national average (Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation 2019).

As noted earlier, young adults moved from 
marriage and to childbearing, or vice versa, in 
rapid succession. Almost all low-income par-
ents we spoke with had been married, some 
more than once. However, none of the mar-
riages of respondents older than twenty-five 
had lasted.5 In Clay County, 11.5 percent of the 
population is divorced, only slightly higher 
than the U.S. average of 10.9 percent, whereas 
the 4.9 percent separated is more than double 
the national average of 1.9 percent (Census 
Bureau 2020). Yet these data likely mask sub-
stantial variation in the rate of divorce by socio-
economic status (Kennedy and Ruggles 2014; 
McLanahan 2004; McLanahan and Percheski 
2008).

Family formation and dissolution yielded 
complex family relationships. At time of inter-
view, the vast majority of those in our low-
income sample were raising their children 
apart from their child’s other parent. The dif-
ficulty of negotiating parent and partner roles 
across multiple households characterized the 
young adult years for many participants. Stevie, 
age twenty-seven, is a mother of three, who, 
while still in her early twenties, divorced after 
three years of marriage. She recently became 
involved with a man who also has three chil-
dren from a prior relationship. She described 
how difficult it was to negotiate organizing the 

family’s daily routine or plan trips to visit kin. 
Family complexity also created difficulties in 
families’ economic lives. Among the low-
income mothers we spoke with, child support 
from past partners was rarely regular. New part-
ners similarly struggled to meet their current 
obligations to the household plus obligations 
to children from past partners (child support), 
often because of a lack of stable employment.

Marital quality was typically low. When mar-
riages failed, both parties were usually hesitant 
to commit to marriage again. Regrets about 
early marriage shaped the young adult years of 
many among our low-income participants. An-
gel, who had three children prior in high school 
and married at about age twenty, told us, “I did 
get married at a point. I did. It was horrible. 
That’s the worst nine years of my life. Don’t do 
it. It’s a trap!” Formerly married mother Lo-
retta, who had been with her current partner 
for six years after divorcing in her mid-twenties, 
shared her view on the subject: “I just don’t 
want to jump into a marriage and it be another 
divorce.”

Many low-income participants, nine of 
twenty-two, described marital breakups due to 
domestic abuse. Abuse ranged from verbal to 
physical, including one case where a man shot 
and killed his pregnant girlfriend after holding 
other family members, including a toddler, 
hostage at gunpoint for several hours. Al-
though rates are not available by county, in 
Kentucky, the lifetime prevalence of physical 
violence by an intimate partner is 42.1 percent, 
the highest in the nation (national average, 
32.4). For men, the rate, 32.1 percent, is among 
the highest in the nation (national average, 28.3 
percent) (Smith et al. 2017). A family court 
judge confirmed that our respondents’ ac-
counts were not unusual. When describing his 
work, he told us, “I do wife beaters, husband 
beaters, about 50/50. I do grandma beaters, 
grandchild beaters. . . . It’s a terrible job. I only 
see people at their worst.”
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Experiences of domestic abuse in their fam-
ily of origin sometimes solidified young re-
spondents’ resolve to end their marriages when 
confronted with the same circumstances. Lo-
retta, for example, left her husband of eight 
years when their son was six and she was in her 
mid-twenties because “[My son] sort of caught 
us in this fight a couple times and I didn’t want 
him growing up like I did [witnessing fights]. 
And so I decided to leave, and finally got out of 
there.” Loretta told us it was difficult to leave 
because she “really loved this man, but I knew 
I couldn’t be with him. That wasn’t right for the 
kids.”

Addiction intensified violence and added to 
the instability in the family lives of our low-
income participants. Clay County was at the 
epicenter of the opioid crisis in the early 2000s 
and strong remnants remain. From 2006 to 
2014, 133.5 pills were prescribed per person per 
year in Clay County, one of the highest rates in 
the nation (Washington Post 2020). During our 
fieldwork, thirteen pharmacies were operating 
in the tiny town of Manchester, nearly one for 
every 140 residents. Both low-income and com-
munity leaders reported high rates of concur-
rent substance use (such as opioids and meth-
amphetamines), and that methadone and 
Suboxone are increasingly used recreationally 
as well as for treatment. Several community 
leaders estimated half of the county had been 
or currently were abusing substances. Although 
middle-class families were not shielded from 
addiction, addiction was especially consequen-
tial for those with fewer resources, especially 
with regard to marital stability and child well-
being.

Crystal, who, after several years of dating, 
married the father of her youngest child at age 
twenty-five, divorced a year later because “He 
got on drugs and got . . . It’s just drugs took 
over, and I’m not like that. I don’t do that.” Lulu 
described how her husband, whom she had 
been with for fifteen years (since age fourteen), 
had become addicted to drugs and started 
stealing from her. Around age twenty-eight, she 
left behind a house she purchased with a down 
payment from a student loan to flee to Clay 
County, where she had kin. In her words, 
“Money started disappearing. He was staying 
out, staying out all night, getting high and stuff 

like that. His priorities just weren’t with me 
and the girls, so I caught him one day gone [out 
of the house]. I left. Got my car. I left everything 
there. Didn’t [take anything with me]. Took 
off.”

Mirroring other qualitative work among 
low-income urban mothers (Edin and Kefalas 
2005), children were a key source of meaning 
and identity for the low-income rural mothers 
we interviewed. Especially poignant were those 
parents who cited their own addiction as a rea-
son they had lost custody of their children. At 
the same time, the need to be present for their 
children provided a reason to fight addiction. 
Four respondents had gotten sober, each citing 
their children as their major motivation to stop 
using drugs, stay in rehab, and stay clean. Lo-
retta, a mother of two, told us, “I just knew that 
if I got out there on drugs [again] that I wouldn’t 
get to keep my kids, or I wouldn’t have a life for 
them. And it was either my kids or the drugs. I 
picked my kids, of course. Went to rehab for six 
months.” When Helena learned that her teen-
age daughter had tried methamphetamines, it 
was a wakeup call to get clean: “I mean . . . , I 
know [my daughter] has smoked pot and she 
has drank, but I never thought she would do 
[meth] . . . I guess that was another kind of eye 
opener for me.” Helena, who told us she had 
been sober for six months, reobtained custody 
of her daughter during our fieldwork. Paige, 
age thirty-five, whose mother held temporary 
custody of her youngest son because of her own 
drug use, managed to quit without attending a 
rehabilitation program. She told us, “So, I’m 
staying clean and trying to do the right thing 
for my kids.”

Despite the frequency of nontraditional 
family structures within the low-income com-
munity, divorce and cohabitation were harshly 
judged, especially by religious leaders. Several 
clergy were among the community leaders who 
cited cohabitation as one of the community’s 
biggest challenges and claimed that cohabita-
tion as well as divorce and single parenthood 
were the cause of the high poverty rates in the 
county. One told us, “We’re trying to encourage 
kids to get married because the outcomes of 
families and children are so much better when 
there’s a mom and dad involved.” 

Several others identified “fatherlessness” as 
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the chief social problem county wide. Although 
not all could articulate the rationale behind 
their views, some linked the high poverty rates 
in the county to the lack of a “male breadwin-
ner” in the home; others cited the deleterious 
effects (for both the families and society at 
large) of increased dependency of single moth-
ers on government programs such as the Sup-
plemental Nutritional Assistance Program 
(SNAP). A founder of a faith-based nonprofit 
described the ideal family as “a married father 
and mother that train their children and don’t 
think that they just have to have a handout.”

As noted, our low-income respondents were 
similarly very critical of divorce and cohabita-
tion, but ultimately decided that living outside 
these norms was the best course for them be-
cause of their concern for their children’s well-
being. Scarlet explained: “So I ended up getting 
pregnant. You know, it was one of those things 
that was like oop, oops, oops. But God played a 
big play in that because I was scared to death 
to be a single momma. Which [my husband] 
tried to, he wanted to [keep me from leaving 
him]. He’s like, ‘Oh, we can work this out.’ . . . 
[But] he was just a big ho because he had an-
other girl pregnant, [I] didn’t know it.”

The salience of traditional family values per-
meated the lives of the low-income participants 
we interviewed. Several described a large 
church in the county seat, Manchester, adver-
tising a “wedding ministry.” Interested couples 
could receive the services of the officiating min-
ister for free, and church members provided a 
reception in the church basement. Both the 
bride’s wedding dress and the wedding cake 
were also provided free of charge, reinforcing 
the message that young adults were supposed 
to marry. One respondent recounted that she 
had been convinced to marry for a second time 
through the wedding ministry, only discover 
that her groom had a “pill problem.” He started 
stealing from her soon after they had wed.

The shadow of the church and its traditional 
norms was virtually impossible to avoid given 
that nongovernmental sources of material and 
service provision (from food to addiction recov-
ery) were nearly all faith based. One commu-
nity leader claimed that “Without faith-based 
services in our rural communities there would 
be a lot of lacking. I mean, I think that they are 

the bulk, they fill in [for what the government 
doesn’t do].”

As indicated earlier, research suggests that 
class origins and a family’s reputation and 
moral capital within the community can be 
consequential across a variety of domains 
(Duncan 2014; Sherman 2009). In Jennifer Sher-
man’s (2009) study of a predominately white, 
low-income northern California timber town, 
an individual’s perceived moral standing, 
based on the perception of whether an individ-
ual was a “hard worker” or came from a “tradi-
tional” household with “family values,” was a 
vital component of who received help in hard 
times. In Clay County, respondents reported 
similar judgments being rendered, along with 
the importance of religiously and church atten-
dance. Yet we did not observe any faith-based 
entity refusing service to a needy family. In-
deed, the Baptist minister who administered 
the soup kitchen, food bank, clothing closet, 
and homeless shelter, and gave rides to those 
requiring medical treatment in Lexington (two 
hours away) was among the most beloved fig-
ures in the community, especially among the 
low-income families who had sought aid.

However, few among our less advantaged re-
spondents became incorporated into the local 
congregations who provided such assistance, 
or any local congregation at all, though most 
were nonetheless eager to profess their Chris-
tian faith. Many, especially those still in young 
adulthood, said they were not interested in 
participating in church. In the context of Clay 
County, isolation from religious institutions, 
especially in the young adult years, can be 
highly consequential because these institu-
tions are very nearly the only venue where one 
can generate social capital and cultivate a feel-
ing of belonging in the community. As one in-
dication of the hegemony of religious institu-
tions within the community, we counted more 
than sixty churches in the tiny city of Manches-
ter and the surrounding area alone. Social cap-
ital helps young adults navigate personal rela-
tionships and gain opportunities, including 
schooling and employment (Byun et al. 2012; 
Coleman 1988; Kane et al. 2018; Settersten 
2012). A lack of social capital further isolates 
young people from resources.

Marie, age twenty, told us that although God 
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6. The majority of our interviews were with women, but the three men in the sample also reported early mar-
riages, childbearing, and divorce. James got married when he was seventeen on his wife’s sixteenth birthday, but 
separated later in life. Jake married the mother of two of his children at about twenty-five and was going through 
a divorce at the time of the interview at age thirty-three. Travis, who did not have children, recalled getting mar-
ried through the wedding ministry in his early twenties but was divorced by twenty-six.

played a big role in her life, church did not. 
When asked why she did not attend church she 
said, “I just don’t go to church because, a lot of 
churches are hypocrites. . . . Most of the 
churches I’ve went to they’ve always talked 
about me, or my makeup, or pants, so I just 
don’t go.” Twenty-seven-year-old Stevie offered 
a similar claim. Emphasizing that “If it wasn’t 
for God, I wouldn’t be anywhere near where I’m 
at now,” she asserted that nonetheless she 
could not find a church that made her feel com-
fortable. Throughout our interview, Miranda, 
age thirty-one, emphasized that she strove to 
put God in the center of her life and hoped her 
children would as well. But when it came to 
church, she said, “Problem is with church, 
there are people that look down on people. If 
there weren’t people like them, there’d be more 
people in the church. I’m not judging those 
people because that’s their business. That’s be-
tween them and God. But if weren’t for people 
like that I think a lot of people would go to 
church. I know I would.”

A deeper analysis of these views indicate 
that the rejection many felt was rooted in the 
fact that they didn’t have the resources to 
“dress the part.” More fundamentally, however, 
many felt judged because they were not living 
in accordance with community norms regard-
ing marriage. Churchgoing among the less ed-
ucated has long been lower than among those 
with a college degree, though the gap is closing 
due to a sharp falloff in attendance among re-
cent cohorts of the college educated (Edin et al. 
2019).

In sum, marriage and childbearing were 
core components of adulthood for Clay County 
residents and a point of entry into the pathway 
to adulthood for those from low-income back-
grounds, who typically transitioned to these 
adult roles while still in their teens or early 
twenties.6 However, many marital relationships 
were marred by poverty, addiction, and vio-
lence. When trouble struck, many parents, es-
pecially mothers, chose being a parent over be-

ing a partner. Several mothers too struggled 
with addiction, and their children were some-
times removed from their care. Low marital 
quality led to separation and hesitancy to re-
marry. Deviating from the norm of a two-
parent, biological family form often alienated 
young parents from a key institution of mate-
rial and social support—the church.

Employment
Desire for better employment opportunities in 
Clay County was widespread, most keenly felt 
as young adults graduated from high school, 
started a family, or separated from a marriage—
events that often took place over the course of 
just a few, demographically dense, years. Moral 
norms about the value of work were repeatedly 
espoused in interviews with low-income re-
spondents and community leaders alike, and 
efforts were made to conform to these ideals. 
While some low-income participants’ fathers 
may have been able to claim work in blue-collar 
jobs, this generation of young people were not. 
Throughout their young adult years, con-
strained employment opportunities prevent 
participants finding stable economic footing. 
Their aspirations were dashed by a low-end ser-
vice sector, fast food, and Walmart, all of which 
offered low pay, uncertain hours, and frequent 
layoffs.

Because of the decline of extractive indus-
tries in the region, no industry is present to an-
chor the economy in Clay County today. The 
county’s official labor-force participation rate 
in 2019 was only 36.8 percent, substantially 
lower than the national average of 63.4 percent 
(Census Bureau 2020). As noted earlier, the 
population relies heavily on federal disability 
benefits. Among the working-age population 
(age eighteen to sixty-four), 9.8 percent receive 
disability payments, relative to 7.8 percent for 
the state and 4.5 percent for the nation (Social 
Security Administration 2019b, 2019a). This is 
not necessarily an indication of fraud; it is pri-
marily rural locations such as Clay County that 
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7. Unemployed parents were also eligible for a $200 per month for transportation support payments if they 
participated in more KTAP activities each month (Potter 2020). Most of our respondents also claimed this credit 
bringing the monthly total to $462 for a family of three.

have living costs low enough to live on the mea-
ger benefits of these government programs, 
making them “sticky” for beneficiaries. Real 
differences in morbidity are also a likely cause. 
The economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton 
(2020) and others find that reports of pain are 
elevated in rural areas, including the Appala-
chian region, possibly as a result of the physi-
cally demanding work many have been subject 
to (Case and Deaton 2020, 2017; Copeland et al. 
2020; Dwyer-Lindgren et al. 2018; Erwin 2017).

The entry-level job openings that do prom-
ise stability, benefits, and better pay—usually 
in education, the health sector, or at the federal 
prison at the edge of town, were few and sub-
ject to strong competition. In keeping with 
other studies (Duncan 2014; Maril 1989), several 
low-income respondents emphasized that you 
needed to have connections—especially family 
ties—to get one of the better jobs in town. 
Paige put it this way: “It’s just a small-knit com-
munity. . . . It’s all about who you know.” Other 
low-income participants described Manches-
ter, the county seat, as a “family-run town.”

Despite these challenges, low-income re-
spondents exerted considerable effort to find 
and keep a job. Many mothers of young chil-
dren were not employed at time of the inter-
view but could recount their time in the labor 
force and the barriers to employment they had 
encountered. Some, like Miranda, now thirty-
one, had worked for years. She took pride in her 
prior management position but had been un-
able to continue due to lack of childcare op-
tions. Forty-year-old Scarlet had also wanted to 
work when she was a young mother but 
couldn’t find childcare, “A lot of my life has 
been hard because of childcare. . . . we have 
[only] two childcares [in the county]. A lot  
of people, their family babysits. But now if  
your family works [like mine does], you’re 
screwed.” She went on to describe a time she 
had to pay sixty dollars in late fees because she 
got a flat tire while traveling from work to pick 
up her children at daycare. Stevie, who had en-
rolled in a training program in hopes of scoring 
a higher paying job, ended up taking a part-

time minimum-wage job instead because she 
had to care for her children after school hours. 

A lack of transportation was another barrier 
to employment among low-income young 
adults. Helena, now thirty-two, described in 
her twenties walking more than a mile to her 
fast-food restaurant job while eight months 
pregnant. She could not afford a car and the 
county has no adequate public transportation 
system. Stevie described walking to work when 
she was sixteen years old and pregnant “in the 
rain, in the snow. The police picked me up a 
couple of times and asked me what I was doing 
out because it was storming.” Other respon-
dents reported looking for work in London, a 
city in a neighboring county, or even cities far-
ther away like Bowling Green or Glasgow (both 
more than a two-hour drive, one way), but this 
strategy was tenuous. Marie, age twenty, de-
scribed her family’s situation: “[My husband] 
currently can’t work because we don’t have a 
car. [M]y mom’s car . . . we kind of use hers. But 
she don’t really like people driving her car far 
out and . . . the jobs are mostly in London be-
cause you can’t find nothing down here. So it’s 
hard for us to go back and forth. So, the only 
thing we’re pretty much [relying on] is just my 
child support from [my daughter’s] dad, which 
is not guaranteed.”

Even though paid work was hard to come by, 
we witnessed considerable unpaid labor in the 
form of volunteer work among young adults. 
Kentucky’s version of Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families, the cash welfare program 
known locally as the Kentucky Transitional As-
sistance Program (KTAP), along with SNAP, 
have work requirements for many beneficiaries 
(Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Family Ser-
vices n.d.). In lieu of available paid employ-
ment, several low-income families relied on 
KTAP and volunteered to meet work require-
ments. At maximum, KTAP offered at $262 a 
month for a family of three in 2019 plus money 
for transportation to and from workfare assign-
ments (Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Fam-
ily Services 2017).7 Key volunteer venues were at 
the soup kitchen and clothing pantry, but oth-
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ers volunteered at the Manchester visitor center 
or other faith-based organizations.

The lack of formal employment opportuni-
ties affected other institutions, including child 
support and drug court, that influenced the 
lives and trajectories of young adults. Two re-
spondents still in their young adult years de-
scribed how they had been arrested for missing 
child support payments. Lacking stable em-
ployment, both were unsure how they were go-
ing to be able to pay. Some noncustodial moth-
ers shared this dilemma. Helena, age thirty-two, 
explained: “If I had a job I would [pay child sup-
port]. But I’ve made one payment [because] I’ve 
not had no job, [so] I’ve not been able to make 
no payments. And that’s when last time I went 
to jail, I was able to get out because I signed a 
plea agreement. But I’ve not been able to keep 
my end of the deal on the plea agreement be-
cause I’ve not been able to find a job yet.”

Drug court, an alternative to prison, also re-
quired participants to be employed. Paige, a 
thirty-four-year-old respondent enrolled in the 
program, told us that although she appreciated 
her job at a fast-food restaurant, getting rides 
to and from work was a challenge. She asked us 
to give her a ride to work several times during 
our fieldwork. Without a car, she worried about 
whether she could stay in the program and 
avoid additional incarceration. The lack of jobs 
compounded challenges that young adults 
faced, especially when trying to avoid the penal 
system and provide for a partner or a child. 

As in other rural communities (Sherman 
2009), labor-market opportunities for some re-
spondents were limited by a gendered labor 
market. When describing the labor opportuni-
ties in the county, Stevie, age twenty-seven, told 
us, “It’s easier for men to do stuff than it is for 
women around here.” Paige, age thirty-four, 
echoed this sentiment: “I feel like if we had 
more jobs, especially for mothers, females, not 
just that, but I feel like if they had more jobs 
besides just restaurant work, or something like 
that, it would help a lot of households.” Male 
jobs, according to Paige, were in manual labor 
or the trades.

Somewhat in keeping with these character-
izations, several low-income male respondents 
reported working short-term construction gigs 
for money. Others turned to crime. Travis, age 

thirty-nine, who took to selling drugs in his 
young adult years, told us, “I tried working and 
they don’t really pay enough to actually survive 
down here. So I do a lot of little side hustles, I 
guess.” Later in the interview, he discussed his 
calculus in more detail: “Most of the places 
around Manchester you’re lucky to get maybe 
thirty hours a week. They pay you $7.25 an hour, 
by the time you’re done, you’re lucky to pay 
your rent and electric, you know? That ain’t 
even counting car insurance and getting a car.”

Travis highlights a key tension in the experi-
ences of low-income respondents who worked: 
even when they were able to find a job, their pay 
was seldom enough to get by, especially when 
factoring in transportation costs. Formal em-
ployment might not be worth it, some con-
cluded.

Community leaders also reflected on this di-
lemma. Acknowledging that government pro-
grams were clearly needed to ensure family 
well-being, many community leaders favored 
work requirements. At the same time, the com-
munity elite understood that most local wages 
were not enough to lift families out of poverty. 
One respondent, a stably employed profes-
sional explained: “It’s a broken system. It is. 
These minimum-wage jobs were meant for 
high school kids [or] college kids to make a lit-
tle money while they’re going to school, and in 
this area, it’s become families having to depend 
on that to live. So [it has become I can go] and 
bring home $50 a week, or I can stay home and 
receive my health and insurance, food stamps, 
money and all this kind of stuff. . . . Why should 
I go to work for that?”

In short, jobs designed as a starting point 
for young adults entering the workforce had be-
come a permanent and unsatisfactory feature 
of their adult lives.

Despite these realities, some community 
leaders decried what they called “dependency 
mentality” created by so-called dependence on 
government assistance and saw jobs as a way 
to provide “independence” and change peo-
ple’s lives, creating a pathway to prosperity. 
One pastor opined that “Job [opportunities] out 
in rural communities can change families and 
can cause them to become prosperous and 
change their vision, the way of thinking. 
They’re not dependent. They become indepen-



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	c  o m i n g  o f  a g e  i n  a p pa l a c h i a 	 61

dent. That’s one of the things that I’d like to see 
is helping people become independent, chang-
ing their lives.”

At the same time, he acknowledged the bar-
riers to employment in the region, such as 
transportation. Given his concern about the 
corrosive influence of government depen-
dence, he had founded a small pallet factory 
and had employed a dozen or so people for sev-
eral years. However, he could keep the business 
afloat only through donations. When the facil-
ity caught fire and burned down, he was unable 
to replace it.

In sum, stable employment was lauded as a 
key marker of adulthood and a source of dig-
nity and pride. However, low-income respon-
dents faced numerous challenges given struc-
tural constraints and expedited entry into 
marriage and childbearing to achieve this mile-
stone. Participants took steps, such as enroll-
ing in training programs, searching for child-
care, and commuting long distances, but 
finding stable economic footing rarely materi-
alized, extending a tentative transition to adult-
hood. When asked about what could be done 
to improve the county, well-paying jobs were at 
the top of the list. As one community leader 
said, “Feed us. Help us. But don’t give it to us. 
We’re a proud country. We’re a very proud 
country. When you take someone’s pride from 
them, you’ve stripped them of their dignity. 
Feed us, but feed us with jobs. Feed us with 
hope. Feed us with a life to look forward to, to 
get up and go to work. To make something. To 
be productive in your community.”

School and Le aving Home
Like marriage and childbearing, completing 
school and leaving home were starkly divided 
along class lines in Clay County. As indicated 
earlier, middle income youth in the county fre-
quently follow the Big 5 sequence as it plays out 
for the average American. Community leaders 
and their children pursued education and had 
the means to leave the county, though some 
returned because of family obligations. Those 
who did return found stable employment in 
health care, education, or social services. For 
these young people, marriage and children 
came last. But, for less advantaged youth, pur-
suing higher education as a path to adulthood 

was often untenable because of expedited tran-
sitions into marriage and childbearing. Fur-
thermore, establishing an independent house-
hold, or maintaining one, was challenging in 
the face of poverty as well as the need to con-
tribute financially to one’s family of origin and 
other kin.

Class divides in educational experiences and 
trajectories appeared in conversations about 
the local high school. Schools are one of the 
only institutions in Clay County where low-
income and middle-class young people inter-
act. We interviewed a handful of community 
members from stable middle-class and 
working-class backgrounds who had recently 
graduated. Graduates of the system, as well as 
some staff members from the school, claimed 
that it was understood from an early age that 
there were those who were going to “make it” 
and those who were not. The two recent gradu-
ates described one group of students whose 
parents provided the material resources and 
encouragement that allowed them to do well 
and the students’ whose parents were in the 
“jail section” of the newspaper. Sometimes, 
they told us, you could tell who was who be-
cause of “the way they look.” This class divide 
was less evident in elementary school, they 
noted, when it was not uncommon to have 
friends that came from “dysfunctional homes.” 
But friendships were increasingly sorted by so-
cial class in high school.

Perhaps, then, it is unsurprising that re-
spondents from low-income backgrounds de-
scribed their time in high school as a difficult 
period. Carrie, age twenty-three, told us, “I 
hated high school, really.” Stevie echoed the 
sentiment, “I hated school. I was learning. I 
made straight As. I hated going. Hated it, so I 
quit.” After probing these respondents’ views, 
participants shared that it was mainly their 
middle-class peers that made school so diffi-
cult. Carrie said it was “because you always had 
different sorts of groups. I hated it.” For twenty-
year-old Marie, it was a move to the local high 
school when she turned sixteen that left her 
alienated. It derailed higher education plans: 
“I was wanting to complete college, but when 
we moved down here, I didn’t want to go to 
school [because of the cliques].”

Nonetheless, low-income respondents we 
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spoke with did recognize the importance of 
higher education and wanted to achieve this 
marker of adulthood, some struggling to do so 
even later in their twenties and thirties, though 
none had yet earned a bachelor’s degree. Bar-
riers of degree completion included the cost 
and the challenges of balancing schooling and 
family responsibilities. Forty-year-old Scarlett, 
a mother of four, had being working toward her 
bachelor’s degree throughout her young adult-
hood years. Her plans had been repeatedly de-
railed by juggling being a single mother, work, 
and school. Angel, age forty-five, after receiving 
her GED after having children, turned her 
sights toward a college degree. She reported 
similar challenges, “No, I didn’t keep going [to 
complete the degree] ’cause it was so hard to 
juggle school and work, and to raise kids, you 
have to have money, you know.” Fewer than 10 
percent of county residents held a bachelor’s 
degree in 2019 relative to 24.2 percent nation-
ally (Census Bureau 2020). Other respondents, 
such as Carrie, age twenty-three, and Miranda, 
age thirty-one, aspired to get certifications, 
most often as nurses’ aides, but were unable to 
do so because of childcare needs.

According to community leaders, it was ex-
ceedingly rare for a student with a family his-
tory of poverty, family complexity, and drug use 
to make it to college, much less leave the 
county permanently. It was not unheard of, but 
such students were described as beating long 
odds and spoken of with reverence. As noted 
elsewhere in the companion volume to this is-
sue (Parsons 2022), low-income youth with ed-
ucational aspirations frequently failed to con-
sider academic options farther away in 
response to family expectations of staying lo-
cally.

In contrast to the lives of the low-income 
respondents, community leaders and their 
children were able to pursue higher education 
somewhat farther afield. Clay County, like 
many rural places, has experienced a brain 
drain (Carr and Kefalas 2009; Sherman and 
Schafft 2022; Bernsen et al. 2022). Many com-
munity leaders expressed concern about this. 
Those they referred to as the best and brightest 
were often their own children. Young adults 
who wanted to return seldom did so because 
there were “no jobs” for young people with col-

lege credentials. A retired high school teacher 
described the school district’s dilemma in this 
way: “It’s a big problem [that] there’s not any 
work here to amount to anything. . . . Most of 
the people who are willing to leave have already 
left. The others are seeking ways to be able to 
live here and still survive [financially]. We don’t 
want to stress too much the welfare segment, 
because you also have that segment of people 
who want their children to be educated. . . . But 
in a way, we are raising [those] children to leave, 
to be able to leave this county.”

Some community leaders were raised locally 
by middle-class parents and had left, but had 
subsequently returned. All, however, reported 
that moving back took an emotional toll. Much 
of the sparse in-migration to the county was 
due to grown children (and their spouses and 
children) returning to be close to family. Re-
turning home had meant compromising on 
lifestyle and career opportunities. One social 
service provider we spoke with described the 
trade-off as follows: “My husband wanted to 
come back here. He wanted to live here. I think 
he maybe regrets that now. . . . We just kind of 
settled.” Some community leaders had family 
members who chose not to move back because 
of lack of amenities or health services. One 
young professional who returned to care for an 
ill family member told us that her sister had 
not moved back because support for her dis-
abled daughter would be difficult at best. When 
reflecting on her choices, she said, “I always 
question, should I have left here? I don’t know. 
I ran into an old friend and he’s actually been 
a missionary and I went, ‘I’m a missionary too. 
I stayed in Manchester.’ And one of my older 
sisters told my mom, ‘You can move to Lexing-
ton now. You’ve put your time in here.’ Should 
I have stayed here? Sometimes I want to go to 
a restaurant that doesn’t look terrible.”

For many low-income young people, leaving 
the parental household is not uncommon, but 
few stray far beyond the family compound, the 
collection of trailer homes and small wood-
framed houses where they were raised. Ex-
tended family and kin are of utmost impor-
tance, and relying on family was a key survival 
strategy to combat both poverty and addiction. 
Within these extended family networks, finan-
cial challenges were typically shared so reci-
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procity was expected. Indeed, low-income 
households frequently described receiving, and 
extending, aid to their parents and other ex-
tended family members, as has been docu-
mented in other rural communities (Pickering 
2000; Sherman 2009).

Engaging in these exchanges was another 
element that lingered in the lives of the low-
income respondents in young adulthood. Sev-
eral described caring for neighbors’ children 
and offering meals to those who struggled with 
addiction. Lulu, for example, took it upon her-
self to care for the neighbors’ children, often 
providing meals, when their drug-addicted par-
ents simply failed to come home, sometimes 
for days at a time. She told us that an evening 
meal at her home could include as many as 
eight such children. This generosity sometimes 
meant forgoing the meal herself, as her finan-
cial resources were meager. Lulu did not charge 
for her services.

Yet these acts of generosity were extended 
despite pervasive mistrust, often exacerbated 
by drug addiction. Aurora, who also routinely 
fed the hungry in her home, recounted that 
some of her impromptu guests, who were 
struggling with addiction, had stolen groceries 
from her. Her account was not the exception 
but the norm. Among low-income households 
in our sample, moral judgments about addic-
tion and the other behaviors it spawned (steal-
ing) were typically suspended in a context in 
which so many friends, family members, and 
respondents themselves had experienced sim-
ilar struggles.

Throughout our interviews, many low-
income participants voiced the goal of estab-
lishing permanent independent households. 
However, most currently lived with, had re-
cently lived with, or anticipating once again liv-
ing with, kin. They doubled up with mothers, 
mothers-in-law, parents, cousins, aunts and 
uncles, and friends or friends of friends. Angel, 
age forty-five, was doubled up with her friend 
Crystal, age thirty-one, and Crystal’s children. 
They also housed Angel’s young adult children 
and their romantic partners. Like Angel’s adult 
children, the majority of those in their young 
adult years were doubled up. One respondent 
temporarily established an independent house-
hold but an abusive partner, high on meth, 

threatened to kill her, and she was evicted after 
her landlord learned that the police had been 
called. At the time of the interview, she was 
doubled up with a cousin.

Family caregiving responsibilities also pre-
vented the establishment of independent 
households for some during the young adult 
years. Shania, for example, told us she spent 
most of her time caring for a son with severe 
yet untreated mental health issues. At the same 
time, she was living with and caring for her el-
derly mother to keep her out of a nursing 
home, though at the time of our interview the 
mother had recently died. A twenty-three-year-
old respondent who asked us to refer to her as 
Pooh Bear coped with her own frequent epilep-
tic seizures while serving as a full-time care-
giver for her mother, who also suffered from 
seizures. In sum, although marriages may be 
fragile, thick extended family ties both support 
and bind young adults to the community.

Conclusion
Scholars of young adulthood have highlighted 
the importance of moving beyond the white 
middle-class portrayals of adulthood and en-
courage researchers to capture diverse and 
heterogeneous experiences. This article adds 
to this body of work by providing a case study 
of young adulthood as it is experienced in a 
predominantly poor, predominantly white Ap-
palachian community. Decades of economic 
and labor-market decline and a sharp rise of 
illicit drug use and addiction shape this com-
munity and region. However, although these 
challenges are present for everyone in the 
county, we observed a stark class divide in who 
has the resources—both social and material—
to weather them.

Clay County’s middle-class youth were able 
to achieve markers to adulthood in a sequence 
that mirrors the typical American young adult. 
Education was prioritized, and most pursued 
four-year postsecondary degrees. For those 
who returned to the county after college, a job 
in a relatively well-paying sector was frequently 
a necessary prerequisite, often courtesy of con-
nections with influential family members or 
friends.

In contrast, low-income respondents had to 
grow up fast, some after losing a parent to ad-
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diction, others finding refuge from a dysfunc-
tional family through early marriage and family 
formation. However, once these initial steps to 
adulthood were taken, the next were shaky at 
best. Three of the Big 5 markers of adulthood—
completing schooling, finding stable work, and 
establishing a permanent independent house-
hold, remained out of reach for nearly every 
low-income respondent in young adulthood de-
spite repeated efforts to achieve them. Coming 
of age in Clay County thus involves both expe-
dited and emerging (extended) transitions 
across the Big 5 markers of adulthood.

Family formation was expedited, yet unsta-
ble. Marriages were tested by a failing economy, 
addition, and violence. When these challenges 
occurred, mothers in particular were caught be-
tween enacting their partner and parental 
roles. When marriages failed, many low-income 
young adults swore off marriage, which carried 
reputational costs that could impede their mo-
bility by cutting them off from the vital social 
capital that participation in a key community 
institution, the church, could have provided. In 
a small community, where “everyone knows ev-
eryone,” family reputations earned through the 
intergenerational transmission of poverty were 
hard to overcome. Social exclusion from places 
frequented by the middle class—both church 
and school—may have stymied upward mobil-
ity for low-income youth.

Meanwhile, young adults were left over-
whelmed and isolated and had few opportuni-
ties to achieve or stably maintain other markers 
of adulthood. Respondents worked toward 
these markers throughout their young adult 
years, but the markers were emerging slowly 
and sporadically. Young adults pursued finan-
cial stability through participation in the labor 
market, following another important commu-
nity norm. Similarly, throughout the young 
adult years, most made plans to complete high 
school or a postsecondary degree. Yet these 
plans were frequently derailed. What little 
money was gleaned from low-paying, unstable 
employment or meager government assistance 
was quickly absorbed by pressing household 
needs of one’s own household, not to mention 
those of kin and neighbors, needs that were ex-
acerbated by addiction. For those who man-
aged to start an independent household, this 

achievement was almost always temporary. As 
low-income young adults aged out of young 
adulthood, for most, completing the Big 5 
seemed no more feasible than at the start. 

In Clay County and in other poor rural 
places, policymakers and researchers need to 
recognize that launching young adults is a 
“public issue.” Individual efforts alone cannot 
overcome chronic community challenges such 
as intergenerational poverty, a lack of well-
paying jobs, and addiction, much less the in-
terplay of these challenges in family and indi-
vidual lives. Although community members 
may prefer to advance faith-based solutions to 
such challenges, they are far beyond the capac-
ity of even the most well-resourced congrega-
tion. An additional challenge is that low-
income youth are often profoundly distrustful 
of religious institutions. Such young adults 
wrest partial adult status from parenthood and 
marriage, but these are only partially won, and 
full adult status may never materialize. When 
a whole cohort of disadvantaged young people 
seem locked out of a stable path for adulthood, 
a societal response is required.
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by men, such as in female-dominated occupa-
tions like care work. However, available evi-
dence suggests that men have largely been re-
sistant to these avenues of social mobility 
(Austin, Glaeser, and Summers 2018; Bound 
and Holzer 2000; Doar, Holzer, and Orrell 2017; 
Ganong and Shoag 2017), although the reasons 
are less understood.

Based on life history interviews with sixty-
one working-class men in rural Pennsylvania, 
this article explores the ways in which rural, 
working-class men do—and do not—seek to 
improve their labor-market positions by up-
skilling, geographic mobility, and occupational 
flexibility. The evidence presented in this arti-
cle shows that men are often doing more to im-
prove their labor-market positions than 
outcome-based accounts allow. Regarding up-
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Why Working-Class Men Do—
and Don’t—Seek to Improve 
Their Labor-Market Prospects
Robert D.  Fr a ncis

Based on interviews with sixty-one working-class men in rural Pennsylvania, this article explores the ways 
in which rural, working-class men do—and do not—seek to improve their labor-market positions by getting 
additional education or training, moving, or taking gender-atypical jobs. The evidence presented shows that 
men are making many efforts to improve their labor-market position, but there are misunderstandings 
about why they adopt the strategies they do. In particular, deep identification with rural place provides 
meaning and attachment but also constrains how they seek to improve their labor-market prospects.

Keywords: rural, masculinity, working-class men, employment, education, mobility

M o v i n ’  O n  U p ?

The growth of “bad jobs” for men without a col-
lege degree has been well documented (Autor 
2010; Autor and Dorn 2009; Chen 2015; Howell 
and Kalleberg 2019; Kalleberg 2009, 2011; New-
man 2009; Silva 2013). The challenge facing 
working-class men is particularly acute in rural 
places, where employment opportunities have 
generally been worse than in urban America 
(Slack 2007) and where wage growth continues 
to be slower (Cromartie 2017). Given these 
headwinds, researchers and policymakers have 
stressed three primary ways for less-educated 
men to improve their labor-market positions: 
upskilling, getting additional education or train-
ing; geographic mobility, a tactic especially ap-
plicable for men living in rural areas with lim-
ited opportunities; and occupational flexibility, 
primarily by taking jobs not traditionally done 

mailto:rfrancis@whitworth.edu
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skilling, most men in this study have pursued 
some sort of postsecondary education or train-
ing. However, rather than using education to 
escape rural place or working-class life, these 
men use it to reinforce their identities as rural, 
working-class men. Further, evidence from 
these interviews suggests that higher educa-
tion is less valuable in rural places where per-
sonal reputation and ability to do the job are 
more important than paper credentials. Re-
garding geographic mobility, despite evidence 
that Americans are moving less, about one-
third of the men in this study have moved out 
of state for work. These forays across state lines 
often took the form of prospecting trips, where 
men would move without a job in search of bet-
ter opportunities but often fail to find anything 
and then return. Further, a focus on out-of-
state moves alone misses other mobility mea-
sures taken by these men, such as taking a job 
that requires extensive travel or enlisting in the 
military. Finally, regarding occupational flexi-
bility, although few men have worked nontra-
ditional jobs, many more have considered such 
jobs and even taken preliminary steps toward 
such work. However, the few men in this study 
who are in female-dominated occupations tes-
tify to resistance from family and peers, indi-
cating that certain cultural barriers—perhaps 
more pronounced in rural place—remain for-
midable.

A thread that unifies men’s actions in these 
three domains—education, mobility, and occu-
pation—is rural masculinities. Renewed atten-
tion is being paid to rural masculinities given 
the toxic and hypermasculinity associated with 
white nationalists and hate groups in many ru-
ral areas (Gahman 2020; Harrington 2021; Kelly 
2017). Feminist critiques have long pointed to 
patriarchal gender relations in rural communi-
ties and ways in which conceptions of rurality 
have limited opportunities for women (see Lit-
tle and Panelli 2002). Evidence suggests that, as 
labor-market changes have disrupted sources 
of working-class masculinity, some rural men 
have been less resilient than their urban coun-
terparts (Kenway, Kraack, and Hickey-Moody 
2006). However, uniform depictions of rural 
men as rootless, angry, and even dangerous be-
lies the fact that no single “rural masculinity” 
in fact exists (Campbell and Bell 2000). Al-

though some men have not adjusted well to re-
cent economic and cultural changes (The Econ-
omist 2015), others have. For example, in their 
study of the logging industry, Berit Brandth and 
Marit Haugen (2005) find that some rural men 
recast their “masculine rural knowledge” of 
logging to outdoor tourism in ways that intro-
duce elements of femininity and urbanity. Jen-
nifer Sherman, whose work appears in the com-
panion issue to this one, has found in her 
previous work that some rural men showed 
flexibility regarding gender norms in ways pre-
viously underemphasized (Sherman 2009).

A central focus of this article is the way iden-
tification with rural place, which is intertwined 
with the “rural masculine” (Campbell and Bell 
2000), affects men’s decisions in the domains 
of upskilling, mobility, and occupational flex-
ibility. Most men in this study see themselves 
as “country boys” (Campbell, Bell, and Finney 
2006), which is a quintessential form of mascu-
linity (Lobao 2006). As respondent Randy, an 
electrician, describes it, “I mean, I don’t see 
myself going anywhere, it’s where I’ve been all 
my life. And I like it, I like being in the country.” 
Casey, who works at a steel mill, echoes Randy: 
“nowhere can I find more peace than driving 
down a backroad.” Although deep identifica-
tion with rural place provides meaning and at-
tachment, it also constrains how men seek to 
improve their labor-market prospects. For ex-
ample, an aversion to working for a boss in su-
pervised, indoor setting limits occupational op-
portunities. A love for rural place, combined 
with seeing urban spaces as unsafe, make cities 
largely nonstarters for relocation. Further, 
working-class masculinity—as expressed in 
practical, hands-on skill—can evoke a distrust 
of classroom-based, formal education.

The arena where rural masculinity is most 
pronounced in affecting mobility strategies re-
gards the movement into female-typed jobs. 
Research shows that low- and middle-skill men 
are reluctant to enter female-dominated indus-
tries because of lower pay and prestige (En-
gland 2005; Gatta and Roos 2005; Simpson 
2005); also, leading gender theorists argue that 
men’s resistance to entering occupations 
staffed largely by women reflects the persistent 
devaluation of roles and activities that are seen 
as feminine (Peters and Dush 2010; Ridgeway 
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1. All data are for 2018 and drawn from the author’s calculations of data compiled by the Center for Rural Penn-
sylvania (see https://www​.rural.palegislature.us, accessed November 5, 2021).

2. See Economic Research Service, “Description and Maps,” last updated October 23, 2019, https://www.ers 
.usda.gov/data-products/coun​ty-typology-codes/descriptions-and-maps (accessed November 5, 2021). 

3. NAICS is the standard used by federal statistical agencies in classifying business establishments (https://
www.census.gov/naics, accessed November 5, 2021). Percentage is based on county profiles compiled by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry (https://​www.workstats.dli.pa.gov/Products/CountyPro​files 
/Pages/default.aspx, accessed November 5, 2021). 

4. Publicly posted recruitment materials generated virtually no interest, even when noting the $25 payment for 
participation, evidence that the field site was relatively closed to outsiders.

and England 2007). A cultural script within 
masculinity focuses on the types of work “real 
men” do (Williams 2010), which makes adapta-
tion to a changed labor market not just a case 
of sheer economics (Cherlin 2014). Addition-
ally, one tendency is for displaced workers to 
look for jobs like those they used to have, not 
ones currently available (Kroft et al. 2015). This 
is in keeping with the idea that many men—es-
pecially white, working-class men—compare 
their labor-market prospects with those of their 
fathers and grandfathers rather than that of the 
current employment landscape (Cherlin 2018). 
Among men who work in traditionally female-
dominated jobs, research has found not only 
evidence of role strain (Simpson 2005) but also 
strategies for reestablishing masculinity in 
those gender-atypical employment situations 
(Simpson 2004). As will be explored, some men 
are redefining masculinity to incorporate these 
types of jobs traditionally done by women but 
face barriers to doing so. Across all three do-
mains—upskilling, geographic mobility, and 
occupational flexibility—this article studies the 
role that being from a rural place plays in shap-
ing the labor-market choices and trajectories 
of working-class men. Rural place is not an in-
ert backdrop against which gender scripts are 
enacted, but an active and integral character to 
this gendered story of work and family (Little 
and Panelli 2002).

Data and Methods
The setting of this study is a largely rural, five-
county region of northwestern Pennsylvania. 
The counties of this area exemplify many of the 
challenges facing rural America, yet important 
for this study’s focus on labor-force trajectories, 
this area is not economically destitute. Relative 

to Pennsylvania as a whole, this five-county 
area has lower median household income 
($48,872 to $60,891); a slightly higher poverty 
rate (14 percent to 12.2 percent); and a higher 
rate of disability among the working-age popu-
lation (14.7 percent to 11.3 percent).1 From 2010 
to 2019, the area lost almost 6 percent of its pop-
ulation whereas the state experienced a popula-
tion gain of about 1 percent. However, in 2018 
the five-county unemployment rate was under 
5 percent and only slightly higher than the state 
average (4.6 percent versus 4.2 percent). Based 
on the Economic Research Service 2015 county 
typology codes, two of these counties are man-
ufacturing dependent and three are nonspe-
cialized.2 The most prevalent North American 
Industry Classification System (NAICS) descrip-
tions in these counties are manufacturing, 
health care and social assistance, and retail 
trade, all of which represent at least a 10 per-
cent employment share in each of the five coun-
ties.3 Per the ERS 2015 county typology codes, 
none of these five counties qualify as low edu-
cation, low employment, persistent poverty, or 
persistent child poverty counties.

Data for this article come from in-depth, 
semistructured interviews conducted between 
July 2016 and May 2018 with sixty-one working-
class men. This five-county area contains the 
town where I was born and raised, which al-
lowed a degree of access and familiarity during 
fieldwork that aided in gaining trust among key 
informants, recruitment sites, and research 
participants. Research participants were identi-
fied through a mixture of personal networks, 
snowball sampling, and venue-based recruit-
ment.4 The three screening criteria for inclu-
sion in the sample were as follows: men; gener-
ally under forty years old; and working class, 

https://www.rural.palegislature.us
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/county-typology-codes/descriptions-and-maps
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/county-typology-codes/descriptions-and-maps
https://www.census.gov/naics
https://www.census.gov/naics
https://www.workstats.dli.pa.gov/Products/CountyProfiles/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.workstats.dli.pa.gov/Products/CountyProfiles/Pages/default.aspx
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5. Although I did not use parental education as a marker of working class, virtually all men in this study had 
parents with less than a college degree.

defined as having less than a four-year college 
degree, working in a blue-collar occupation, or 
both.5 The demographics of the cases are dis-
played in table 1. The average age of the par-
ticipants is thirty-five. All participants are men, 
and virtually all are white, which mirrors the 
fact that the five-county field site is about 94 
percent white. The modal highest educational 
attainment is a high school diploma or GED, 
although a plurality of the men had attempted 
or completed some type of postsecondary edu-
cation or training. About three-quarters of the 

men had a job at the time of the interview, 
while 10 percent were unemployed but looking 
for work. Ten men were not in the labor force. 
Within the screening frame, I sought to maxi-
mize the heterogeneity of occupations.

Once research participants were identified 
and successfully recruited for the study, I con-
ducted semistructured, in-depth qualitative in-
terviews with each respondent using narrative 
interviewing (DeLuca, Clampet-Lundquist, and 
Edin 2016). Narrative interviews are conducted 
according to a preset interview guide guided by 

Table 1. Demographics of Cases

Total  
(N = 61)

Percentage  
of Cases

Mean respondent age 35 n/a

Gender
Male 61 100
Female 0 0

Race
White 58 95
American Indian 2 3
Asian American 1 2

Highest educational attainment
Less than high school 1 2
High school diploma or equivalent (GED) 20 33
Completed postsecondary credential (CDL) 11 18
Some college, no degree 15 25
Associate degree 7 11
Bachelor’s degree 7 11

Work status (at time of interview)
Full time 35 57
Part time 11 18
Unemployed 5 8
Not in labor force 10 16

Effective hourly rate of working men (N=44)
Less than $10 9 20
$10.00 to $14.99 19 43
$15.00 to $19.99 4 9
$20.00 to $24.99 2 5
$25.00 and above 12 27

Source: Author’s tabulation.
Note: May not total to one hundred due to rounding.
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the research’s aims and memorized by the re-
searcher. Emphasis is placed on natural con-
versation that elicits respondent narratives. 
Each interview begins with the invitation for 
the respondent to tell the story of his life. From 
there, participants were asked about their life 
histories, including origins, education, employ-
ment, relationships, and current situation. Spe-
cial attention was given to participants’ em-
ployment histories, including job duties, 
duration, hours, wages and benefits, reasons 
for leaving, views toward work and the labor 
market, and current work status and means of 
support. Interviews took place in a variety of 
places: homes, apartments, front yards, back 
yards, offices, coffee shops, restaurants, and 
even a police station. Men came from a total of 
seventeen towns across the five-county area. In-
terviews were digitally recorded, and I took 
field notes about the setting and substance of 
each interview as soon as possible after the in-
terview was completed. Respondents were of-
fered $25 for their participation, though in 
some cases, men refused payment. Although 
this is not an ethnography in the strict sense, I 
attended churches; ate or drank at numerous 
restaurants, bars, and coffee shops; and at-
tended community events, including a candle-
light vigil, a talent show, an Eagle Scout cere-
mony, a community theater production, and 
even a funeral. I also lived the first eighteen 
years of my life in this area, still have family 
there, and visit regularly.

In this study, 85 percent of the men inter-
viewed were born and raised in northwestern 
Pennsylvania and another 8 percent moved to 
the area as children or youth, meaning only 
four of the sixty-one men moved to the area as 
adults. Although migration patterns in rural 
America are not uniform (Smith, Winkler, and 
Johnson 2016), rural areas have generally expe-
rienced depopulation over the last century 
(Johnson and Lichter 2019). Nativity to the 
study area was not a requirement for inclusion 
in the study, but it is not surprising that virtu-
ally all men who were recruited to participate 
are from the area originally. This creates a se-
lection problem given that the sample is almost 
exclusively composed of those from this area, 
which misses those who grew up in the area but 
left and have not returned. We know from pre-

vious work about the differences and distinc-
tions among these groups (Carr and Kefalas 
2009; von Reichert, Cromartie, and Arthun 
2011). However, despite the inability of this 
study to speak about those who have left, exam-
ining the behaviors and attitudes of working-
class men who grew up and stayed in rural 
America still has value. Understanding these 
stayers and returners (Carr and Kefalas 2009) is 
vital because they are those who—by defini-
tion—live in rural America now.

The recorded interviews were transcribed, 
assigned a case number and pseudonym, and 
uploaded into NVivo 12 Plus, a software pro-
gram for qualitative data analysis. Following a 
“flexible coding” protocol (Deterding and Wa-
ters 2018), I began analysis by creating a set of 
index codes, which are broad categories based 
on the topics covered in the interview protocol. 
Concurrent with index coding, I populated a 
spreadsheet with what Nicole Deterding and 
Mary Waters (2018) call attributive codes, which 
are categorical or numeric data connected to 
each case, such as number of biological chil-
dren, highest educational attainment, and cur-
rent hourly wage. Also concurrent with the in-
dex coding, I took notes on each case, which 
formed the basis for a respondent memo asso-
ciated with each case. These four documents—
interview transcript, respondent memo, inter-
view field notes, and spreadsheet of attributive 
codes—make up the core data for each case. 
Additionally, during coding I also created a 
cross-case memo, which identified common 
themes across cases for exploration and verifi-
cation using the case files. Once possible 
themes and patterns were identified, they were 
compared against all cases for validity.

Findings and Analysis
I examine the degree to which—and why—the 
men in this study have adopted the strategies 
of upskilling, geographic mobility, and occupa-
tional flexibility to improve their labor-market 
positions, each of which I examine in turn. For 
clarity, discussion of previous literature is em-
bedded in each subsection. In all three sec-
tions, I pay particular attention to the ways in 
which rurality—particularly rural masculini-
ties—matters for the decisions men make 
about their labor-force pathways.
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6. Not included as upskilling for the purposes of this study is any on-the-job training, which imparts job skills 
but is not independently sought by the employee.

Upskilling
The well-documented “college for all” push in 
recent decades (Reynolds and Baird 2010; 
Rosenbaum 2001) has been so pervasive that 
the aspiration to attend college persists well 
into adulthood, even among low-income stu-
dents who have failed to make progress toward 
a degree (Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson 2014; 
Deterding 2015). This pressure is also present 
among working-class families. In recent work, 
Jennifer Silva and Kaisa Snellman (2018) argue 
that working-class young adults and their par-
ents cast the decision to go to college in terms 
of their “salvation,” a way out of the grim reali-
ties of working-class life and a tool that allows 
them to generate efficacy and optimism about 
the future. This is despite the fact that most do 
not have the knowledge or practical guidance 
to successfully navigate the landscape of 
higher education. Rural youth aspire to college 
at the same rate as nonrural youth (Howley 
2006), though they lag in enrollment and com-
pletion (Byun, Meece, and Irvin 2012; Clark, 
Harper, and Weber 2022, this issue). The lack 
of economic opportunities in rural places is 
thought to be a primary driver of outmigration 
(McLaughlin, Shoff, and Demi 2014; Petrin, 
Schafft, and Meece 2014), leading to rural pop-
ulation loss (Hamilton et al. 2008; Johnson and 
Lichter 2019) and the well-publicized rural 
brain drain (Carr and Kefalas 2009; Sherman 
and Sage 2011). In this issue, Ashley Niccolai, 
Sarah Damaske, and Jason Park (2022) find that 
rural women from working-class families re-
port more pressure to go to college than rural 
men, though these rural, working-class men 
still sometimes report feeling pressure from 
family to secure a middle-class life, which often 
involves education beyond high school. Ryan 
Parsons’s ethnography of the Central Delta in 
the companion issue to this one illustrates—
perhaps unwittingly—the intimate connection 
between the aspirations for upward mobility 
and higher education in the imaginations of 
rural youth, even when that pathway is fraught 
with obstacles (2022).

In keeping with the ubiquitous societal em-
phasis on postsecondary education, the most 

common labor-market advancement strategy 
among the men in this study is upskilling, or 
any training or credentialing beyond a high 
school diploma or equivalent.6 As shown in ta-
ble 1, a plurality of the men in the study have 
attempted or completed postsecondary educa-
tion or training: about one-fifth earned a cre-
dential; another one-fifth attended some col-
lege but failed to earn a degree; and another 
one-fifth earned an associate or bachelor’s de-
gree. Among those who earned credentials, the 
most common was a commercial driver’s li-
cense (CDL), earned by five men. Three of the 
five acquired their CDL to do long-haul truck-
ing; the other two drive locally, which is defined 
as routes that do not require an overnight stay, 
even if sometimes they require travel to other 
states. Several men earned a credential in auto 
mechanics; two men became emergency med-
ical technicians (EMTs); and two completed 
training at the police academy. For those who 
earned an associate degree, most were for vo-
cational or technical training, and most were 
earned from for-profit entities. Most of the 
bachelor’s degrees were from nonprofit 
schools, all within the state of Pennsylvania.

The emphasis in this analysis is not on the 
fact that many men pursued higher education, 
but instead on why they did. On its face, it 
seems in keeping with the college-for-all litera-
ture, as well as Silva and Snellman’s (2018) re-
cent findings that working-class young adults 
see education as a way to “save themselves” 
from working-class futures. However, I argue 
that the prevalence of higher education among 
the men in this study is evidence—not of col-
lege for all or working-class escape—but as a 
way of reinforcing rural, working-class mascu-
linity. This interpretation suggests a unique in-
strumentality of education for men who grew 
up and stayed in rural America.

The first evidence for this interpretation is 
in the substance of the men’s postsecondary 
choices. These men pursued credentials to be 
truck drivers, medical technicians, auto and 
bicycle mechanics, and police officers. They 
sought associate degrees in electrical technol-
ogy, welding and fabrication, X-ray technol-
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ogy, and wildlife management. Two men in 
the study pursued higher education in art, yet 
both use that training primarily as tattoo art-
ists. For many of the men, these interests can 
be traced to high school, when many were part 
of vocational-technical programs, pursuing 
everything from computer-aided drafting to 
culinary arts to automotive technology. Al-
though the local plant or mill no longer exists 
as the inevitable place to live into a working-
class destiny, these men still see themselves 
as working class, enacting that identity in a 
much broader and more fragmented milieu 
than their fathers. These men continue to 
want working-class jobs, and they value the 
“masculine” nature of such work: working 
with their hands, often outside, sometimes 
autonomously. For these men, postsecondary 
education is a way to strengthen—not create 
distance from—a traditional vision of rural, 
working-class masculinity.

Additionally, men were quick to abandon 
education if they felt it was not serving the 
practical end of helping them secure working-
class work. Derek and Mark are examples of 
men who left their postsecondary pursuits be-
fore finishing because they received job offers 
in the fields they were training to enter. Derek 
did a semester at a technical college, and be-
sides not feeling suited for more classroom 
schooling, he was convinced to leave school 
when he got a job offer: “when I got that phone 
call that really made my mind up that I was 
definitely done because I can go learn as an ap-
prentice. In that industry, they’d rather see an 
apprenticeship than a degree. You know, this 
is hands-on, this guy knows what he’s doing, 
so that’s another reason I took the job.”

Mark was involved in firefighting as far back 
as high school and enrolled in a community 
college across the state to study firefighting. 
However, just two months into the program, he 
was recruited to be a paid firefighter, so he left 
school for work. Christian was also impatient 
with higher education. After high school, he en-
rolled to get an associate degree in electrical 
technology, but he said he was tired of being 
broke, “got impatient,” and returned home to 
work in a factory before earning his degree. As 
he said, “I wanted money; I’d work, instead of 
be broke and be in school.”

A second unique feature in the approach to 
higher education among these men is that pa-
per credentials matter less than a demon-
strated ability to do the job, a mark of rural 
place where reputation and relationships are 
valued above formal education. Randy came 
from a long line of electricians and was poised 
to join them in the family business, but his 
family wanted him to earn his associate degree 
before taking over. He enrolled at a local tech-
nical school but struggled because he was not 
learning anything new: “When you have teach-
ers instructing you and you feel that you know 
more than they do, it’s just a little awkward to 
be there, but I had an unfair advantage.” Randy 
said he often found himself wandering the 
halls because he was “so bored.” However, he 
stuck with the program because his family 
wanted him to have the credential. He made 
the best of it, bonding with another student: 
“And I got lucky,” Randy said, “there was an-
other kid in the class that had been around 
construction and wired his grandparents’ 
whole house, and I mean, he had some good 
knowledge and we kind of palled around to-
gether.” When Randy earned his degree, he 
went back home to work in the family business, 
which thrived off reputation, not educational 
credentials:

I do very little advertising because most the 
time the bang for the buck is just not there. 
So, I don’t do a lot of that and the people com-
ing in, it’s just nice to see where they heard 
from you. And a lot of it’s just word of mouth 
reputation in town; I can’t take credit for all 
that cause between granddad and my dad and 
uncle it’s a strong name through town, so I’m 
living off of that. I think I’ve improved it. . . . 
I’ve only had one person ever ask for the cer-
tificate. . . . they just needed somebody’s 
creds to have on file.

Jeremiah, whose father was a contractor, 
also struggled with the limitations of school. 
After completing the architecture and design 
concentration in his high school Vo-Tech pro-
gram, he enrolled in a local technical college. 
He thought he would be permitted to place out 
of some entry-level courses, so he was frus-
trated to learn after arriving on campus that 
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7. For a full discussion, see Austin, Glaeser, and Summers 2018; Tavernise 2019.

was not an option. He tried to make the best of 
it, but he lost interest after crossing the instruc-
tor: 

So, I just kind of went with it and I went to the 
class and I thought, “Well, maybe they’ll, 
maybe there will be something different that 
I’ll learn, and I’ll learn a better way of doing 
something.” But they were teaching on an 
older, outdated version of CAD and they were 
teaching an older, outdated way of doing 
things. And, so, like, we got a drawing packet 
at the beginning of the semester with, like, 
fifty drawings in it, and we had to have them 
all done by the end of the semester. And by 
the end of the second week, I had all of my 
drawings done and I was showing the other 
kids in the class the shortcuts and the key-
strokes to get through the program. The 
teacher was not happy with me telling every-
body how to get around the involved process 
of doing things. I kind of, I just stopped going 
to class. So, since participation and being 
there was so much of the grade, like, I kind  
of . . . I did all right, I think I got Cs and maybe 
a couple Bs, but I was not in it to go to class. 
So, I stopped going to class and started party-
ing and hanging out with my friends and, you 
know, doing other things, so yeah.

Jeremiah stayed one more semester but 
dropped his major “because I knew all of that 
stuff and I didn’t want to do it again.” He took 
mostly general education requirements, and 
then left the school after a year with no degree.

As we saw with Randy, small businesses in 
the area rely on the strength of the business’ 
reputation. This dynamic also applies to em-
ployers when they seek prospective employees, 
at least when it comes to jobs that have some 
technical requirement. Brett, who runs a tow-
ing company, talked at some length about the 
challenges of staffing. For drivers, simply hav-
ing a CDL is not enough. He said they have 
gone to having a trial period with prospective 
drivers: “what we started doing with drivers, we 
bring them in for three days if possible. And we 
do a trial with them for three days. And I can 
tell you whether or not they’re going to be able 

to run a truck after those three days.” Thomas 
and Cameron, both self-employed contractors 
who are responsible for assembling their work 
crews, also spoke of the importance of reputa-
tion and reliability in their workers.

Geogr aphic Mobilit y
Evidence shows that both intra-county and 
inter-county migration rates have dropped sig-
nificantly in recent decades (Austin, Glaeser, 
and Summers 2018) to the point that Americans 
are moving less than at any point on record 
(Tavernise 2019). Reasons for this slowdown are 
myriad, but include the high cost of housing in 
some areas (Glaeser and Saiz 2003), land-use 
restrictions (Herkenhoff, Ohanian, and Prescott 
2018), and a reduction in the wage premium for 
less-educated workers in dense urban centers 
(Autor 2020).7 Yet despite these barriers to mo-
bility, a sense among policymakers prevails 
that less-educated men living in areas with lim-
ited employment opportunities should move 
(Yglesias 2013). Evidence indicates that college-
educated workers (Cadena and Kovak 2016; 
Wozniak 2010) and immigrants (Cadena and 
Kovak 2016) are much more willing to move for 
economic opportunities than nongraduates 
and non-immigrants. Niccolai, Damaske, and 
Park (2022, this issue) find that rural men (and 
women) were often unwilling to leave the area 
or commute long distances for work opportu-
nities. However, a sense in much of the litera-
ture on rural aspirations is that those with 
skills and aspirations need to leave rural places 
if they are to succeed (Carr and Kefalas 2009; 
Schafft and Jackson 2010).

Contrary to national trends and existing ac-
ademic literature, almost one-third of the men 
in this study have moved out of state for work. 
However, these moves are far from the strategic 
ventures hoped for by policymakers. The most 
common approach was to move away for brief 
periods on prospecting trips, where men move 
without a job in search of better opportunities. 
In most cases, the men were single at the time 
of the move, and the move was accompanied 
by little plan. Men often moved to a place 
where they had family or friends but no con-
crete job prospects. Sometimes they managed 
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to find a job, but other times, they did not and 
returned home. In virtually all cases, the epi-
sode was relatively short-lived, and the men 
eventually ended up back in northwestern 
Pennsylvania. Of course, given the nature of 
these cases, I cannot know whether some men 
took similar measures but found work else-
where and stayed. It is the case that among 
those in this sample who moved away but re-
turned, the men both had trouble making it 
work elsewhere and expressed a longing for 
home.

William is a good example of these prospect-
ing trips. He served in the navy after high 
school, and after he was discharged, he moved 
into an already crowded house in Ohio with his 
Dad, his uncle and his wife, and grandmother. 
William worked a few jobs, none of which led 
to advancement, and then he also found him-
self the primary caregiver for his aging grand-
mother, which was too much: “I, as a twenty-
one or so year old kid, like I couldn’t handle 
like watching my grandmother deteriorate, let 
alone be in charge of her care.” He returned 
home to northwestern Pennsylvania, but after 
having no luck finding meaningful work, he de-
cided to try his luck in North Carolina, where 
he had been stationed in the service: “And then 
I went down to North Carolina, um tried to get 
work down there. Ended up working, uh, paint-
ing houses. Did that for a little while. Worked 
in the food service industry on base for a while. 
And then wrecked my car, got a DUI. And then 
from there, uh, spent the ten days in jail and 
then hitchhiked back home [to Pennsylvania].”

For Zach and Scott, their moves out of state 
were attempts to make clean breaks, at least for 
a season. For Zach, who had a bout with cancer 
not long after high school, his move was a 
chance to get away. He moved in with his sister 
in Kentucky and stocked shelves at a grocery 
store at night: “I just wanted to get away for a 
while, everything had been so crazy with chemo 
and everything, and I was just kind of over be-
ing in the area and was just ready to try some-
thing else.” He thought it would be a long-term 
move, but he was not making enough to pay his 
bills, plus a nascent relationship with a woman 
back home started to get more serious over the 
miles. For Scott, his move was a chance to 
break bad habits: “I moved to Florida. Um, I 

tried to set myself straight once. Um, I kind of 
got stuck in the alcohol world, um, and I had a, 
a relative that um, lived in Florida at the time, 
so I um, I moved down there, kind of got my 
life a little more sober, I guess. Um, I moved 
back, and I don’t know what could’ve been, be-
cause I wasn’t there long enough, so.”

He moved in with a cousin and his cousin’s 
grandparents, but failed to find work, so moved 
back after just a couple months. He missed his 
friends and, like Zach, he “was talking to some-
body” before he left, which also made it hard 
to stay away.

Although some men were escaping things 
when they moved, others moved to pursue con-
crete opportunities elsewhere. Thomas learned 
masonry from his father and grandfather  
and carpentry from a man he worked for in 
high school. He worked a few carpentry and 
contracting jobs during and after high school, 
but he was lured to the western United States 
to work for a cousin. He lived with a couple 
friends, worked hard, and played harder: “We 
flipped houses. The economy there was great. 
 . . . [W]e made bank, but I drank a lot, and a lot 
of that bank was going straight to the bar.” After 
a while, he moved back to northwestern Penn-
sylvania and took a job with another friend. 
Thomas described life out west as “fast-paced” 
and the people of northwestern Pennsylvania 
as “more genuine.” In the end, he said that he 
“couldn’t imagine living anywhere else [than 
northwestern Pennsylvania].”

The move out of state also worked out—for 
a time—for men like Sean and Doug. Sean, the 
EMT later turned law enforcement officer, also 
had a stint working in North Carolina: “Then I, 
and eventually I went to North Carolina ’cause 
I was just frustrated with not being able to find 
something around here.” He had an aunt and 
uncle near Charlotte, and although they did 
not have a close relationship, he reached out 
and they invited him to stay there until he got 
on his feet. Sean initially lived with his family 
and took a job at the “steel manufacturing 
place” where his uncle worked while he put in 
other applications. He eventually got a job at a 
utility company and made relatively good 
money. He enjoyed the weather, but he also 
said he always looked forward to his annual 
hunting trip with his father back in Pennsylva-
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nia. After living in North Carolina for a time 
and without much explanation, he said he just 
moved back to northwestern Pennsylvania and 
has been back ever since: “it’s nice to live here.”

When examining geographic mobility, a nar-
row focus on out-of-state residential moves 
misses other mobility measures, such as taking 
jobs that require travel or enlisting in the mili-
tary. These decisions show a willingness to 
spend time away from home and family for eco-
nomic opportunity. About 10 percent of the 
men in this study at one point took jobs that 
required extensive travel, such as joining itiner-
ant work crews or long-haul truck driving. For 
most who did itinerant work, the job was usu-
ally taken when they were young and unmar-
ried; it was a chance to make money and see a 
bit more of the state or country. Brad worked 
locally after high school, but “then came an op-
portunity and that’s when I started traveling 
through the United States doing like rubber 
roofing. And that’s what really started me going 
elsewhere throughout like the United States. 
Just going places that normally people don’t get 
to go to, let alone me going twenty plus places 
every year.”

Similarly, Jeff worked for a time as part of a 
traveling crew that repaired kilns. He stayed 
relatively close to home—Ohio, West Virginia, 
and other parts of Pennsylvania—but he found 
it a nice diversion from home:

We didn’t know what was going to be next, 
when the job was going to be. You know, I was 
just dating. . . . at the time. It was kind of a 
nice getaway. It kind of got boring [at home] 
’cause, you know, I had a girlfriend that 
couldn’t go and do anything, you know. But, 
but it was, it was different. You got to see 
some different places. Um, uh, you know, just 
the thrill of working on the road and the ho-
tel. At least you get that experience. It’s not; 
it’s not all it’s psyched up to be, you know. It’s 
pretty boring, but also made good money.

Several of the men tried long-haul trucking, 
which tended to pay better than jobs available 
locally but also took a toll on relationships. In 
fact, all but one of the men doing this type of 
long-distance travel for work eventually moved 
on. Dan took a voluntary layoff from a ware-

house to get his CDL and start long-haul driv-
ing, but he lasted only about six months, find-
ing he missed home too much. With a newborn 
at home, Nick knew he needed more employ-
ment certainty than his work at the local fac-
tory provided, which had started rolling layoffs: 
“I came across an ad in the paper to, uh, go 
driving and learn to become a CDL driver.” The 
company paid all the training costs if the driver 
stayed with them for six months, so Nick gave 
them seven months, then moved to what he 
saw as a better company. However, he still did 
not like being away, so he eventually began al-
ternating between long-haul and local driving: 
“There wasn’t enough money in this area to 
make . . . to provide for the things that was go-
ing on here, but I always wanted to be back here 
because I wanted to see my child, you know? I 
missed out on a lot of things while I was out 
driving. So, I kind of bounced back and forth 
like trying to save up some money and do the 
on the road thing and come back here and get 
a job until I just couldn’t take it anymore ’cause 
we weren’t making ends meet.”

When his marriage ended, in part because 
of his infidelity, Nick went back to long-haul 
driving, although he was frustrated with the 
larger trucking companies because they had no 
regard for his scheduling requests, such as 
when he wanted to be home for weekends 
when he had his daughter. He eventually 
moved exclusively to local driving, which he has 
been doing for almost ten years.

Jared also paid a high price for his time over 
the road. He had already earned his CDL for a 
previous job—although it had lapsed—and he 
found himself in a period of job transition. Like 
Nick, an advertisement caught his attention. 
Jared took a three-and-a-half-day bus trip to 
Phoenix to take his road test, which he passed. 
But Jared minced no words about the long-term 
outcome of driving: “And I said, yeah, and I 
climbed in a truck, started driving, got married 
like seven months later, drive for seven more 
years over the road, got a divorce—job killed 
my marriage.” He learned his wife had been 
cheating while he was away on runs, and the 
marriage ended soon after.

An overlooked mobility measure, especially 
among minority, working-class, and rural men, 
is joining the military (Butler and Moskos 1996; 
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Kleykamp 2006; Silva 2013; Sykes and Bailey 
2020; Woodward 2000). The role of military ser-
vice as a geographic mobility strategy deserves 
particular attention in rural context, given that 
rural youth enroll in military service at higher 
rates than their urban counterparts (Kane 2005; 
O’Hare and Bishop 2006), and past work has 
highlighted how rural and military masculini-
ties overlap and reinforce one another (Wood-
ward 2000). Rural men pay a price for their ser-
vice: rural soldiers are at a greater risk for 
suicide (McCarthy et al. 2012) and were a dis-
proportionate share of the casualties during 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (O’Hare and 
Bishop 2006). In this study, nearly one-fifth of 
the men enlisted in the military and were 
trained, stationed, or deployed out of state or 
overseas. In many cases, the men enlisted with 
plans of a military career, but none fulfilled 
those plans once exposed to the rigors of mili-
tary life and the trauma of combat. The main 
line of argument here is not whether the mili-
tary yielded a stable career, but simply that the 
decision to enlist meant leaving the confines of 
home.

Many of these geographic mobility deci-
sions have a gendered component. In some 
cases, the lack of a romantic partner lowered 
the stakes for taking a prospecting trip or join-
ing the military. In others, it was the connec-
tion to a girlfriend that drew the men back to 
the area when out-of-state moves did not pay 
immediate dividends. For others, their mobil-
ity in search of opportunity put such a strain 
on their relationships that several ended in di-
vorce. This status as “tied movers” also applies 
to the connection of men with their children. 
In a few cases, custody arrangements and a de-
sire to be near noncustodial children kept men 
local when they might have otherwise moved. 
For some men, the fact that family is often a 
motivator for men to get serious about work 
echoes the process found among urban fami-
lies (Edin and Kefalas 2007). Those in mar-
riages and partnerships most often had a 
household-level livelihood strategy, marking a 
return to a previous mode of family life that 
predates the male breadwinner model (Cherlin 
2014). Although this does not represent a total 
breakdown of traditional gender roles around 
tasks like caregiving, a sense in some of these 

partnerships is that the rigidity of certain roles 
has eroded.

Occupational Fle xibilit y
Although many studies indicate that men who 
enter female-dominant occupations are re-
warded with job security and wage growth (Bu-
dig 2002; Cognard-Black 2004; Dill, Price-Glynn, 
and Rakovski 2016; Williams 1992, 2013), men 
have still been slow to enter female-dominated 
fields (England 2010; Wootton 1997). Consistent 
with existing evidence, only a few of the men in 
this study have worked in gender-atypical oc-
cupations. Justin used his GI Bill to get a degree 
in elementary education and is currently the 
only male teacher or staff in his entire elemen-
tary school, which is private: “I’m the only guy 
in the building really most days.” Paul, who 
worked in manual labor for more than a decade, 
found himself in need of work and used a con-
nection to get a job working the front desk at a 
drug and alcohol treatment facility. Two men 
in the study left the formal labor force com-
pletely for a time, in consultation with their 
wives or partners, to stay at home and be the 
primary caregiver for their children. Alex and 
Gary work in direct care, and Phil works as a 
registered nurse (RN). Yet these examples were 
relatively rare. How does rural masculinity 
show up in the narratives of these men regard-
ing their occupational choices, especially for 
men who have worked in or considered gender-
atypical employment?

Health care is one field in particular where 
observers have expected working-class men to 
enter in greater numbers (Miller 2017) given 
projections of robust demand and higher 
wages (Cottingham 2013; Dill, Price-Glynn, and 
Rakovski 2016). The message that employment 
in health care is potentially lucrative has got-
ten through to the men in this study. Jerry, 
among the youngest in the study at age twenty-
one, enrolled in the local branch campus ini-
tially as a pre-nursing major: “I went to pre-
nursing . . . because I’ve heard a lot of good 
stuff about nursing industry or the health-care 
industry just they’re being in demand. It’s a 
wide variety of possible jobs for nurses. And so 
like, ‘What the hell? Let’s get money.’” A few 
other men considered health care and even 
started school in nursing. William, who had 
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field medical service support school training 
while in the navy, tried to use that training to 
get a job as a medical assistant after discharge, 
but “none of that counts, you still have to go 
back and get re-trained on whatever.” He opted 
for a job at a car dealership that was immedi-
ately available and never pursued health care. 
Jeff, who went on to become a master carpen-
ter, initially enrolled in school to start a nurs-
ing degree. Scott, a military veteran who has 
worked mostly in fast food, took steps to work 
at a nursing home, thinking it would open the 
door to other opportunities: “I thought maybe 
if I started there, then I could become the next 
step in the nursing, the nursing neighborhood, 
and actually get into like, a hospital.” Brad—
who is a recovering opioid addict and currently 
receives Social Security Disability benefits—
said he would like to go back to school for nurs-
ing because “I like helping people.” Gary got 
the closest to a health-care career, enrolling in 
an eighteen-month course to become a li-
censed practical nurse (LPN). Having been laid 
off, he began LPN training but was only part-
way through the program when his unemploy-
ment insurance (UI) ran out. Without the sup-
port of UI, Gary had to leave the training to 
return to work. But he explained his hopes of 
a career change because “I’m getting too bro-
ken to do a lot of construction anymore.” The 
fact that so many men in this study explored 
health care as a possible career suggests that 
some of the gendered barriers to this type of 
work might be weakening.

This is also true in the rhetoric men used 
about so-called pink-collar jobs. When the is-
sue of being willing to work in a pink-collar job 
was raised in the interview, the only objections 
concerned the duties required of the position, 
not the nature of the job. For example, Zach—
who dropped out of art school and works as a 
graphic designer and tattoo artist—said he 
“wouldn’t have anything against that [working 
in a female-typed job]” but he doesn’t see him-
self as “really good with hands-on health-care 
stuff.” Jordan replied, “a couple of my best 
friends are guys that are nurses and it gets, gets 
to a point where, uh, acclimated in that, um, so 
yeah.” At the suggestion of working in a female-
dominated occupation, Corey grounded his re-
sponse in his own masculinity, which he said 

was secure enough to handle such work: “I 
wouldn’t think twice [about working in a 
female-dominated job]; I don’t care. I know I’m 
a man, you know.” Overall, there are indica-
tions—both in men’s actions and rhetoric—
that the gendered barriers to certain types of 
historically female-dominated work are weak-
ening.

Yet despite evidence among the men in this 
study of an openness to traditionally female-
dominated jobs, these experiences of men in 
this study reveal at least two remaining barri-
ers: remnants of a traditional rural masculinity 
and the formal education required to obtain 
middle-skill, gender-atypical occupations. The 
former barrier is seen in the experiences of two 
men from the study who work in female-
dominated roles: Paul, who worked for years in 
manual labor and now works the front desk for 
a drug and alcohol rehab facility, and Phil, an 
RN. Although Paul spoke forcefully against 
those who diminish his work, it is also clear 
that he faces gendered resistance in his work 
that might create role strain for him over time:

In a way, really what I do now, I answer phones 
all day. I . . . I get, I answer the phones so 
much, and like I said, I don’t think this way, 
but for somebody else you know, you know, 
some of the older men that I work with, the 
drivers, they’re kind of rough around the 
edges. And one guy in particular, you know, 
“Where’s your skirt at?,” you know? “Listen, 
buddy, I’ll show you where my skirt’s at,” you 
know? You know, but let me tell you, what if I 
ever, you know, you’re . . . that thinking, they 
. . . I don’t pull any punches with anybody. 
That thinking, I’ll put it in place every time. 
And there’s no place for it anymore. There 
was never a place for it period. Um . . . and as 
I said, I’m not gonna let you get away with it 
and me, I don’t care, but it’s that type of 
thinking that takes women that could prob-
ably do your job better than you, feeling un-
comfortable, demoralizes them and I ain’t 
gonna let you do it. You have daughters, you 
have mothers, you have aunt, grandmother, 
how’d you like it if you watched somebody do 
that to them? And I have four daughters, and 
my youngest one will put you in your place, 
too. So, I’m not gonna let it happen.
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Phil has also experienced gendered resis-
tance in his work as a nurse. He describes the 
culture as offering only two options for men: 
“It’s kind of funny because northwestern Penn-
sylvania is such a strange area in terms of hu-
man sexuality and gender views and everything 
like that. It’s like, you either wear camo or 
you’re gay. That’s essentially the mindset of the 
people around here.” Phil describes himself as 
not being attracted to the hunting culture, in-
stead seeing himself as “an artsy, music, and 
poetry and literature type of person.” He did 
not listen to country music, preferring rock-n-
roll and following pop culture. Influenced mu-
sically and in fashion by some of the guitarists 
he liked, he would wear pink shirts or skinny 
jeans and be questioned by peers and his fam-
ily: “That’s gay” or “You look like a girl.” Al-
though not gay himself, he says he sometimes 
got covert requests to meet up from closeted 
men in the area.

Because of his experience navigating gender, 
Phil said nursing school did not bother him, 
but he still called it “an extreme experience.” 
Of the thirty-six people who started in his class, 
three were men: two straight, one gay. Fourteen 
of the thirty-six original students graduated: 
twelve women, two men. This gender disparity 
has carried forward into his work as a nurse: 
“So, like my peers throughout college were  
so strange because here I am, a seventeen-, 
eighteen-year-old kid, sitting with these thirty-
year-old women. It’s just bizarre. It’s a very 
strange mix. Then the same thing in the work-
place for me today. I work with late-twenties to 
sixty-year-old women. There’s two other male 
nurses at the hospital.”

Phil says his coworkers “have never made a 
deal about me being a male nurse,” but that 
gendered expectations crop up at work. Some 
concern patient expectations, such as how he 
is often mistaken for a doctor even after he ex-
plains he’s a nurse. Conversely, he sees pa-
tients, especially older ones, often surprised 
when the doctor is a woman. When he is carry-
ing out his duties, sometimes female patients 
who require toileting prefer a female nurse. But 
he also describes unwritten rules about who 
treats which case: “It’s kind of funny, like in the 
ER, like if there’s a male gender urinary prob-
lem that comes in, like it’s just kind of under-

stood like that’s my patient. Female genital or 
urinary problem that comes in, that’s, you 
know, one of the other nurses’ patients.” In re-
flecting on how gender might play out at work, 
he also realized—in the act of speaking—that 
he is not sure the legality of one of the hospi-
tal’s rules: “I was told when I got hired there—
I don’t even know if this is legal, but I was told 
when I got hired there that I wasn’t allowed to 
work in OB because I was a male. They didn’t 
let males work in OB there. I don’t know. I was 
like nineteen at the time, I had no interest in 
working in OB anyway, so I was like, “Okay. 
That’s fine.” But come to think of it now, I don’t 
know if that’s really even . . . if that’s legal.”

The second barrier to men entering female-
dominated among the men in this study is the 
need for formal education to get the more lu-
crative, middle-skill health-care jobs—school-
ing that many of these men do not desire or are 
not suited to complete. Phil took the most di-
rect path to a nursing credential (an associate 
degree), but it still required five semesters of 
college that left him $20,000 in debt, despite 
grants and scholarships, working part time, 
and living at home. Although Phil makes al-
most $30 an hour—wages that place him 
among the top-fifth of men in this study—he 
does not make more than other men in the 
study who work in male-typed occupations that 
require virtually no postsecondary education. 
Table 2 shows the men in the study who make 
at least $15 an hour with their current occupa-
tion or industry. Most jobs in this list are tradi-
tionally male-typed and do not require as much 
formal education as Phil completed.

Short of earning at least an associate degree, 
the options for entry-level health-care jobs are 
less appealing. For example, Alex, who works as 
a direct care assistant at a nursing home, makes 
just $8.25 an hour after five years on the job. Al-
though Alex’s pay and rate of promotion are 
perhaps unusually low, Gary—whose effort to 
earn his LPN credential was cut short—makes 
just $12.50 an hour working third shift as a per-
sonal care aide for a man with disabilities. 
Gary’s wage, the equivalent of about $26,000 
per year, does not distinguish itself from most 
male-typed manual work available in the area. 
Paul, the front desk attendant who defended 
his work against the harassment of male col-



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 m o v i n ’  o n  u p ? 	 81

leagues, makes just $13 an hour after six years 
on the job, which is still more than three dollars 
an hour less than he made doing maintenance 
for a local municipality, his first job after high 
school. Overall, despite the apparent openness 
of these men to traditionally female-dominated 
occupations and the steps that some of them 
took toward these jobs, barriers remain: the 
cultural cost for some men to switch into 
female-typed occupations; the availability of at 
least some traditionally male-typed work that 
pays comparably or better; and the educational 
requirements to access the better-paying, 
female-typed jobs. Therefore, even if cultural 
barriers to nontraditional work continue to di-
minish, it may take the further erosion of tra-
ditionally male-dominated occupations to push 
more men into female-typed jobs.

Conclusion
Over the past few decades, economic and tech-
nological changes have extracted a large cost 
for many workers, including less-educated 
men. Real male earnings today are lower than 

in the 1970s (Greenstone and Looney 2011; 
Mishel et al. 2012). Among full-time, full-year 
male workers, all but college-educated men 
have experienced double-digit decreases in 
inflation-adjusted mean earnings since 1969 
(Greenstone and Looney 2011). Job quality for 
has also declined: the adequacy of employer-
sponsored health insurance benefits has de-
creased (Collins, Gunja, and Doty 2017; Martin 
et al. 2011); job stability for men is lower (Hol-
lister 2011); and involuntary part-time jobs and 
irregular work hours have increased (Finnigan 
2018; Glauber 2017); and the share of men work-
ing full-time has decreased substantially, 
(Greenstone and Looney 2011) as has that of 
those looking for work at all (Abraham and Ke-
arney 2018). These seismic changes have led 
policymakers and other observers to wonder 
why less-educated men have not been doing 
more to improve their labor-market positions 
(Semuels 2017; Strain 2014; Williams 2017; Ygle-
sias 2013).

Based on life history interviews with sixty-
one working-class men living in rural Pennsyl-

Table 2. Men with Effective Hourly Rates of at Least $15 an Hour (N = 18)

Name
Age at  

Interview
Current Occupation  
or Industry

Effective 
Hourly  
Wage

Jeremiah 38 manufacturing $15.00
Derek 40 commercial driver $16.75
Cameron 33 self-employed contractor $17.31
Wes 34 operations $19.95
Seth* 40 manufacturing $21.65
Phil* 26 nurse $24.00
Thomas 32 self-employed contractor $25.00
Sean 39 law enforcement $26.00
Jacob* 38 law enforcement $27.11
Don 43 oil and gas $29.00
Jeff* 25 master carpenter $29.61
Sam 37 manufacturing management $30.29
Dustin* 46 hospital administration $31.00
Vince 39 higher education $36.06
Dennis* 33 utilities $37.50
Austin* 46 federal government $44.62
Todd 46 self-employed $72.11
Larry 35 oil and gas $96.00

Source: Author’s tabulation.
*Indicates union member
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vania, this article explored the ways in which 
rural, working-class men do—and do not—
seek to improve their labor-market positions. 
The evidence presented in this article shows 
that men are making many efforts to improve 
their labor-market position, but there are mis-
understandings about why working-class men 
adopt the strategies they do. First, a majority of 
men in this study have pursued some sort of 
postsecondary education or training. However, 
these men view postsecondary education as a 
way to strengthen—not escape from—their 
identities as rural, working-class men. Addi-
tionally, men are quick to abandon education 
if they are offered a job. Moreover, formal edu-
cational credentials are less valued in a rural 
setting where personal reputation and a dem-
onstrated ability to do the job mean more than 
certificates or degrees.

Second, despite evidence that Americans in 
general are moving less for work, one-third of 
the men in this study have moved out of state 
for work. But rather than move with a job offer 
in hand or choose a location strategically based 
on the availability of good, working-class jobs, 
most often the men go on prospecting trips 
where they move without a job or a plan, usu-
ally to a place where they have a personal con-
nection, in hopes of a fresh start. These moves 
sometimes result in employment and a change 
of residence, but in other cases, men are unsuc-
cessful in developing attachments and return 
home. Further, looking at interstate moves 
alone misses other mobility measures men use 
to improve their labor-market prospects, such 
as taking jobs that require extensive travel or 
enlisting in the military.

Finally, although only a few men have 
worked in gender-atypical occupations, several 
more have considered it and almost none of 
them express hostility to the idea. Yet the few 
in this study who are in female-dominated jobs 
testify to resistance from family and peers, in-
dicating that certain cultural barriers remain 
entrenched, perhaps particularly in rural Amer-
ica. Moreover, the most lucrative jobs in female-
dominated fields require at least some formal 
education, a barrier for most of these men, es-
pecially when comparably paying, male-typed 
jobs remain. Given the cultural cost for some 
men to switch careers, the low pay of much 

female-typed work, and the availability of at 
least some traditional work that pays well, it 
will likely take the further decimation of less-
skilled, male-dominated occupations to push 
more men into female-dominated jobs.

This study contributes to our knowledge of 
the intersection between identity and work. We 
have long known of the interaction between 
gender and work, particularly how masculinity 
plays a role in the labor-market choices and ex-
periences of men. This article builds on this 
foundation by extending and updating the in-
quiry to include rural, working-class men. For 
the men in this study, attachment to rural place 
and their identities as rural, working-class men 
exert great influence over their educational, 
economic, and labor-force decisions in ways 
that make them look different from other 
working-class men.

This article has several limitations. One is 
the narrow focus on white, working-class men. 
Future explorations of work among working-
class men in rural America should explore the 
ways in which other racial or ethnic identities 
affect labor-market strategies. Another limita-
tion is the use of a single field site, which leaves 
open the possibility that dynamics may be dif-
ferent in other rural places, not to mention ur-
ban and suburban places. Further, this study 
captures only men who lived in the field site at 
the time of recruitment, which misses those 
who were born in the study site but have moved 
away and not returned. It is possible that out-
migrants are qualitatively different from those 
who returned or remained, although it is also 
possible that some of those who left went to 
other rural areas. Future work could attend to 
both those who stay and those who leave—and 
why. Finally, these interviews were conducted 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 
roiled the labor market for many groups (Ca-
jner et al. 2020; Kesler and Bash 2021; Schieman 
et al. 2021). Early evidence has shown a white 
male labor-market advantage during COVID 
(Dias 2021), although not all analyses are sensi-
tive to the effects of education or rurality. It is 
too early to say how the pandemic affected 
these men’s employment and how their labor-
market strategies did—or did not—change. 
Even when the pre-COVID American economy 
was in an extended period of low unemploy-
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ment, many workers—especially those with 
less education—struggled to find adequate em-
ployment and livable wages. It should be a con-
tinued priority for social scientists and policy-
makers to better understand the reasons why 
workers do—and do not—seek to improve their 
prospects, in rural places and beyond.
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agriculture, manufacturing, fossil fuel mining, 
and drilling—experienced industry collapse 
over the past thirty years (Marcus and Krupnick 
2017; Nelson 2016; Schafft and Jackson 2010). 
Concerned with the human impact of these 
economic changes, researchers and policymak-
ers alike have decried a rural “brain drain”—an 
out-migration pattern by which bright, moti-
vated, and educated young people flee their 
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The dominant popular narrative surrounding 
rural life in the United States is a tale of eco-
nomic downturn: rural youth, according to 
popular lore, must either abandon their rural 
roots or remain tied to the economic peril that 
has come to define these lands (Gibbs and 
Cromartie 1994; Schell and Silva 2020; Vazzana 
and Rudi-Polloshka 2019). Indeed, many indus-
tries once key for rural communities’ vitality—
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small hometowns in the pursuit of education 
and work (Carr and Kefalas 2010; Petrin, Schafft, 
and Meece 2014). During this same period, 
women and men across the economic spec-
trum increased their levels of educational at-
tainment to weather these changing condi-
tions, and families have come to rely on both 
women’s and men’s contributions in the paid 
labor market and at home (Sherman 2009; Di-
Prete and Buchmann 2013). Thus, on the one 
hand, availability of good paying work in com-
munities where rural youth live has declined, 
but, on the other hand, convergence of the cen-
trality of paid work in these youth’s lives has 
grown. This article asks how the tension be-
tween the importance of paid work, family ob-
ligations, and community shape rural youth’s 
aspirations during three key periods in their 
lives—as they finish high school, during their 
initial transition to adulthood, and during a pe-
riod of unemployment later in life.

A well-established body of sociological lit-
erature examines how gender, race, and social 
class shape aspirations and preferences for 
schooling, work, and family (see, for example, 
Davis and Pearce 2007; Vespa 2009). Normative 
gender ideologies shape men and women’s de-
cisions about workforce participation at vari-
ous stages in the life course, even though they 
do not produce singular patterns (Correll 2004). 
Class also appears to shape “planfulness” or 
whether young people create roadmaps toward 
future achievable goals (Schulz and Robinson 
2017); this may be partly because of their disap-
pointment with the labor market or because 
they do not have the necessary financial, cul-
tural, or social capital with which to achieve 
their plans (Bettie 2003; Willis 1977; Silva 2013; 
Hardie forthcoming). Although these studies 
have primarily relied on urban and suburban 
samples, rurality also shapes expectations 
about work and family (Sherman 2009; Nelson 
2016). Moreover, qualitative work suggests that 
youth make decisions early in their lives about 
whether to remain in their rural areas (Carr and 
Kefalas 2010).

Understanding whether these early aspira-
tions may keep people tied to particular loca-
tions even after jobs have left and how these 
beliefs are intertwined with rurality, gender, 
and class may help us identify an important 

mechanism of inequality. To answer these 
questions, we draw on analyses of sixty-eight 
in-depth interviews of men and women who 
grew up in rural counties of Pennsylvania and 
who have remained in Pennsylvania (either in 
their rural communities or in larger metropol-
itan areas). Our findings suggest early aspira-
tions are connected to the importance of rural 
place in participants’ lives (particularly family 
ties), are further shaped by gender and class, 
and change across the life course during transi-
tions into and out of work, particularly when 
these transitions occur in local labor markets 
with few opportunities.

Rur al Youth, Aspir ations, and 
Commitments to Communit y
Historically, rural areas have generally experi-
enced greater net losses of young people than 
of older adults (Cushing 1999). Furthermore, 
the people who leave rural areas tend to be 
more educated and highly trained, and those 
who remain have less education, training, 
lower incomes, and fewer skills (Cushing 1999; 
Gibbs and Cromartie 1994; Mills and Hazarika 
2001).

Recent statistics show that more rural 
youth are attending college than ever before—
though still at disproportionately lower rates 
than their suburban and urban peers (Snyder, 
de Brey, and Dillow 2016; Wells et al. 2019). Yet 
rurality likely shapes aspirations about educa-
tional attainment. Rural parents have lower 
educational expectations for their children and 
are less likely to have graduated college them-
selves (Byun, Meece, and Irvin 2012; Byun et al. 
2012; Israel, Beaulieu, and Hartless 2001; Khat-
tri, Riley, and Kane 1997; Provasnik et al. 2007). 
Additionally, because rural schools are geo-
graphically isolated from urban centers and 
generally supported by a smaller tax base, it is 
not uncommon for them to operate under sig-
nificant budgetary constraints. As a result, 
they generally offer fewer classes and extracur-
ricular activities in support of students’ post-
secondary aspirations (Byun, Meece, and Irvin 
2012; Khattri, Riley, and Kane 1997). Rural stu-
dents may also have concerns about the cost 
of college and may believe that their academic 
records are less competitive for college admis-
sions than those of their suburban and urban 
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peers (Bernsen et al. 2022). Finally, attachment 
to one’s hometown may limit rural students’ 
college options (Turley 2009).

Yet rurality can come with distinct advan-
tages that may increase rural youths’ aspira-
tions for educational attainment and profes-
sional careers. Rural youth tend to have high 
levels of family and community capital, and 
these strong attachments are positively related 
to academic achievement and college com-
pletion (Byun et al. 2012; Petrin, Schafft, and 
Meece 2014). Smaller schools—typical of rural 
communities—tend to generate high levels of 
social capital as they cultivate “feelings of be-
longing and commitment to education beyond 
high school” (Nelson 2019, 98). Thus rural 
youth may be poised to aspire to higher educa-
tional attainment and work.

But the distribution of these community 
resources is unequal; communities often de-
vote significant resources to middle-class 
youth who will likely leave the area, whereas 
those most likely to remain may receive fewer 
of the educational and community resources 
(Drescher et al. 2022; Carr and Kefalas 2010; 
Parsons 2022). Aspirations may be shaped by 
access to these resources. In a qualitative 
study of rural Iowa, Patrick Carr and Maria 
Kefalas (2010) identify four primary patterns 
among rural youth; they find that schools de-
voted significant time, attention, and re-
sources to the group they labeled achievers—
college-bound youth from middle-class 
families thought of as the town’s best and 
brightest. Conversely, rural towns devoted  
less energy and resources to students from 
working-class families who were thought to 
have less academic promise and thus also 
might stay in the community as stayers. But 
not everyone who lacked resources wanted to 
stay; like achievers, seekers were determined 
to leave their hometown (and did), but they 
did not have the same academic and eco-
nomic resources as achievers (Carr and Ke-
falas 2010). Finally, Carr and Kefalas (2010) 
identify returners who were either seekers or 
achievers who eventually circled back to their 
hometown. This study provides a model of 
how rurality and class may shape youth’s 
early aspirations and some later moves, as 
well.

Gendered and Classed Aspirations 
over the Life Course
A life-course approach considers how people’s 
lives unfold and are shaped by social and his-
torical contexts (Elder 1998; Moen and Han 
2001). Moreover, the life-course perspective ex-
amines what happens at transition points, such 
as the end of high school, and how these tran-
sitions are shaped by gender (Moen and Han 
2001; Williams and Han 2003). The perspective 
also sheds light on how early life opportunities 
and constraints shapes the sequencing of their 
future life trajectories (Dannefer 2003; Willson, 
Shuey, and Elder 2007; Damaske and Frech 
2016).

Nested within the life course approach, the 
cumulative advantages and disadvantages per-
spective theorizes that inequalities—such as 
race, social class, and family structure—build 
over time, given that one transition into a 
“good” or “bad” job may lead to a transition 
into another and yet another with conse-
quences both for future employment, as well 
as for other aspects across the life course (Elder 
1998; Dannefer 2003; Willson, Shuey, and Elder 
2007; Frech and Damaske 2019). These aspira-
tions are often classed and gendered (Damaske 
2011; Vespa 2009; Cech 2015; Ovink 2014). 
Importantly, differences in parental advice 
tend to privilege middle-class children who 
usually grow up with more cultural capital than 
working-class children (Lareau 2003; Rohall, 
Milkie, and Lucas 2011). Sarah Damaske (2011) 
argues that middle-class girls typically view col-
lege as the only next step after high school, 
thus delaying decisions about work and family 
until after college—an opportunity that 
working-class girls seldom have. Working-class 
men may look toward work instead of college 
(Holland 2014; Ovink 2014).

Thus the transition from high school to the 
next phase of life may be a crucial moment for 
aspirations. Moreover, given the multiple paths 
toward adulthood that present no clear next 
step after high school, youth may find them-
selves struggling to make decisions about what 
the next right step should be; a decision shaped 
by gender and class (Lippert and Damaske 
2019; Swauger 2010). At multiple transition 
points in young adulthood, gender shapes as-
pirations: high school–aged girls and boys an-
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1. For more detailed information about the interview methodology, see Damaske 2020.

ticipate different majors and jobs (Lips 2004; 
Machung 1989), college-aged students go into 
different majors depending on their gender 
(Mullen 2014), young adult men and women en-
gage in different work strategies in anticipation 
of future goals (Bass 2015), and young adult 
couples negotiate gendered plans for the future 
(Wong 2017). Finally, it may also be true that 
aspirations will continue to change across the 
life course, as roadblocks or new opportunities 
provide new lenses through which to see one’s 
potential (Damaske 2011; Vespa 2009).

Methods
This article focuses on a subset of sixty-eight 
interviews (see table 1) of people who grew up 
in rural areas; it is drawn from a larger study 
conducted from 2013 to 2015 that includes one 
hundred interviews with unemployed working- 
and middle-class men and women. For the 
broader study, participants were recruited from 
Pennsylvania unemployment centers where the 
unemployed were invited to fill out a form to 
indicate participation interest and eligibility. 
Participation was limited to those born be-
tween 1964 and 1985, those who had worked full 
time, and those who experienced an involun-
tary job loss. The sample was further restricted 
to include only those participants who grew up 
in rural (nonmetropolitan) counties, as deter-
mined by the U.S. Office of Management and 
Budget’s 2013 definition of nonmetropolitan and 
described in the Pennsylvania Office of Rural 
Health’s report, “Rural Pennsylvania: Where Is 
It Anyway?” (Center for Rural Pennsylvania 
2014). All participants lived in rural Pennsylva-
nia counties in high school; in adulthood some 
still lived in their counties of birth; others had 
moved to metropolitan counties, but all re-
mained in Pennsylvania.

The interviews were conducted in person 
primarily by the second author and a team of 
graduate students and were an average of 2.5 
hours. All interviews were transcribed. Inter-
view transcripts, field notes, and other pieces 
of data were coded according to categories de-
termined from the literature. We used an itera-
tive process to develop analytic categories, rely-
ing on the existing literature and examining the 

findings for unexpected patterns (Gerson and 
Damaske 2020).1

The aspirations section of the interview (a 
focus of this article) centered on participants’ 
aspirations at the end of their high school ex-
perience, whenever that took place. Partici-
pants were asked a series of questions about 
their expectations about work and family in the 
future, as well as about their parents’ expecta-
tions. The questions included the following: 
First, think back, growing up, did your mother 
or father express any expectations or hopes re-
garding your future? Now, did you have any ex-
pectations or hopes for what you wanted to do 
when you grew up? How did your outlook com-
pare with your parents? Did you want to get a 
job? Did you expect to get a job? Did you think 
it would be ok not to work? When you were 
growing up, did you have any expectations or 
hopes about having children? Did you ever 
think how you would combine having children 
and working outside the home?

The analyses identified two social class con-
structs, origin and destination (see Conley 
2004). Both were determined using the highest 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Sample 
(n = 68)

Age (years)
mean 39.6

Gender (n)
men 32
women 36

Race-ethnicity (n)
White 64
Black 3
Latino/a 1
Asian —

Marital status (n)
married 40
cohabitating 17
single 11

Children in household (n)
under twenty-three 56

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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2. Names have been changed to protect the identity of participants.

status occupation in the household (see Dam-
aske 2021). Social class of origin was deter-
mined around high school age because this 
was when participants often last lived with par-
ents and had the clearest ideas of parent occu-
pation and household finances. For these anal-
yses, we use social class of origin.

Findings
The vast majority of participants had a com-
mon goal for their future selves: to remain 
steadily employed throughout their adult lives. 
In fact, nearly all stated that not working was 
not acceptable in adulthood. Both men and 
women discussed paid work as a nonnegotiable 
part of the transition to adulthood. Yet partici-
pants also spoke of communities undergoing 
drastic economic changes—labor-market shifts 
that left their hometowns to languish. Despite 
the value placed on paid work, they grew up in 
areas where finding paid work could be diffi-
cult.

In the analysis that follows, we examine the 
ways in which growing up in rural America in 
the face of these economic changes shaped 
our participants’ preferences for paid work, 
first in their teenage years, then in their transi-
tion to adulthood, and then, again, in midlife. 
We show that, from a young age, participants 
recognized the economic changes as a di-
lemma they would have to navigate and re-
spond to in their search for work. Next we ex-
amine participants’ early aspirations and 
expectations in their high school years. We 
then consider the processes by which these 
early aspirations and expectations changed, if 
at all, once participants began to transition 
into their adult lives. Finally, we look at the re-
lationship between these early aspirations and 
their job search activities while they were un-
employed in midlife.

The Changing Economic 
L andscape Dilemma
Men and women of both working- and middle-
class origins described clear recollections of the 
economic changes and labor-market shifts that 
occurred within their respective rural home-
towns.2 In some cases, like for Julie, who is 

white and working-class origins, the decline of 
industry in her community—a rural town 
known for coal mining—resulted in parental 
layoffs: “My father worked in a factory . . . He 
had solid work. We didn’t want for anything. 
We had what we needed but we didn’t live by 
any means an extravagant lifestyle. . . . There 
were times when he was laid off periodically 
and I remember there being some stress in the 
household during those times and him trying 
to find something to bridge that gap but that 
was never for long.”

Although Julie generally perceived her fam-
ily to be financially secure, she remembers her 
father’s layoffs from factory work as a time of 
economic uncertainty for her family. Some par-
ticipants described a realization that economic 
change could drive them and their peers from 
their communities. Natalie, who is white and 
with middle-class origins, recalled seeing peo-
ple flee her rural community after the local 
steel manufacturing plant closed: “[My town’s] 
economy was strongly based on the steel mak-
ing industry . . . Basically at some point in 
there, we started importing all our steel . . . And 
they don’t make steel anymore . . . A lot of peo-
ple at that point left. And by that time, I was 
fourteen. By the time I graduated, most of my 
friends were thinking, ‘We won’t be able to find 
jobs in [my hometown], we’re gonna have to go 
someplace else.’ So, my generation was the first 
one that really left.”

The closing of the local steel mill signaled 
to Natalie’s peers that remaining in their home-
town would make continued work difficult.

Yet, both Julie and Natalie found them-
selves, at the time of our interviews, living in 
another small rural town, in the same state, 
less than two hours away from where they grew 
up. This was true for many other participants 
in this study. 

Rur al Working- Cl ass Aspir ations 
Working-class women and men described pa-
rental aspirations that differed for sons and 
daughters, unlike middle-class participants). A 
majority of girls with working-class origins re-
called that their parents emphasized the im-
portance of college for girls but not for boys. 
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Brandi, who is white with working-class origins, 
recalled how she (and her sisters) felt more 
pressure to attend college, whereas she felt that 
her brother experienced less: “I mean, [my par-
ents] both, they were both very adamant that 
all of us, well, at least my sisters and I would go 
to college. It was a little different with our 
brother, but . . . they did push that all us girls 
go to college.” When asked to explain what was 
different with her brother, Brandi responded, 
“I think partially that he had a lot of skills that 
. . . didn’t really require necessary schooling, 
like he owns his own excavating company, and 
you know . . . [our parents] figured he’d do 
something like that where he didn’t have to go 
to college.”

Jodi, who is white with working-class ori-
gins, shared a similar story, recalling how her 
parents urged her to “Yes, work hard, go to col-
lege please [laughter]. My brother went to mil-
itary instead [of college] but . . . they just 
wanted me to have a good job doing some-
thing, so they encouraged college.” Although 
working-class daughters heard an emphasis of 
college for them, they did not see a similar em-
phasis for their brothers. Heather, also white 
with working-class origins, explained that she 
was “the valedictorian of my high school, so 
[college] was like expected. But, I was the first 
person, I think, on both sides of my family to 
go to college.” When asked whether she consid-
ered other options for her future or whether 
her parents suggested other plans, Heather re-
plied that college was “I think it was just . . . . 
[pause] expected.”

A smaller group of women from rural 
working-class families described how parents 
encouraged them to attach their identity to 
paid work. Unlike prior generations of women, 
women growing up in rural communities were 
told to expect that they would need to provide 
for themselves. Pamela, who is white with 
working-class origins, recalled, “my mom was 
like you should always provide; she always told 
me to take care of myself.” Suzanne, also white 
with working-class origins, explained: “My se-
nior year ended up being my best year, but I 
think [my parents] kind of knew that I wasn’t 
going to . . . go any further than that, that I was 
probably going to go right into the workforce. 
I think I knew that too.” Suzanne did not re-

member a time when paid work was not ex-
pected to be part of her future.

In contrast to the working-class women’s 
parents who encouraged college, the majority 
of working-class men in our sample reported 
their parents stressed the importance of a hard-
work ethic. Gregory, who is white with working-
class origins, said of his parents, “They didn’t 
really tell me what they wanted me to do or be 
anything, but yeah, they expected me to not be 
a bum because they didn’t raise me that way. I 
was a hard worker. They always tried to instill 
working things into me, made us work all the 
time around the house. I’d earn money that 
way by doing chores and stuff like that.”

Martin, also white with working-class ori-
gins, said simply that his parents had one goal 
for him, that he would “work.” Other men dis-
cussed how their parents’ emphasis on hard 
work was in support of becoming upwardly mo-
bile and securing a middle-class life. Jeff, also 
white and from a working-class background, 
said, “I’m sure that [my parents] wished for a 
better situation than what they were in.” Ken, 
who has white working-class origins, noted a 
similar emphasis on hard work that would lead 
to a better life. He explained, “[My parents] just 
wanted us kids to have it better than they had.”

Some men’s parents did not necessarily em-
phasize either hard work or college. Of the men 
in our sample who grew up in working-class 
families, some reported their parents did not 
emphasize any specific pathway (college or oth-
erwise), but rather the decision would be up to 
them—it would be “their choice.” For example, 
Wesley, who is white with working-class ori-
gins, when asked whether his parents ex-
pressed specific expectations of him said, “Not 
really. They were pretty like go with the flow I 
guess sort of thing.”

Finally, some working-class origin men and 
women described developing aspirations that 
were focused on obtaining a middle-class occu-
pation—a job that would require at a least a 
college degree or other specialized, advanced 
training. For instance, Rita, who is white with 
working-class origins, recalled, “Well, I wanted 
to be a librarian, I wanted to be an accountant.” 
Ken’s original plan entailed going to school to 
become “a radiologist,” and Vincent, also white 
with working-class origins, “always thought 
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[he’d] make decent teacher.” For Rita, Ken, and 
Vincent—among others—aspiring to careers 
that would propel them into the middle class 
was central in shaping early plans.

In the 1990s, Anita Garey (1999) interviewed 
white working-class mothers and found that 
many “weaved” paid work with motherhood. 
Looking back, among those working-class 
women who wanted to have children, a major-
ity reported expecting that they would integrate 
work and family in their lives. Regina, white 
with working-class origins, said “I always knew 
I would have [kids]. And I just knew that I 
would work.” Ruth, also white with working-
class origins, was an exception in that she an-
ticipated work and family might conflict, but 
thought that the timing of children would be 
critical to combining work and family as seam-
lessly as possible: “I wanted [kids] later though 
. . . Because my sister had a baby when she was 
sixteen—both of my sisters did and I didn’t 
want to do that . . . So, I didn’t want to work 
sixty-five hours a week and have babies at 
home.”

A smaller subset of working-class women 
who expected work and children to conflict re-
ported they originally planned not to have chil-
dren. Vanessa, who is white with working-class 
origins, said, “I didn’t want kids [laughter].” 
When asked why, she explained, “No, I just 
wanted to go to school.” Paula, also white with 
working-class origins, held high educational 
aspirations and planned not to have children, 
because she explained, “Because I knew how 
hard it is and how much work it is.” A small 
subset of working-class women reported that 
they planned to leave work after starting a fam-
ily (none of the middle-class women reported 
such expectations, nor did any of the men). 
Rita, who is white with working-class origins, 
said, “When I was growing up my mom and dad 
both worked, but I thought I’d want to stay 
home and take care of my kids.”

Most working-class men were united in the 
lack of thought they gave to combining work 
and family. Ken, who is white and has working-
class origins, explained that he expected to 
have children, but that he had never given 
much thought to combining work and chil-
dren. Once he started working, he explained, 
“I’ve always had daylight jobs so it was easy. 

Normally you work while they’re at school and 
then home together at night and on the week-
ends.” Yet this discussion failed to consider the 
time that children were too young to be at 
school or that school did not cover, suggesting 
that it was not Ken’s responsibility to manage 
such details. Jay, who is white with working-
class origins, repeatedly said “None” when 
asked whether he had had thoughts about com-
bining work and family one day. Once he mar-
ried, he explained, he realized that “growing 
up, my dad worked, my mom took care of us” 
and that he had, perhaps, anticipated that he 
and his wife would want a similar traditional 
relationship. But he did not believe that he had 
given the matter any thought prior to his mar-
riage.

Rural Middle-Class Aspirations
Few gender differences were evident in the 
messages that middle-class parents relayed to 
their children; instead, they emphasized col-
lege—sometimes even advanced degrees—for 
both sons and daughters. For instance, Misty, 
who is white with middle-class origins, ex-
plained how she and her brother were both ex-
pected to attend college: “They kind of wanted 
me to follow in my brother’s footsteps because 
he went to college.” Frank, also white with 
middle-class origins, reported, “I mean that 
was always the goal, go to college, get a degree 
and then figure out what I was going to do with 
it.” Middle-class parents viewed college as a 
matter of fact and wanted to ensure that their 
sons and daughters would secure a foothold in 
the middle class.

Like their parents, middle-class origin par-
ticipants almost universally described a focus 
on college—a focus that those from working-
class backgrounds emphasized less, even when 
their occupational aspirations would require a 
college degree (for a similar process in working-
poor urban youth, see Ray 2017). For those who 
grew up middle class, the focus on college was 
so deeply ingrained that many took college for 
granted. Christina, who is Latina with middle-
class origins, explained: “I always knew I was 
going to go to college, it wasn’t even a second 
thought for me.” Jason, who is white with 
middle-class origins, remarked, “I think it was 
just family expectations. Like eight or ten of my 
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family members went to the University. So 
yeah. I think it’s the normal thing to do.” These 
comments underscore how college was embed-
ded into their future.

Looking back, many of the middle-class 
women recalled expecting that they would pri-
oritize their work at first and that marriage and 
children would follow (with their lives some-
how seamlessly expanding to encompass it all). 
Renee, who is white with middle-class origins, 
described seeing her mother balance full-time 
work and three kids with very little help from 
her spouse and expected that she would do the 
same, “I saw my mother do it, but then again, 
my mother had three kids that were older. Uh, 
you know, we helped, when we got home, we 
would help make dinner, or we’d set the table. 
My father would come home at five and he 
would expect dinner to be on the table, and it 
was.” As with most men and a few women with 
a working-class background, a few middle-class 
women also said that they had given the matter 
no thought as a young adult. Nicole, who is 
white and has middle-class origins, explained 
that while she planned to have children, she 
did not consider how that would affect her 
work plans: “I never really thought about it. . . . 
I really thought I would be working.”

Like the working-class men, most middle-
class men anticipated being fathers but did not 
give any thought to balancing work and family. 
In fact, Frank, who is white and has middle-
class origins, was originally confused by the 
question: “Having kids and working, what’s 
that mean?” After the second author phrased 
the question differently: “for example, did you 
ever think about who would take care of the 
kids if you worked full time?” Frank replied, 
“Oh, okay, I see what you’re saying. I just as-
sumed there would be a daycare of some 
kind. . . . Um, that was just my assumption.” Al-
though presuming that work and family would 
balance out was a common expectation during 
young adulthood, none of the women expected 
it to happen outside of their purview. Derek, 
who is white and with middle-class origins, 
also did not consider the prospect of combin-
ing work and family when he was young, even 
though he expected to have children. He ex-
plained, “I knew I wanted to have kids but I’d 
never really thought about [it]. Just kind of 

what happened, happened.” Edward, also white 
with middle-class origins, did think about the 
prospect of combining work and family, though 
he expected to do so primarily as his father (the 
primary breadwinner in his household) had 
done. Edward expected that he would go to 
work, then “would come home and work at 
night, late.” In this description, what Edward 
imagined doing at the home was vague, but the 
need to work long hours to achieve his goals at 
a professional career were not.

Cl assed and Gendered 
Tr ansitions to Adulthood
As the men and women in the sample de-
scribed their transitions to adulthood—the 
time from when they were teenagers through 
their early twenties—they provided accounts 
of how their baseline aspirations changed dur-
ing this time period. Although participants did 
not identify distinctly rural factors in their ac-
counts of how they formed early aspirations, 
we find that the ways that participants adjusted 
their aspirations were, indeed, shaped in part 
by place. We identified three change processes, 
downshifting, upshifting, and nonshifting, to de-
scribe how participants adjusted their original 
aspirations.

Downshifting, a term Brooke Bass (2015) 
uses to describe the process by which women 
decide to scale back on work to accommodate 
anticipated family demands, occurred when 
participants—especially those from working-
class backgrounds—scaled back their original 
aspirations or expectations. Upshifting was pri-
marily undertaken by men from middle-class 
backgrounds and involved a heightening or lev-
eling-up of their original aspirations. Nonshift-
ing, by contrast, was undertaken primarily by 
working-class men and women, as well as most 
middle-class women, and occurred when par-
ticipants did not report a significant adjust-
ment to their baseline aspirations. Further, we 
identify how these processes were complicated 
by their attachment to the rural communities 
in which they were born and raised.

Downshifting Aspirations and Expectations 
in the Transition to Adulthood
Downshifting during the transition to adult-
hood primarily occurred among men and 
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women who grew up working class and not 
among the middle class, as we see in table 2. 
The process through which this played out was 
also gendered, even though about as many 
working-class women as working-class men 
downshifted. Rural working-class women were 
more likely to emphasize ties to rural places 
and their family as a primary reason for why 
they changed their original plans, whereas 
working-class men emphasized financial inse-
curity in their rural economies. Leslie, who is 
white with working-class origins, originally as-
pired to be an accountant. She described how 
being away from her family was something she 
struggled with after moving away for college: 
“[Chuckled] You know what . . . I was supposed 
to go to [University], I got down [there] and I 
just didn’t like it . . . we grew up in [rural town] 
and it was—I think part of it was just even, I 
had never been away—and like we were so very 
family based, even extensive like, I only have 
one cousin of my mom’s brothers and sisters 
. . . that lives out of [my home] county.”

Although Leslie had wanted to attend col-
lege, her main source of support was her fam-
ily, and she found it difficult to be away from 
them and her rural community. Stacy, who is 
white with working-class origins, similarly tied 
downshifting to rural family ties. She ex-
plained, “I had dreams, but they were quickly 
dashed because I knew that I knew I wasn’t go-
ing to college.” When asked what those dreams 
were, she continued, “I wanted to be a forest 
ranger [chuckles]. Which there are no real big 
forests around here [chuckles]. So that would 
have meant traveling and my family wasn’t real 
big on travel, and we were homebodies, and we 
felt there was no need to travel outside of my 
comfort zone.” Both Leslie and Stacy articu-

lated a common dilemma experienced by those 
who grew up in rural areas: the desire to remain 
close to family and the home community. Al-
though many young adults express a desire to 
live near their families, this desire places 
greater constraints on the aspirations of rural 
youth, like Leslie and Stacy, whose local com-
munities lack nearby colleges and universities. 
In fact, the only higher education institution in 
Leslie’s rural county was a for-profit institution 
that lacked accounting degrees (for a critique 
of for-profits, see Cottom 2017). Once women 
started the transition to adulthood, the reality 
of leaving their communities and families of-
ten led them to temper their original career as-
pirations.

Men from rural working-class backgrounds 
also downshifted their aspirations; decisions 
most often tied to financial insecurity. Jesse, 
who is white with working-class origins, said, 
“Well, considering that I did well in high 
school, my plan was to attend college.” How-
ever, Jesse decided to leave college after two se-
mesters, citing financial strain as the rationale 
for his downshift:

I worked, you know I saved up some of my 
own money to help pay for college . . . I was 
fortunate enough to find [a place to live] that 
was relatively cheap, but what it boiled down 
to was that I went there and I had to work so 
that I could eat and pay for gas to go to school 
and pay my rent, so . . . I ended up working 
more than I went to class, so I ended up with-
drawing before the end of year because it just 
wasn’t working, like it was just not a well-laid 
plan, and I just haven’t had the chance to go 
back yet. I mean I guess I have; I just haven’t 
made the effort to go back yet.

Table 2. Aspiration Changes During Transition to Adulthood

Downshift Upshift Nonshift Total

Men
Working class 10 1 9 20
Middle class 1 4 7 12

Women
Working class 19 0 11 30
Middle class 2 0 4 6

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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Ken, a white man from a working-class fam-
ily, described downshifting for financial rea-
sons (an inability to afford college), though he 
found an unexpected opportunity in his home-
town. Initially, he had enrolled in school to be-
come a radiologist, but this plan changed. He 
explained, “I went to college for three weeks, 
and then I got a call for a job at a local factory, 
so I thought, this was right out of high school, 
so I figured I’d go for a year and make some 
money. Put it away so I wouldn’t take out so 
many loans, ’cause I knew my parents couldn’t 
afford to send me to college.”

For Jesse and Ken, they downshifted their 
original aspirations—to attend college—be-
cause they did not have the financial resources 
necessary to do so successfully. National data 
suggest that men drop out of college sooner 
than women do when they face debt burdens 
that are lower than women’s (Dwyer, Hodson, 
and McCloud 2013), a process often tied to 
men’s higher earning potential. Our findings 
suggest that rural working-class men may also 
do so because they expect fewer returns to their 
debt in their local communities.

Upshifting Aspirations
Although working-class origin men and women 
downshifted their aspirations to make a way for 
themselves in the rural labor market, some par-
ticipants with middle-class origins (particularly 
men) upshifted. Upshifting mostly occurred 
when middle-class aspirations transformed 
into professional goals, or when educational 
aspirations were heightened. This process was 
almost exclusively undertaken by men with 
middle-class backgrounds. Nathan, white and 
with middle-class origins, discussed how, from 
a young age, he “knew [he] wanted to be in con-
struction.” During the transition to adulthood, 
however, Nathan explained, “I went to an open 
house at [a university]. . . . architectural engi-
neering was what came up and I really liked 
that.” Nathan upshifted his aspiration from an 
occupation that was outside his class upbring-
ing and made his aspirations fit a different so-
cial class background.

Phillip, white with middle-class origins, de-
scribed how he aspired to work in electronics, 
and initially had planned to join the military 
for this training, just as his father had. How-

ever, Phillip’s rural labor-market opportunities 
shaped his decision making, focusing his 
sights on college instead: “Actually, my first in-
clination was not to go to college, it was to go 
into the military and sort of follow in my fa-
ther’s footsteps and I did pursue that but at 
that time—I suspect now that it was a similar 
situation as we’re in now with budgetary cuts 
and whatnot. There were not a lot opportuni-
ties available in the electronics field at that 
time and so I chose to go to college instead to 
get that training.”

Phillip assessed his local job market for his 
desired occupation—electronics—but saw few 
opportunities like the one that had put his fa-
ther and his family of origin solidly into the 
middle class. Rather than following his father’s 
footsteps or deciding to leave his rural commu-
nity, he upshifted his educational aspirations 
(from specialized training via the military to 
college) to maximize his job prospects at home.

Nonshifting Aspirations
Many men and women experienced no change 
to their baseline aspirations during the transi-
tion to adulthood, a process we refer to as non-
shifting. Nonshifting occurred when people had 
not formed baseline aspirations during their 
formative high school years, but also when they 
experienced no changes in their lives. This was 
common among men and women from 
working-class backgrounds, as well as nearly all 
middle-class-origin women in the sample.

It was often the case that nonshifters could 
not recall having concrete or fully formed aspi-
rations. Tonya, white and with working-class 
origins, described this of herself when she was 
in high school:

INT: Okay, did you have any expectations for 
yourself?

Tonya: No, I was working, and I was in school.
INT: Is there anything you ever wanted to be 

when you grew up type of thing?
Tonya: No, [chuckles] no.

When asked whether she thought she would 
continue working after high school, Tonya said, 
“I think I wanted, I think I’m not sure, I think 
I wanted a job but not sure. I think, so yeah.” 
Tonya, after graduating high school, went on to 
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work in food service. Similarly, Randall, white 
with working-class origins, could not recall 
having any clear aspirations for himself and de-
scribed defaulting to his parents’ wishes for his 
future, which was to attend college: “No, I went 
along with [what my parents wanted for me].” 
After high school, however, he decided not to 
attend college and began working instead.

Jacob, one of the few middle-class origin 
men who nonshifted, also spoke about how he 
had had no concrete aspiration: “You know, I 
didn’t really think about it as much as I prob-
ably could have. But I suppose I did. I just went 
about life the way, you know that it came at me, 
so. . . . ” Jacob reflected on how his lack of aspi-
rations in his youth did not impede his ability 
to find a job after high school, and that he could 
rely on the support of his family in finding paid 
work. “I was, I was washing cars for a car deal-
ership in high school and went right to work 
under my mom at the car dealership as a sales-
person.” Jacob was able to rely on his connec-
tions to a local business—a car dealership—to 
secure employment in his community.

Participants like Tonya, Randall, and Jacob 
nonshifted because they had no clear baseline 
aspiration to adjust in the first place. Although 
they identified a loosely held expectation or 
even strong professional interests, they gener-
ally discussed their early aspirations and expec-
tations in uncertain or even ambiguous terms.

Downshif ting, Upshif ting, 
and Nonshif ting in Midlife
At the time of their interviews, the participants 
were unemployed and had to make choices—yet 
again—about their future working lives. As we 
see in table 3, planning to downshift was the 
modal category for most of the unemployed: for 

women of both middle-class and working-class 
origins as well as for men with working-class 
origins. It was far less common for working-
class origin men or women or middle-class ori-
gin women to aspire to either upshift or even 
nonshift during this period of unemployment. 
In stark contrast, very few middle-class origin 
men planned to downshift even after experienc-
ing a job loss and period of unemployment.  
As in their youth, many participants engaged  
in downshifting, upshifting, and nonshifting  
in response to living—and trying to remain—in 
rural places where employment opportunities 
were slim, although many middle-class origin 
men expanded their horizons and looked to 
leave their rural communities.

The majority of women with working-class 
origins downshifted their expectations yet 
again after their job loss, reporting that they 
expected to see a decrease in wages, in job sta-
tus, in benefits, or an increase in commute 
time or worsening job conditions, or a combi-
nation of these. Vanessa, who is white with 
working-class origins, explained that she 
started out looking primarily for certified nurs-
ing assistant positions, but that these had been 
hard to find, so she had expanded her search 
to include anything she might be qualified for: 
“I went to a couple restaurants, and the last 
time I was a waitress, I was sixteen, seventeen, 
and eighteen, and they want people with fresh 
experience. And, when I put down that I was in 
the nursing field, they’re like, ‘That’s great and 
everything but you don’t have the requirements 
that we need. We need somebody with at least 
a year’s experience, and [your experience] was 
over fourteen years ago.’ So, they don’t want 
somebody off the street. They, they want some-
body who’s gonna know what they’re doing.”

Table 3. Aspiration Changes After Job Loss in Midlife

Downshift Upshift Nonshift Total

Men
Working class 15 2 3 20
Middle class 1 6 5 12

Women
Working class 17 1 12 30
Middle class 5 0 1 6

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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Rita, who is white with working-class ori-
gins, had also downshifted, but she worried 
about taking a position that would not pay her 
enough to cover the cost of childcare for her 
three-year-old son or that would have erratic 
hours, making childcare coverage difficult. She 
said, “If I wanted, I could probably go to Burger 
King and get a job but I think if I go to Burger 
King, I’m not even going to be getting close to 
what I’m doing or what I need. And then that’s 
time taken away from my little boy.”

Working-class men also reported downshift-
ing as a common response after a job loss and 
unemployment period. Gregory, who is white 
with working-class origins, explained that as a 
truck driver, he could find temporary or 
“swing” work, but he was unable to find a per-
manent or a full-time position:

Gregory: It has its benefits being a swing 
driver and it doesn’t, you know because 
there’s never full time and then you’re stuck 
in a part-time route.

Int: You’d rather be full time?
Gregory: Oh yeah. I’d rather work nine to five 

and have a set schedule and do the same 
thing every day, instead of every week being 
different.

Marcus reported that he was going to take 
work that he would not report, because it was 
all he expected he could find. He explained, 
“People say ‘We’re just looking for a job, we’re 
looking for a job.’ There are so many people 
over there that are getting under-the-table jobs 
while getting unemployment just so they could 
scrape by.” Because so many people were com-
peting for the same jobs, Marcus did not expect 
that he would find comparable work. Ken, who 
is white with working-class origins, said he 
could not be picky about what he was looking 
for.

Although downshifting was the most com-
mon response, some working-class origin 
women and men did not change their expecta-
tions, that is, they nonshifted. Unlike in their 
youth, when nonshifting was predominantly a 
result of not having a fully formed aspiration, 
nonshifting in midlife tended be a strategy to 
resist leaving their rural area or because of fam-
ily obligations. For working-class origin non-

shifters, the rural areas where they lived con-
tinued to pose labor-market problems in 
midlife, such as when they decided that they 
could not accept jobs that meant long com-
mutes. Heidi, who is white with working-class 
origins, had moved with her husband for his 
work, but he would not follow her (nor would 
she ask him) should she be unable to find a job 
locally. As she said, “So the one [ job] is in [one 
town]. It’s a little bit of a drive but not really. 
The big thing was the mountain. There’s a 
mountain that you have to go over. It’s always 
bad. I really wanted that job, too.” Ultimately, 
Heidi felt that she could not take a job that 
would require her to pass over the mountain 
daily, because she worried about driving in the 
winter. Leslie, also white with working-class or-
igins, was also tied by family commitments and 
commuting distance. She explained, “I already 
drove a half hour drive to work which I don’t 
mind, I love where I live, but forty-five minutes 
is kinda that breaker point.” Driving that long 
made jobs seem untenable to Leslie, who was 
primarily responsible for her daughter’s extra-
curricular activities; thus she did not downshift 
her expectations. Victoria, who is white with 
working-class origins, actively resisted a down-
shift during her job search, saying, “I shouldn’t 
be forced to take a temporary position; then 
I’m just going to be back on unemployment 
again in a few months. I shouldn’t be forced to 
take a part-time position when I’m available to 
work more hours. So, a lot of it is part-time bar-
tenders, part-time this, or it’s seasonal.” Victo-
ria did not want to settle for a temporary posi-
tion; one she might easily lose again. In this 
case, nonshifting enabled Victoria to bide time 
in her job search and to resist compromises 
that could present challenges to herself and her 
family.

Working-class origin men, too, articulated 
similar sentiments about being unwilling to 
move or adjust their commutes. Martin, who is 
white with working-class origins, had previ-
ously worked in the gas industry and similarly 
expressed how he was not willing to adjust his 
work expectations. He described how he even 
turned down job offers because they were not 
in his home area or at his expected pay level, 
stating, “I’ve had a couple of offers, but they 
weren’t in line with what I was looking for fi-
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nancially. I’m not going to move to a [neighbor-
ing state] or something like that.” Martin 
wanted to find a job similar to his prior employ-
ment and was unwilling to compromise either 
of these things in his search for new employ-
ment.

Some middle-class women downshifted as 
well. They tied decisions about jobs and down-
shifting to their unwillingness to move away 
from their families and rural areas. Natalie, 
who is white with middle-class origins, dis-
cussed her reluctance in moving to several 
large cities when her company was reducing 
jobs.

INT: If you had moved, do you think you would 
have been able to just, jump right back into 
career track or. . .?

Natalie: Probably. If I’d been down in the 
[metro] area, yeah.

Here Natalie acknowledges that if she had 
been willing to move away from her hometown, 
it might have made it easier for her to find 
work. But in addition to leaving her hometown, 
she would also have needed to move her hus-
band and children. Attachment to rural place 
and family was a significant barrier to finding 
employment more quickly.

Unlike the modal groups of women and 
working-class men, the majority of middle-
class origin men expected either that they 
would not have to change their expectations 
that they could move into an even better job, 
upshifting after their job loss. Relative to 
women and working-class origin men, they 
were also the least concerned about having to 
leave their rural communities and families in 
search of work. The middle-class men who 
hoped to maintain or upshift expected that it 
was likely that they would increase their com-
mute times. Derek, who is white with middle-
class origins, explained: “And obviously in this 
area that’s the major employer and especially 
with information technology and IT. There’s 
some other decent companies around but I’m 
looking. I’m willing to drive. I’m looking all the 
way down to [a different county]. If that’s what 
I have to do to get a job, I will and then if it’s a 
long-term position and we have to address 
things in future we will. But I’ll drive, I don’t 

care. I need to work.” Unlike many of the 
working-class men, Derek did not consider the 
possibility of a longer commute or a future 
move to be a barrier to new employment. Na-
than, also white with middle-class origins, 
spoke similarly of a willingness to move to a 
more populous area with more jobs. He de-
scribed his rural hometown as one of the big-
gest barriers to finding new employment. Dis-
cussing finding a job in the years following the 
Great Recession and companies’ newly re-
turned willingness to relocate new employees, 
he explained, “I think also a lot of the barriers 
would be location because prior to this no one 
was offering relocation but now I think they 
will be offering relocation. It’s still kind of 
touch and go because a lot of people are still 
worried about a second wave or something like 
that. So, relocation is a big one.”

Further, middle-class origin men who ex-
pected to upshift framed their unemployment 
less as an obstacle and more an opportunity to 
find a better job, which they defined in terms 
of better pay, benefits, or an opportunity for 
them to better use or expand their expertise or 
skill set. Jason, who is white with middle-class 
origins, viewed his unemployment as a “bless-
ing in disguise, the whole situation.” Similar to 
how middle-class origin men upshifted in their 
youth, middle-class men who expected to up-
shift after job loss saw this period of time as an 
opportunity to level up or otherwise heighten 
their job expectations.

Conclusion
Our study examines how men and women who 
grew up during the rural brain drain developed 
aspirations about work over three periods in 
their life: their baseline period during their 
high school years, when they formed aspira-
tions about their future; their transition to 
adulthood, when many experienced a shift in 
these plans; and at midlife while unemployed. 
We find that growing up in a rural location 
shaped participants’ aspirations in each period 
because many hoped to stay close to home de-
spite their wariness of the economic changes 
they saw unfolding around them. We also find 
that rurality intersected with class and gender 
to shape aspirations at every stage. Both the 
women and the men (across class) described 



10 0 	g  r o w i n g  u p  r u r a l

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

themselves as primarily focused on work at a 
young age. Working-class women often antici-
pated that work and family would weave to-
gether (Garey 1999) whereas some middle-class 
women anticipated focusing on work and then 
seamlessly adding in family. Across class, 
women who anticipated work-family conflict 
reported that they originally planned to forgo 
childbearing. Men, on the other hand, did not 
anticipate (for the most part) how work and 
family would be managed.

We provide insights for how aspirations 
change on workforce entrance into a changing 
rural labor market and during a period of un-
employment in rural labor markets that often 
saw high unemployment rates. During the tran-
sition to adulthood, working-class women and 
men both experienced downshifting more fre-
quently than their middle-class origin peers as 
they reassessed their entrance into tight labor 
markets. Working-class origin women described 
themselves as pulled by ties of home and family, 
whereas working-class origin men described fi-
nancial uncertainty as derailing their plans. On 
the other hand, middle-class origin women were 
most likely to nonshift during the transition to 
adulthood, and middle-class origin men re-
ported upshifting their expectations for the fu-
ture because they expected higher education 
would be the ticket to maintaining their elite 
status in their rural communities. Finally, after 
a job loss and during a period of unemploy-
ment, we see rural labor-market prospects, rural 
roots, family ties, class, and gender shape how 
men and women assess their future prospects. 
Working-class origin men and women engaged 
in downshifting. Notably, middle-class origin 
women joined them in this process. Commit-
ment to their rural communities were more 
pointed at this stage than at earlier points, as 
were discussions of poor labor-market pros-
pects. But middle-class origin men were unique 
in their willingness to look beyond their rural 
communities (and, perhaps, to leave them) in 
order to find positions similar to what they had 
once held or to position themselves better in the 
labor market.

Our study shows how (rural) place further 
complicates aspirations—and how aspirations 
change—at each life stage. We further find that 
place attachment was salient in shaping par-

ticipants’ shifts in aspirations. Despite ac-
knowledging massive economic changes sur-
rounding them, many working-class origin 
youth still expressed optimism that either col-
lege degrees (for women) or hard work (for 
men) would be enough to counter the changing 
labor market. The importance parents placed 
on college degrees for working-class girls (but 
not boys) may help explain some of the growing 
gender divide in education (see DiPrete and Bu-
chmann 2013) and should be explored in future 
research. Once they begin to transition to 
adulthood, however, many working-class origin 
women and men begin to acknowledge a con-
flict between their aspirations and their rural 
ties and begin to downshift; this process is re-
peated at a heightened state during unemploy-
ment.

Our analysis adds important complexity to 
the existing narrative of what it is like to grow 
up—and remain—in a rural area of the United 
States. Although Carr and Kefalas (2010) dis-
cuss how “stayers” knew early on that they were 
going to remain in their hometown and were 
generally resentful of this destiny, for our study 
participants, this was rarely the case. Instead, 
we find the men and women took great pains 
to stay, valuing the ability to remain in their 
hometowns over seeking better pay and oppor-
tunity elsewhere. Similarly, Ryan Parsons (2022) 
finds that rural youth struggled to imagine 
themselves leaving their communities and 
Robert Francis (2022, this issue) finds that un-
der- and unemployed rural working-class men 
were generally satisfied to stay in their rural 
communities close to family. There is a tension 
here, given that working-class origin men and 
women struggle to remain in communities that 
place high value on paid labor even as employ-
ment leaves these communities.

Our findings add a gender and class lens to 
other research that finds attachment to rural 
place shapes explanations of people’s inten-
tions for leaving or staying (Fiore, Niehm, and 
Hurst 2015; Vazanna and Rudi-Polloshka 2019). 
Other studies that examine who stays in rural 
communities tend to discuss this group as be-
ing primarily working-class people who were 
left behind because of their lower educational 
attainment and lack of marketable skills than 
their middle-class counterparts (Brown and 
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Schafft 2011; Carr and Kefalas 2010; Cushing 
1999). Although our findings lend support to 
these rural working-class origin realities, they 
also show that stayers also come from the mid-
dle class. Some from the middle-class origins—
those in the most advantaged position to find 
work elsewhere—also preferred to remain close 
to their hometown. But these preferences did 
not prevent middle-class origin rural youth 
from moving away for a time to attend college, 
nor did it prevent middle-class origin men 
from making decisions to leave the area once 
it became clear that staying was incompatible 
with maintaining their professional career 
goals.

The aspiration change processes identified 
contributes to a more general understanding 
about how people respond to labor-market con-
straints, and how these responses are tied to 
one’s rurality, gender, and class position. Simi-
lar to other qualitative studies of labor-market 
change in more urban locations (Brown 1996; 
Johnson 2002; Newman 2006; Swauger 2010), 
the rural Pennsylvanians included in our study 
changed their aspirations in response to indus-
try decline in their communities. Our research 
finds that people change their aspirations 
when they hit roadblocks that are difficult to 
surmount, as others have noted (see Vespa 
2009; Damaske 2011). Our research also sug-
gests roadblocks may be particularly salient for 
aspirational change at key transition points, 
such as the transition to adulthood or after a 
job loss. Moreover, commitments to rurality 
meant that long commuting times were consid-
ered seriously in order to maintain both stan-
dards of living and location. Additionally, dur-
ing the transition to adulthood, the lack of local 
universities made it difficult for rural youth to 
attend college while staying close to home (few 
local commuter college options were available). 
Many working-class origin rural youth in our 
study started and then stopped attending col-
lege. That those from middle-class origins were 
most likely to upshift or make no change to 
their baseline aspirations is not surprising, 
given that they grew up in middle-class families 
that emphasized the importance of attending 
college and were better advantaged to help 
their children to weather the structural shifts 
of the labor market (Lareau 2003).

Although our study provides nuance for 
what like is life for those who are born, raised, 
and then stay in rural America, this analysis 
has several limitations. The data are drawn 
from a broader study of the unemployed across 
Pennsylvania and therefore are limited to rural 
residents who ultimately chose to remain in (or 
nearby) their rural hometowns (or to relocate 
to other regions within the state). Therefore, 
our data cannot address how rurality shaped 
aspirations for those who moved away from 
their home communities or for those who 
might have stayed but did not experience job 
loss. Moreover, Pennsylvania’s rural communi-
ties during the period these participants were 
growing up were whiter than rural communi-
ties are nationally today (Cheng, Sun, and Mon-
nat 2020). Thus we are limited in our ability to 
discuss variation in experiences across race. 
Additionally, our study was designed to exam-
ine unemployment and, as such, does not tell 
us about the experiences of the stably em-
ployed. Future studies on how rurality shapes 
employment aspirations should consider these 
factors.

These findings show how rural contexts in-
deed shapes labor-market choices—and the life 
trajectories—of the people who are born and 
raised in these areas. Our data further reveal 
how class and gender further shaped partici-
pants’ abilities to move freely in and out of ru-
ral spaces, middle-class origin men being most 
advantaged in this process.
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temporary health conditions in adults, and dif-
ferences between groups in health status and 
life expectancy, can be partly traced to adverse 
experiences in early life. A wide range of inter-
related childhood influences can bear on later-
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Eva n Roberts ,  W endy R ahn , a nd DeA nn L azovich

Early-life conditions are associated with mortality in men, but not studied to the same extent in women. We 
add new evidence by studying a cohort of women born between 1916 and 1931 and followed for mortality 
between 1986 and 2013. Our sample from Iowa includes a significant number of rural women, from both 
farms and small towns. The long-term effects of growing up in a rural area were mixed: farmers’ daughters 
lived longer than women growing up off-farm in rural areas. Daughters of farm laborers and skilled or semi-
skilled trades workers fared worst, when considering early-life socioeconomic status. We also find evidence 
that migrating to small-town Iowa was associated with lower life expectancy after age fifty-five. Considering 
social class and farm-nonfarm status is important for understanding the health of rural America.
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A substantial body of research in the social and 
medical sciences has now established that 
stress and economic deprivation in early life 
can have long-lasting effects on individual 
health and well-being. Thus the roots of con-
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life health and mortality, including early-life 
health itself, and children’s social and eco-
nomic environment (Elo and Preston 1992; 
Haas 2007; Hayward and Gorman 2004; 
Kauhanen et al. 2006). Poor health in childhood 
has been shown to be associated with poorer 
health in adulthood in different cohorts in both 
the United States and Britain (Blackwell, Hay-
ward, and Crimmins 2001; Haas 2008; Kuh and 
Wadsworth 1993; Wadsworth and Kuh 1997). In 
turn, health status in both childhood and 
adulthood is influenced by current and past so-
cioeconomic status (Cohen et al. 2010).

Much of the literature on the effects of early-
life circumstances on later-life health and mor-
tality has focused on the experiences of cohorts 
born since World War II and either followed 
prospectively or asked retrospectively about 
their early-life circumstances (Brandt, Deindl, 
and Hank 2012; Montez and Hayward 2011). Al-
though these cohorts include both men and 
women, by definition they are relatively young, 
having only reached their seventies at the time 
of writing. Representative population samples 
begun since World War II are likely to have rel-
atively small numbers of rural residents. By the 
census definition of urban, 57 percent of the 
country was living in an urban area in 1950 
(Boustan, Bunten, and Hearey 2018). Research 
on earlier cohorts, born between the 1890s  
and 1940 and more likely to include people 
growing up in rural America, has relied on pro-
spective long-term follow-up of pioneering 
early twentieth-century studies (such as the 
Harvard, Oakland, and Fels growth studies) 
and linkage between early-life census records 
and later-life health and mortality outcomes 
(Aizer et al. 2016; Ferrie and Rolf 2011).

Thus studies of life-course health processes 
over the long term have somewhat neglected 
people with rural origins. Moreover, studies of 
early twentieth century cohorts have underrep-
resented women. Again, practical consider-
ations of sample or variable availability are a 
significant reason for this oversight. Women 
are difficult, but not impossible, to trace over 
time due to the nearly universal practice of 
changing surname on marriage (Ruggles, Fitch, 
and Roberts 2018). Although this is common in 
Western societies, the practical implications 
for record linkage are exacerbated in the United 

States by the diffusion of marriage recording 
across county government. In countries with 
centralized marriage registration at the na-
tional (such as Britain and New Zealand) or first 
subnational level (such as Australian states and 
Canadian provinces) tracing women across the 
life course is easier. It is clear from the litera-
ture that the influence of early-life conditions 
on adult health and mortality differs across 
time and social context (Currie and Vogl 2013; 
Galobardes, Lynch, and Davey Smith 2008, 
2004). It is less clear whether the effects differ 
across the sexes (Power, Hyppönen, and Davey 
Smith 2005) and what the impact of different 
residential origins are.

We address a key gap in the literature by ex-
amining early-life circumstances and late adult 
mortality in a group of American women born 
between 1916 and 1930 and followed in the Iowa 
Women’s Health Study since 1986. This is an 
earlier cohort than previously considered in 
studies of women’s early-life conditions. 
Women in this cohort had a significantly dif-
ferent fertility and labor-market profile in their 
adult lives than surrounding cohorts. This co-
hort represents the mothers of children born 
during the baby boom. Yet they are also a co-
hort that reentered the labor force in signifi-
cant numbers after childbearing, in contrast to 
earlier generations of American women. Con-
sidering for the moment only national migra-
tion trends, this cohort also saw significant 
movement from rural childhoods to urban (or 
suburban) adult lives. We find that growing up 
or moving to a farm was associated with better 
health outcomes, and that for women of any 
residential origins in childhood moving to a 
city or large town was associated with better 
health in later life. Across several dimensions 
of social status and health, we observe that liv-
ing in nonfarm rural areas in earlier or later life 
is associated with worse outcomes and lower 
social status. To be specific, these women are 
living off-farm in towns with a population of 
under 2,500. Given this and the generally posi-
tive findings for farm residents at any point in 
the life course, we conclude that understanding 
what it means to grow up and live in rural 
America is heavily conditioned by social class 
and occupational opportunities. The finding in 
our cohort of a mortality difference for women 
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living in nonfarm rural areas in later life is sug-
gestive of important changes in the opportuni-
ties and challenges of rural areas that have 
emerged in recent decades.

Background
A full life-course perspective is important for 
understanding and addressing rural health dis-
parities. The “rural mortality penalty” in the 
United States dates only to the 1980s (Cosby et 
al. 2019) and is not uniform across regions 
(James, Cossman, and Wolf 2018)—higher dis-
parities exist in the South—or across age 
groups, given that excess rural mortality is con-
centrated in working-age populations (Elo et al. 
2019). Because the rural mortality penalty is 
relatively recent, many Americans adults in 
both urban and rural areas grew up in an era 
when infectious disease and environmental 
hazards from industrial activity meant an urban 
mortality penalty. Through the mid-twentieth 
century, improvements in public health re-
versed these differences (Haines 2001). In the 
same period, substantial rural-to-urban migra-
tion in the United States continued, more than 
three-quarters of the country living in urban 
areas since the 1970s. Yet in cohorts born before 
World War II, rural origins were common. The 
long-term impact of growing up in rural or ur-
ban settings has, however, often been ad-
dressed by classifying residence at a single 
point in time, such as birth or a single point in 
childhood. Rural mortality patterns today re-
flect a long-term process of migration and com-
positional change. Understanding why older 
(sixty-five-plus) rural residents have not experi-
enced the same health disparities as those of 
working age over the past thirty years can in-
form policies to improve health for the next 
generation of older rural Americans.

Estimating the impact of birth to early-adult 
experiences on later health is challenging. At a 
minimum, it requires data on thousands of in-
dividuals at two time points. Because large co-
hort studies were not initiated until after World 
War II, understanding the early lives of people 
born before 1940 requires a different approach. 
One approach is to ask retrospective questions 
about early life. Such an approach has been 
used fruitfully by the Health and Retirement 
Survey, the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, 

and the National Longitudinal Survey of Older 
Men (Havari and Mazzonna 2015; Hayward and 
Gorman 2004; Smith 2009). Retrospective ques-
tions have two significant limitations: they can 
only be asked of surviving cohort members, 
and they are dependent on memory, which of-
ten falters with age (Brown 2014). An alternative 
is linking multiple sources across time. In early 
life, these sources could be a census, health 
survey, or institutional roster with health infor-
mation. In later life, they could include health 
surveys, medical records, or death records.

Study Conte x t
We take advantage of an epidemiological study 
conducted since the 1980s. The Iowa Women’s 
Health Study (IWHS) is a prospective study of 
41,836 women age fifty-five through sixty-nine 
at baseline in 1986 and followed until 2014. The 
sampling frame was the 1985 Iowa driver’s li-
cense list; because driving was near universal 
in the United States in the second half of the 
twentieth century, a driver’s license registry 
provided an efficient and representative listing 
of adults for population samples.

Iowa in the Early Twentieth Century
The members of the Iowa Women’s Health 
Study were born between 1916 and 1931. Neither 
the drivers’ license registry nor the baseline 
questionnaire asked women where they were 
born. However, from census samples for 1980 
and 1990 for the state of Iowa, we can describe 
the target population: women born between 
1916 and 1931 and living in Iowa. More than 90 
percent of the cohort eligible to be included in 
the IWHS were born in Iowa (85 percent) or the 
six surrounding states. Using the 1920 Census 
as a gauge, the population of Iowa was less ur-
ban (defined as incorporated areas with more 
than 2,500 persons) than the United States as a 
whole and fewer people lived in large cities (see 
table 1). However, its rural residents were much 
more likely to live in incorporated places than 
their counterparts in rural areas outside Iowa. 
Indeed, nearly the same fraction of Iowans 
lived in incorporated places as in the country 
as a whole. The Iowa landscape at the time was 
dotted with hundreds of small towns, and its 
population density actually exceeded that of 
the nation’s. Nearly 10 percent of Iowa’s popu-
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1. However, Iowa now lags behind the nation in its share of college graduates, 27.7 to 30.9 percent. This propor-
tion is lower than many surrounding states in the West North Central Census Division, including Minnesota 

lation was foreign born. Emigrants from Ger-
many made up the largest single share, not 
much lower than the nation as a whole. How-
ever, like most of the Upper Midwest before the 
Great Migration, Iowa had significantly fewer 
African American residents at the time. In 1920, 
the dominant industry in the state was agricul-
ture, whereas male employment was more 
evenly split between manufacturing and agri-
culture in the rest of the country. 

Despite being more rural, Iowa (along with 
several other prairie states) was at the forefront 
of the “high school movement,” the rapid 
spread of taxpayer-funded secondary schools 
in the early twentieth century. The expansion 
of the American high school in the nation’s 
heartland was in part explained by the fact that 
the wealth in these states was tied to land, a 
source more easily taxed than more mobile 
forms of capital, and in part by the more even 

distribution of wealth in the region. The rela-
tive racial and ethnic homogeneity of the Upper 
Midwest, the dominance of the Protestant 
faith, and the preponderance of small towns 
were also factors that facilitated the spread of 
high school attendance (Goldin and Katz 1999). 
Using unique data collected by the state of Iowa 
in a 1915 state census, the economists Claudia 
Goldin and Lawrence Katz (2000, 790) estimate 
that the average years of schooling completed 
by an Iowa child was at a level that would not 
be “equaled in the entire United States until 
about 1940.” In other words, Iowa was a gen-
eration ahead of the nation. As a result of the 
earlier expansion of high school education, 
Iowa had more high school graduates than the 
nation as a whole did in 1940, and still leads the 
nation in the percentage of students graduat-
ing, more than 91 percent relative to the na-
tional average of 85 percent.1

Table 1. Key Demographic Characteristics of Iowa and the United States in 1920

Iowa Nation

% urban population 1920a 36.4 51.2
% rural population 1920a 63.6 48.8
Rural-farm percentage of total populationa 40.7 29.7
Rural-nonfarm percentage of total populationa 22.9 19
% population in cities twenty-five thousand and greater 1920a 17.1 35.7
% rural population in incorporated places 1920a 31.3 17.4
% total population in incorporated places 1920a 56.3 57.1
Persons per square mile 1920a 43.2 35.5
% foreign-born white population 1920a 9.4 13.0
% Black 1920a 0.8 10.0
% employed males ten and older in agriculture 1920a 44.6 29.8
% employed males ten and older in manufacturing 1920a 22.0 32.9
% population age twenty-five and older graduated high school 1940 Censusa 28.6 24.1
Voter turnout 1920 presidential electionb 62.6 45.6
% population Red Cross members 1918c 33.1 17.6
% population purchased Liberty Bonds May, 1918d 29.1 17.7

Source: Authors’ tabulations from 2019 American Community Survey available via IPUMS (Ruggles, 
Flood, et al. 2021).
aHaines 2010.
bAuthors’ calculation computed as total number of votes cast for president in the 1920 election divided 
by population twenty-one and older from the 1920 Census
cAmerican Red Cross 1919.
dU.S. Department of the Treasury 1919, 8.
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Goldin and Katz (1999) speculate that the 
same economic and social features that facili-
tated the spread of secondary education may 
also have contributed to greater stocks of local 
social capital in Iowa and the states like it. Io-
wa’s higher-than-average turnout rate in the 
1920 presidential election, its participation in 
the Liberty Bond drives of World War I, as well 
as reported Red Cross membership rates in 
1918 are consistent with that interpretation (ta-
ble 1).2 Iowa still is a leading state on contem-
porary measures of social capital (Hawes, Ro-
cha, and Meier 2013; Rupasingha, Goetz, and 
Freshwater 2006), though it has not been im-
mune to the changes that have led to a decline 
in social capital across the nation (Besser 2009). 

Iowa in the 1980s
Members of the IWHS completed their baseline 
interviews in 1986, a time of severe economic 
stress in the nation’s heartland rivaling the se-
verity of the Great Depression. In the 1970s, fed-
eral policymakers encouraged farmers to plant 
“fencerow to fencerow” to take advantage of 
steep rises in the price of agricultural commod-
ities occasioned by surging international de-
mand for U.S. farm exports in China, Russia, 
and other parts of the world. American farmers 
invested heavily in both land and equipment to 
expand production, investments made possible 
by the cheap credit offered by the nation’s lend-
ers. As a result, the debt that farmers carried on 
their balance sheets ballooned, rising nearly 80 
percent from 1970 to 1980. Land values rose 
even more than agricultural prices, drawing in 
speculators that bet on continued good times, 
further pushing up the price of farmland (Bar-
nett 2000; Peoples et al. 1992). 

The 1970s boom ended abruptly for several 
reasons. Export markets dried up, causing com-
modity prices to fall more than 50 percent be-
tween 1981 and 1986, and farmers’ income suf-
fered accordingly. Falling prices ended the 
speculative frenzy in farmland, and land values 

plunged. At the same time, the Federal Reserve 
raised interest rates aggressively to combat 
high inflation. Many farmers were underwater, 
that is, unable to refinance their loans because 
of cash-flow problems, tighter credit, and as-
sets worth considerably less than their pur-
chase price. Farm bankruptcies and foreclo-
sures soared, and many rural banks failed (Harl 
1990). Between 1978 and 1987, more than twenty 
thousand farms in Iowa ceased operating; in 
some counties, the number of farms declined 
by more than 20 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 
1987). 

The effects of the 1980s Farm Crisis ex-
tended well beyond Iowa farmers and their 
families. In addition to rural bank failures, 41 
percent of rural gas stations went out of busi-
ness, hundreds of automobile dealers closed 
up shop, and almost five hundred grocery 
stores were shuttered—five per county, a de-
cline of more than 20 percent across the state. 
Construction sales plunged by more than 40 
percent during the decade and unemployment 
rose. Hard-hit Iowa counties lost population as 
families migrated to areas of greater opportu-
nity, school enrollments declined, and rural 
populations become older and poorer as a re-
sult (Conger and Elder 1994). This “shake out” 
(Friedberger 1989) was not unlike the restruc-
turing that would happen in other parts of the 
country three decades later as a result of the 
2008 financial crisis, import competition from 
China (Acemoglu et al. 2016), and increasing 
automation (Acemoglu and Restrepo 2020), fac-
tors that may have contributed to the opioid 
crisis and “deaths of despair” among middle-
aged white Americans (Case and Deaton 2017; 
Pierce and Schott 2018).

Study Population and Potential 
for Record Linkage
The IWHS began around the same time as the 
1980s farm crisis. Like any longitudinal study, 
the cohort and the study are a product of their 

(34.8 percent), Nebraska (30.6 percent), and Kansas (32.3 percent). See the authors’ tabulation from 2019 
American Community Survey available via IPUMS (Ruggles, Flood, et al. 2021).

2. To finance World War I, the Department of the Treasury sold Liberty Bonds to the general public in a series 
of loan drives. The success of these drives depended greatly on volunteers from civil society organizations (Hilt 
and Rahn 2020). 
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time. Important research foci for the initial in-
vestigators were diet, nutrition, and risk factors 
for cancer and cardiovascular disease. Because 
the IWHS had been designed as an epidemio-
logical study, significant effort went into col-
lecting food frequency diaries and relatively 
less into measuring social and economic fac-
tors across the life course. Looking back 
through the lens of more recent developments 
in life-course sociology of health, we can rec-
ognize the single-risk factor epidemiologic ap-
proach critiqued by scholars in the 1990s during 
the development of fundamental cause theory 
(Link and Phelan 1995). Cancer incidence was 
ascertained via annual linkage to the State 
Health Registry of Iowa, a member of the Sur-
veillance, Epidemiology, and End Results pro-
gram. Through 2014, 26,472 deaths were re-
corded (see table A.1 online).

Respondents differed in a range of ways 
from nonrespondents, and potential biases 
went in different directions (Folsom et al. 1989): 
respondents were from less affluent areas but 
also tended to be lighter. The baseline ques-
tionnaire asked about a variety of cancer and 
other health risk factors, including age, smok-
ing behavior, physical activity, education, and 
alcohol consumption. Weight, fertility, and 
family medical histories were also collected at 
baseline. Driver’s license information indi-
cated that respondents’ self-reported body 
mass index (BMI) was 0.4 kg/m2 lower. Respon-
dents were more likely to live in rural and less 
affluent counties (Folsom et al. 2000). Despite 
these differences in baseline health and socio-
economic status, the association of body 
weight with mortality and cancer incidence was 
similar in respondents and nonrespondents 
(Bisgard et al. 1994). Women rated their health 
on a 4-point scale (excellent, good, fair, poor). 
Follow-up questionnaires were mailed in 1987, 
1989, 1992, 1997, and 2004, providing several 
measures of the trajectory of health in later life 
(Ahmed et al. 2008).

Despite collecting a limited amount of so-
cial and economic data at baseline, and in fol-
low-up surveys, the IWHS provides an unusual 
and important opportunity to add objective 
measures of early-life circumstances to a longi-
tudinal study of aging women. Tracing men for-
ward or backward in time is relatively straight-

forward because men do not change their 
name at marriage. An extensive literature now 
links men between different census enumera-
tions or from the census to mortality records 
(Aizer et al. 2016; Beach et al. 2016; Ferrie and 
Rolf 2011). Objective measures of early-life cir-
cumstances are important because their im-
pact is attenuated when studies use recalled 
information (Galobardes, Lynch, and Davey 
Smith 2004). The IWHS was originally designed 
to study mid- and late-life influences on health 
and mortality, not the extended reach of early 
childhood conditions on mortality after age 
fifty-five. However, a baseline question on 
maiden name has allowed the study to be re-
purposed in its own later life.

The question on maiden name was designed 
to facilitate mortality follow-up, as some states 
include maiden names on death certificates as 
an additional attribute to identify individuals 
and verify the age of death through linkage to 
birth certificates. At the 1986 baseline inter-
view, 97 percent of the women provided either 
a maiden name or were never married, imply-
ing that their current last name was likely to 
have been their name in early life. Because 
IWHS subjects were born between 1916 and 
1931, their early-life census records are now 
publicly available (Ruggles 2014). Complete 
electronic databases of the 1850 to 1940 Cen-
suses can be obtained for scholarly research 
through the Minnesota Population Center 
(Ruggles, Fitch, et al. 2021). Restricted-use ver-
sions of the data contain names and low-level 
geographic information that allow individuals 
to be identified.

The potential is significant for IWHS sub-
jects to be linked to multiple early-life records 
to develop a dataset of life-course social and 
economic circumstances for the cohort. Be-
cause a large share of the cohort were born in 
Iowa or surrounding states, our search space 
for matching women on the basis of name, 
race, and age is limited, increasing the likeli-
hood of finding unambiguous matches, or 
matches that can be identified with an accept-
able degree of (un)certainty. Born fairly uni-
formly between 1916 and 1931, the IWHS cohort 
can be identified in multiple early-life cen-
suses. Federal censuses from 1920 to 1950 in-
cluded a core of information that allows recon-
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3. See online appendix.

struction of residential and socioeconomic 
trajectories (see table A.2 online).

We estimate we can match more than thirty-
five thousand IWHS subjects to at least one 
early-life census record, and around twenty-
eight thousand to all of their 1920 to 1950 cen-
sus records (see table A.3 online). Even after 
adjusting for more under-enumeration than 
occurred in the region (Hacker 2013), we expect 
we could link nearly thirty-three thousand 
IWHS subjects to multiple records, including 
more than twenty-six thousand to three cen-
suses, and fourteen thousand to four or more 
early-life records. Because our links to early-life 
records are retrospective, linkage failure is not 
as consequential as in prospective studies. It is 
highly unlikely that under-enumeration or 
spelling errors in early life are correlated with 
mortality.

Data
In this article, our scope is more modest be-
cause we work with a subset of the best matches 
between the IWHS cohort born before April 1, 
1930, and the 1930 Federal Census of Iowa. Thus 
we miss women not yet born and those who 
were outside of Iowa at that point, around one-
sixth of the sample. We identified IWHS sub-
jects who were alive in April 1930 (39,621 of the 
total study population) and matched them to 
1930 federal census records from Iowa. Poten-
tial matches were identified in a comparison of 
names in the IWHS and census records, adapt-
ing procedures used for the construction of the 
IPUMS Linked Representative Samples (Goeken 
et al. 2011). We searched among census records 
plus or minus one year of the age the IWHS 
subjects would have been in 1930. Two trained 
research assistants independently reviewed po-
tential matches. The subjects selected for this 
analysis were cases for which only one potential 
match was found in the census records, the 
census record matched only one IWHS subject, 
and both research assistants recorded the 
match as legitimate.

We matched 10,375 women to early-life cen-
sus records, restricting matches to women res-
ident in Iowa in 1930 in order to bring in addi-
tional, consistent county-level data collected 

from state government publications. Although 
state of birth information was not collected in 
the IWHS, we can assess the effects of this sam-
ple restriction in several ways. In the first in-
stance, we can assess whether the linked sam-
ple was representative of the populations from 
which it was drawn. Significantly, the sample 
matched to early-life records was representa-
tive of both populations: the cohort of females 
up to age thirteen resident in Iowa (see table 2), 
and the full IWHS sample (see table A.4 on-
line).3 Significant numbers of women were 
found in every county in Iowa (see figure A.1 
online). The major substantive difference is 
that early-life matches are more likely to come 
from farming households than their counter-
parts in Iowa in 1930. We expect this to have 
occurred because of stronger intergenerational 
persistence in place and occupation for people 
who owned farms (Baker, Duffy, and Lamberti 
2001; Feigenbaum 2018; Fink 1986). Despite a 
structural move out of farming, Iowa continues 
to be a heavily agricultural state and inheri-
tance of farmland and a farm business remain 
a key mechanism by which people enter farm-
ing as adults. On the other side of the process, 
we match a smaller than expected number of 
never-married women out of the IWHS sample 
to early-life records. 95 percent of the sample 
linked to the 1930 Census had been born in 
Iowa, with another 3.5 percent born in the six 
surrounding states.

More broadly, we can assess external validity 
of the Iowa sample through comparison of the 
cohort of Iowa-resident women who would 
later be eligible to participate in the IWHS to 
other women of the same cohort in the 1980 
federal census. Iowa today is not representative 
of the United States. But in the early twentieth 
century, it was quite representative of the white 
population (Goldin and Katz 2000). Three-
quarters of the eligible cohort had been born 
in Iowa and were likely to have lived there for 
their entire life given migration patterns in this 
cohort. The cohort resident in Iowa were 98.6 
percent white relative to the national average 
of 88.5 percent. Yet the racial composition of 
this cohort in Iowa was similar to that seen in 
other states in the Upper Midwest, New En-
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gland, the Great Plains and Mountain West. On 
other important dimensions, women eligible 
to participate in the IWHS were representative 
of white American women their age across the 
country, having nearly identical rates of mar-
riage, fertility, and labor-force participation.

The most significant difference in adult-
hood between the IWHS study population and 
white American women of the same cohort is 
that the IWHS cohort was significantly more 
likely to be rural. At the 1986 baseline interview, 
19 percent of the IWHS sample were living on 
a farm, and an additional 19 percent were living 
in a rural area or a town with fewer than one 
thousand people. Although the IWHS cohort is 
distinctive for being rural in later life, growing 
up in a rural area was common for women born 
between 1916 and 1931, and our sample repre-
sents reasonably well the distribution of child-
hood environments for white Americans in the 
early twentieth century, lacking only a major 
metropolitan area. At the 1930 Census, 48 per-
cent of American women born between 1916 
and 1930 lived in a rural area.

Me asures
For early-life residence, the 1930 census identi-
fied residential location with more or less pre-
cision in urban and rural areas. In cities and 
towns, this was a street address. Approximately 
half of Iowa had a street address in 1930. In ru-
ral areas (townships with a population of less 
than 2,500) information is less precise, but no 
worse than location within a five- by five-mile 
area. We categorize women in 1930 as living in 
one of three statuses: on farms, in rural areas 
off-farms, or in urban areas.

The 1930 census collected information on 
adult occupations, which have been coded by 
IPUMS into the U.S. Census Bureau’s 1950 oc-
cupational categories, for early-life socioeco-
nomic status. We aggregated these occupational 
categories further into variables denoting 
whether fathers worked in white-collar jobs 
(professionals, managers, clerical and sales 
workers), as farmers, skilled or semi-skilled 
workers in manufacturing, utilities, and trans-
port, or as laborers in farming or industry.  
We measure the economic status of mothers 

Table 2. Characteristics of 1930 Iowa Cohort and IWHS Early-Life Matches

Girls Born  
1916 to 1930

IWHS 
Matches

Rural 0.65 0.75

Father’s occupation
Farmer 0.38 0.51
Laborer 0.12 0.11
White collar 0.14 0.11
Trade or craft 0.15 0.13

Owned home 0.41 0.42
Owned radio 0.47 0.48
Both parents present 0.91 0.95
Number of siblings (mean) 2.60 2.66
Father a World War I veteran 0.14 0.14

Parents’ nativity
Both native born 0.87 0.87
One or both foreign born 0.13 0.13

Mean home rent (if renting) $8.85 $5.83
Mean home value (if owned) $2092 $1598

N 344,057 10,375

Source: Authors’ tabulations from 1930 United States Census available via 
IPUMS (Ruggles, Fitch, et al. 2021).
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through a binary variable for labor-force par-
ticipation. Distinguishing different occupations 
for women workers is less important, because 
labor-force participation by married women at 
this time was very low; nationally fewer than 10 
percent of white married women worked and in 
Iowa 7 percent of married women.

Later-life residential status was classified by 
the IWHS into six categories: farm, rural, and 
four categories of town or city size from the 
1980 census: fewer than one thousand people; 
between one thousand and 2,499 people; be-
tween 2,500 and 9,999 people; and ten thou-
sand or more. For ease of interpretation and 
consistency with the early-life measures, we 
collapse some categories. The identification of 
town or city size is made on an urban area ba-
sis. Small administrative municipalities that 
were functionally part of a larger urban area are 
classified into urban areas. For example, a 
small municipality contiguous with Des 
Moines (a suburb), would be classified as being 
in the metropolitan area.

In regard to adult health and sociodemo-
graphic status, we measure baseline health at 
age fifty-five through sixty-nine through BMI, 
and smoking status (never smoked, currently 
smoked, past smoker). Family structure at the 
baseline interview was measured by a question 
on current marital status. Because the IWHS 
cohort was composed of women older and 
younger than typical retirement age, a question 
on current employment would not accurately 
capture the socioeconomic position of women. 
The baseline questionnaire therefore asked 
about usual work done for “most of your life,” 
classifying response into homemakers, profes-
sionals and managers, clerical and sales work, 
craft and service work (associated with greater 
physical intensity), and agricultural work.

Mortality follow-up was carried out nation-
wide via linkage to the Iowa death registry and 
National Death Index.

Analysis
Our analysis focuses on describing the differ-
ences in social characteristics in baseline 
health status and survival after 1986 in relation 
to migration between urban and rural areas 
within Iowa between 1930 and 1986. Starting 
from detailed information on residential loca-

tions at each point we categorize women’s mi-
gration patterns into one of twelve categories 
summarized by the cross-categorization, and 
summarize the distribution of key social and 
health characteristics within these categories 
(see table 3). Although we are summarizing life-
course trajectories somewhat crudely with in-
formation at just two points in time (1930 and 
1986), the combination of different social and 
migration statuses necessitates a multivariate 
approach to further understand health trajec-
tories. Because not all of our sample is de-
ceased, and right censoring is an issue, we use 
Cox proportional hazard models to estimate 
hazard ratios of childhood, family structure, 
socioeconomic status, place of residence, and 
migration trajectories. The chance of surviving 
from the start of 1986 through the end of 2013 
is, of course, strongly influenced by age at study 
entry, which varies between fifty-five and sixty-
nine. Thus we control for age at entry in all 
models.

Results
Although record linkage across long periods is 
inherently selective, our sample is reasonably, 
maybe even remarkably, representative of both 
the cohort of girls (born between 1916 and 1930) 
living in Iowa in 1930, and of the cohort of 
women in the IWHS in 1986. We matched a 
sample of 10,375 women from the IWHS to 1930 
federal census records. We expected that 
women who survived and remained in Iowa at 
the time the IWHS began in 1986 to be distinct 
from the cohort of girls resident in Iowa in 
childhood because migration and mortality are 
not random. However, our sample matched the 
total cohort of girls in Iowa in 1930 closely (see 
table 2). The most significant difference be-
tween our matched sample that survived to be 
in the IWHS and the 1930 Iowa girls was that 
our sample was more likely to be living in a ru-
ral area or on a farm in 1930, and slightly more 
likely to be living in a family with both parents 
present. Similarly, we find the group matched 
to early-life records has a very similar distribu-
tion of social and health characteristics in 1986 
to the entire IWHS cohort (see table A.4).

More than half a century after the 1930 Cen-
sus, we observed 24 percent of our cohort still 
living in the same county. Even in the light of 
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4. Note that in all figures displaying group means we have used 84 percent confidence intervals around the 
mean, so that non-overlapping confidence intervals can be directly interpreted as having a statistically significant 
difference at the 5 percent level. 

declining intercounty (domestic) migration 
over the twentieth century (Fischer 2002), we 
are inclined to regard this proportion as a high 
rate of persistence in the same place. Yet, given 
the combination of setting (Iowa) and sample 
selection (women age fifty-five to sixty-nine at 
baseline) this level of persistence is consistent 
with expectations. Among women born in Iowa 
in the same birth cohort, slightly more than 
half had migrated to other states by 1980. We 
observed no substantial differences in the so-
cial characteristics or baseline health status by 
intercounty migration status. That is, anthro-
pometric measures and self-rated health at the 
1986 baseline survey were similar among 
women who remained in the same county and 
those who moved. 

Given the declining rural population share 
of Iowa from more than 50 percent in 1930 to 
less than 20 percent in 1986, we observe a sub-
stantial movement of women out of farm and 
other rural residential locations and into towns 
and cities (see table 3). However, the rural-to-
urban shift is one seen more in the aggregate 
than in individual trajectories. Nearly a quarter 
of women growing up in Iowa’s larger cities in 
1930 were in 1986 living on a farm or in town-
ships that would have been classified as rural 
by the historic census bureau definition (a pop-
ulation of less than 2,500 defining the border 
between urban and rural). Women observed in 
1930 in smaller towns and cities or nonfarm ru-
ral areas had the most diverse 1986 destina-

tions, being relatively less likely to be in the 
same type of place than either the farm or city 
girls of 1930. The residential patterns we ob-
serve here reflect the population geography of 
Iowa—a state whose largest metropolitan area 
is around half a million and where the organi-
zation of farming and agricultural processing 
industries has produced a state with many 
small towns and cities.

We observe important social and health dif-
ferences between women in different migra-
tion states (see table A.5 online). Women mi-
grating to urban areas, whether from farms or 
nonfarm rural areas, had higher rates of col-
lege attendance than women remaining on, or 
moving to, farms. Women who ended up in cit-
ies in 1986 had higher rates of attending college 
(see figure A.2 online), reflecting that college 
attendance often migrating out of the county.4 
Although college attendance and graduation is 
positively associated with health status in the 
contemporary United States, the effects of mi-
gration to urban areas were less clear in the 
mid-twentieth century. Smoking rates were sig-
nificantly higher in urban areas. For the major-
ity of women in our linked cohort, who grew  
up on farms, the difference in rates of ever 
smoking (see figure 1) between those who re-
mained on farms (0.13), and those who ended 
up in towns of larger than ten thousand in 1986 
(0.39) was threefold.

Both origins and destination were impor-
tant in women’s adoption of smoking. Mi-

Table 3. Residence in 1930 and 1986

Residence in 1986

Residence in 1930

TotalFarm
Nonfarm rural  

(township < 2,500) Urban

Farm 1,666 247 245 2,158
Nonfarm rural 2,023 665 505 3,193
Town of 2,500 to 9,999 1,064 310 413 1,787
Town of 10,000 or more 1,218 547 1,407 3,172

Total 5,971 1,769 2,570 10,310

Source: Authors’ tabulations from IWHS linked to 1930 federal census (Ruggles, Fitch, et al. 2021).
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grants to farms had smoking rates nearly half 
that of their peers seen in 1930 off the farm (ei-
ther nonfarm rural, or any urban area). Similar 
patterns are evident for current smoking rates 
(figure A.3 online). Smaller differences in 
health indicators are evident when comparing 
BMI (figure A.4 online) and the likelihood of 
reporting excellent health (figure A.5 online) at 
the baseline interview.

These general patterns of health advantages 
for farm stayers and migrants to farms, and so-
cial disadvantage for women in nonfarm rural 
areas later in life continue when we examine 
survival profiles for women in the twenty-eight 
years of follow-up following the baseline inter-
view. Originating on, or moving to a farm, is 
associated with higher survival (see figure 2). 
Women who were living in an urban area in 
1986 (see figure 3), but moved to a small town 
had poorer survival than those moving to farms 
or staying in the city. Similarly, women originat-
ing in nonfarm rural areas had higher observed 
survival when migrating to a farm by 1986 (see 
figure 4).

With important differences in social charac-
teristics and health behaviors at baseline by mi-
gration status we turn to a multivariate model 

to describe and explain these patterns (see ta-
ble A.6 online). We observe important differ-
ences in mortality along multiple dimensions 
of early life experience. The mortality risk for 
girls growing up on farms and remaining there 
is significantly lower. Given the twelve catego-
ries of migration origins and destinations be-
tween 1930 and 1986, interpreting the associa-
tion of all-cause mortality with migration is 
complex. The association of migration patterns 
and mortality is only slightly affected by con-
trolling for socioeconomic status in child-
hood—the estimates are very stable when com-
paring a basic age and migration model, with a 
model including 1930 characteristics (see figure 
5). The patterning of migration and mortality 
is clearer visually, and we draw attention to two 
features of these results. First, it was advanta-
geous to originate or move to a farm. Girls who 
grew up off-farm in 1930 in a small town (fewer 
than 2,500 people) but moved to a farm had 
nearly the same mortality risks as those grow-
ing up on a farm and remaining there. Simi-
larly, girls who grew up in urban areas (a popu-
lation of 2,500 or more in 1930) and moved to a 
farm had the lowest mortality risk of any sub-
group originating in urban areas. Second, orig-

Figure 1. Ever-Smoking Rates by Migration Status

Source: Authors’ tabulations from IWHS linked to 1930 federal census (Ruggles, Fitch, et al. 2021).
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inating in or moving to a nonfarm rural area 
was associated with generally higher mortality.

Cause-specific mortality estimates provide 
additional insight into the potential mecha-
nisms behind these associations. In general, we 
observe that cardiovascular and respiratory 
mortality is more strongly associated with mi-
gration patterns than cancer mortality (see fig-
ure A.6 online). Cancer mortality risk only 
shows a significant association with farm to ru-
ral and urban to small-town migration. These 

migration statuses had the highest current 
smoking rates in the 1985 baseline survey (see 
figure A.3). Cardiovascular and respiratory 
deaths are associated with more migration tra-
jectories and with more common migration 
trajectories. Cardiovascular and respiratory 
mortality was higher for women staying in non-
farm rural residence, moving from nonfarm 
rural origins to a city in later life and originat-
ing in an urban area and ending up anywhere 
except a farm. Similarly, cardiovascular and re-

Figure 2. Survival Curve for Women Originating on Farms

Source: Authors’ tabulations from IWHS linked to 1930 federal census (Ruggles, Fitch, et al. 2021).
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Figure 5. Association of Migration Patterns with Mortality Risk After Age Fifty-Five

Source: Authors’ tabulations from IWHS linked to 1930 federal census (Ruggles, Fitch, et al. 2021).
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spiratory mortality, but not cancer mortality, is 
associated with indicators of early-life socio-
economic deprivation and stress: living in a 
home that was rented or in a single-parent 
household (figure A.7 online). Children living 

with neither their mother nor father in 1930 
had lower all-cause and cardiorespiratory mor-
tality after 1986, reflecting the fact that the ma-
jority of children seen with neither parent in 
1930 were living with aunts or uncles, or both 
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grandparents. Although the census does not 
identify that these children were orphans, it is 
highly likely that they were.

We see only small mortality gradients in fa-
ther’s occupation compared to girls whose fa-
ther was a farmer. The daughters of farm labor-
ers and tradesmen may have fared slightly 
worse than daughters of farmers and white-
collar workers, with the difference significant at 
the 10 percent level. We suspect this reflects that 
social class differentials within Iowa are muted 
relative to those in the entire United States.

Discussion
The demography of rural and urban residence 
has changed significantly in the United States 
in the past century, having potentially impor-
tant long-term consequences for health and 
mortality in later life. In the early twentieth 
century—when the current generation of older 
Americans were children—living in rural areas 
or on farms was common. Migration out of ru-
ral areas and away from farms has been sig-
nificant. Working out how selection of people 
into and out of rural areas affects life chances 
is important for understanding the opportuni-
ties and challenges of growing up in rural 
America. Examining the experience of a sample 
living in favorable circumstances—Iowa was a 
state that invested significantly in girls’ educa-
tion (Goldin 1998; Goldin and Katz 2000), and 
social capital was high—and surviving to at 
least age fifty-five, we find that migration to 
small towns and nonfarm rural areas is associ-
ated with higher mortality and poorer health. 
The childhood origins of these women were not 
distinctly different, but their health, social cir-
cumstances, and mortality are somewhat 
worse than women in larger towns and cities 
or on farms. Growing up on a farm in the early 
twentieth century appears to be associated  
with favorable longer-term outcomes. Although 
somewhat uncommon—just 5 percent of our 
sample—moving to a farm was associated with 
lower mortality in later life relative to remain-
ing off-farm in rural areas, or moving to a town 
or city. We observe the worst mortality out-
comes for women with nonfarm rural origins 
who remain in that context in later life, and 
women who originated in urban areas and 
moved to smaller towns or nonfarm rural areas.

These results highlight that the rural health 
disadvantage examined in recent literature 
(Cosby et al. 2019; James 2014) is not homoge-
neous. Farm residents—who are certainly ru-
ral—have longer lives in general, despite 
heightened mortality risk from some specific 
causes including accidents and site-specific 
cancers from agricultural chemicals. Rural res-
idents who are not resident on farms, whether 
in earlier or later life, have significantly ele-
vated mortality risk in our cohort of women in 
Iowa. The educational and health behaviors of 
the Iowa cohort suggest two, not mutually ex-
clusive, mechanisms for these findings. First, 
lifetime smoking rates, and continuing to 
smoke in 1985, were significantly higher for 
women not living on farms, including those in 
nonfarm rural settings. It is well known that 
women in the United States took up smoking 
in large numbers nearly a generation after 
men, particularly after World War II (Preston 
and Wang 2006). Relatively little attention has 
been paid, however, to the life-course patterns 
of smoking initiation in American women who 
reached adulthood between the 1930s and 
1960s and who took up smoking at higher rates 
than cohorts before or since. By contrast, prior 
studies of the IWHS cohort show relatively 
small demographic differences in diet and ex-
ercise (Shivappa et al. 2016). The similar pat-
terning of smoking behavior and mortality risk 
with rural-urban migration categories suggests 
an important area for further research with 
both the IWHS and other studies of similar co-
horts to explain which groups within the age 
cohort smoked for longer.

Second, the socioeconomic trajectory of 
women in nonfarm rural areas is more likely to 
have been declining than for those who stayed 
at or migrated to a farm or who were living in a 
city in 1985. Although women with farm origins 
were less likely to have attended high school, 
95 percent of women living off-farm or in an 
urban area in 1930 attended high school. But 
conditional on graduating high school, women 
who stayed off-farm in rural areas or moved to 
small towns were less likely to attend or com-
plete college. Women with urban origins (in 
1930) or destinations (1985 residence) were 
more likely to complete college than their off-
farm rural peers. These educational patterns 
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are consistent with evidence from other studies 
of a steeper education gradient in women’s 
health (Ross and Mirowsky 2010).

An important feature of our study is that it 
focuses on women enrolled in late adulthood 
and living in a particular place. We can draw 
parallels to other cohort studies to highlight 
what we can learn from this structure. Like the 
Health and Retirement Study (Brandt, Deindl, 
and Hank 2012) and SHARELIFE (Pakpahan, 
Hoffmann, and Kröger 2017), the IWHS re-
cruited subjects who had survived to at least 
fifty-five. What these studies and ours can say 
about childhood circumstances are conditional 
on surviving to late adulthood. Unlike the 
Health Retirement Study or SHARELIFE, how-
ever, the IWHS is situated in a particular place. 
This is not without parallel either, the Utah 
Population Database is structured in a similar 
way with a focus on people living in Utah 
(Smith et al. 2009). Regional datasets are lim-
ited in important ways given that interstate mi-
gration over a lifetime is common and the pop-
ulation that chooses to remain are self-selected. 
Although we highlight the similarity of our 
group in childhood and adulthood to other 
women in Iowa on observable characteristics, 
the differences between our cohort (who 
stayed) and their peers who moved and are 
missing by construction, are likely to be on un-
observable characteristics. People who chose 
to leave Iowa (or to stay) likely did so with an 
evaluation of their economic and social pros-
pects. The advantages we find for women who 
remained on or moved to a farm in Iowa were 
not broadly shared. Although Iowa remains a 
heavily agricultural state and our sample has a 
high proportion of women living on farms rel-
ative to the rest of the United States, it is also 
true that the share of women living on a farm 
declined from three-fifths to less than one-fifth 
of the sample. Whatever the ways that farming 
worked to benefit women in our cohort, it is 
not a plausible treatment that can be applied 
to resolve the disadvantages of other groups in 
rural areas. In short, the selective nature of the 
IWHS cohort tells us something about the 
structure of rural advantage and disadvantage.

Coincident with a pattern of health advan-
tage for women with farming connections, we 
saw a pattern of earlier old-age mortality for 

women in nonfarm rural areas or small towns. 
We emphasize that these are empirical and se-
lective associations rather than causal mecha-
nisms. Nevertheless, the selective nature of dis-
advantage is informative. The women we see in 
the IWHS in later life are women who remained 
in Iowa. Less than half of the 1916 to 1930 birth 
cohort who were born in Iowa were still in Iowa 
at the 1980 census. Thus, although many of the 
nonfarm rural or small-town group moved be-
tween counties, relative to their cohort peers 
they did not move far. The disadvantaged group 
share with women remaining on or moving to 
farms a pattern of relatively short intercounty 
moves or persistence in the same county. Yet 
the two groups differ significantly in social and 
economic outcomes. 

The pattern of disadvantage identified for 
women in nonfarm rural settings is consistent 
with the changing geography of economic ac-
tivity in rural areas in the United States. Mech-
anization of agricultural work has reduced the 
numbers of people needed to work a given area 
of land. In 1930, small towns housed and pro-
visioned farm laborers and small businesses 
catering to farms. But farm laborers are fewer 
in 1986 and thus fewer people live in small 
towns and rural areas that need retail or ser-
vices. Paving of rural roads, for example, has 
enabled farmers to access commercial services 
and retail trade in larger urban centers. Con-
versely, towns and cities have provided increas-
ing opportunity for socioeconomic advance-
ment with labor markets diverse enough for 
both members of dual-earner couples to work. 
Persistence in nonfarm rural areas is associ-
ated with fewer economic opportunities. In 
Iowa after 1985, the decline in the number of 
nonfarm businesses in rural areas was signifi-
cant. The structural decline in economic activ-
ity during the farm crisis in Iowa in the 1980s 
has been echoed in other rural settings in the 
United States in subsequent decades. Despite 
these structural changes, we do not see strong 
evidence in our sample of “deaths of despair.” 
Deaths from suicide, accidents, and alcohol or 
drug abuse were rare in this cohort. As other 
scholars note, the rural mortality disadvantage 
has been concentrated in working-age Ameri-
cans (James, Cossman, and Wolf 2018), similar 
to the pattern identified for deaths of despair.
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The contrast we identify between favorable 
outcomes for farm women, and less favorable 
outcomes for nonfarm rural women point to 
the challenges in understanding what it means 
to live in rural America. Both farms and their 
surrounding areas are rural, and yet the life 
chances of residents are quite different. 
Women with connections to capital in farming 
derive significant health benefits from their 
status. Despite the hazards of growing up in 
urban areas before World War II, women with 
urban origins and later-life residence have 
been able to take advantage of their human 
capital. Off the farm, families without capital 
in farming or a larger market for their human 
capital face significant social and health disad-
vantages. These contrasts point to the impor-
tance of social status and resources in over-
coming some of the challenges of living in 
contemporary rural America.

References
Acemoglu, Daron, David Autor, David Dorn, Gordon 

H Hanson, and Brendan Price. 2016. “Import 
Competition and the Great US Employment Sag 
of the 2000s.” Journal of Labor Economics 
34(S1): S141–S98.

Acemoglu, Daron, and Pascual Restrepo. 2020. “Ro-
bots and Jobs: Evidence from US Labor Mar-
kets.” Journal of Political Economy 128(6): 2188–
244.

Ahmed, Rehana L., Anna Prizment, DeAnn Lazovich, 
Kathryn H. Schmitz, and Aaron R. Folsom. 2008. 
“Lymphedema and Quality of Life in Breast Can-
cer Survivors: The Iowa Women’s Health Study.” 
Journal of Clinical Oncology 26(35): 5689–96.

Aizer, Anna, Shari Eli, Joseph Ferrie, and Adriana 
Lleras-Muney. 2016. “The Long-Run Impact of 
Cash Transfers to Poor Families.” American Eco-
nomic Review 106(4): 935–71.

American Red Cross. 1919. The Work of the Ameri-
can Red Cross During the War. Washington, D.C.: 
American Red Cross.

Baker, John, Michael D. Duffy, and Adrienne Lam-
berti. 2001. “Farm Succession in Iowa.” Ames: 
Iowa State University. Accessed November 10, 
2021. http://www2.econ.iastate.edu/fac​ulty 
/duffy/Pages/farmsuccession.pdf.

Barnett, Barry J. 2000. “The US Farm Financial Cri-
sis of the 1980s.” Agricultural History 74(2): 366–
80.

Beach, Brian, Joseph Ferrie, Martin Saavedra, and 
Werner Troesken. 2016. “Typhoid Fever, Water 
Quality, and Human Capital Formation.” Journal 
of Economic History 76(1): 41–75.

Besser, Terry L. 2009. “Changes in Small Town So-
cial Capital and Civic Engagement.” Journal of 
Rural Studies 25(2): 185–93.

Bisgard, Kristine M., Aaron R. Folsom, Ching-Ping 
Hong, and Thomas A. Sellers. 1994. “Mortality 
and Cancer Rates in Nonrespondents to a Pro-
spective Study of Older Women: 5-Year Follow-
Up.” American Journal of Epidemiology 139(10): 
990–1000.

Blackwell, Debra L., Mark D. Hayward, and Eileen M. 
Crimmins. 2001. “Does Childhood Health Affect 
Chronic Morbidity in Later Life?” Social Science 
& Medicine 52(8): 1269–84.

Boustan, Leah, Devin Bunten, and Owen Hearey. 
2018. “Urbanization in American Economic His-
tory, 1800–2000.” In Oxford Handbook of Ameri-
can Economic History, edited by Louis P. Cain, 
Price V. Fishback, and Paul W. Rhode. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Brandt, Martina, Christian Deindl, and Karsten Hank. 
2012. “Tracing the Origins of Successful Aging: 
The Role of Childhood Conditions and Social In-
equality in Explaining Later Life Health.” Social 
Science & Medicine 74(9): 1418–25.

Brown, Matt. 2014. “Assessing Recall of Early Life 
Circumstances: Evidence from the National Child 
Development Study.” Longitudinal and Life 
Course Studies 5(1): 64–78. DOI: 10.14301/llcs.
v5i1.232.

Case, Anne, and Angus Deaton. 2017. “Mortality and 
Morbidity in the 21st Century.” Brookings Papers 
on Economic Activity. Washington, D.C.: Brook-
ings Institution. Accessed November 10, 2021. 
https://www.brookings.edu/bpea​-articles 
/mortality-and-morbidity-in-the-21st-ce​ntury.

Cohen, Sheldon, Denise Janicki-Deverts, Edith Chen, 
and Karen A. Matthews. 2010. “Childhood Socio-
economic Status and Adult Health.” Annals of the 
New York Academy of Sciences 1186(1): 37–55.

Conger, Rand D., and Glen H. Elder Jr. 1994. “Fami-
lies in Troubled Times: The Iowa Youth and Fam-
ilies Project.” In Families in Troubled Times: 
Adapting to Change in Rural America, edited by 
Rand D. Conger, Glen H. Elder Jr., Ronald L. Sim-
mons, and Les B. Whitbeck. Hawthorne, N.Y.: Al-
dine de Gruyter.

Cosby, Arthur G., M. Maya McDoom-Echebiri, Wes-

http://www2.econ.iastate.edu/faculty/duffy/Pages/farmsuccession.pdf
http://www2.econ.iastate.edu/faculty/duffy/Pages/farmsuccession.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/bpea-articles/mortality-and-morbidity-in-the-21st-century
https://www.brookings.edu/bpea-articles/mortality-and-morbidity-in-the-21st-century


1 2 2 	g  r o w i n g  u p  r u r a l

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

ley James, Hasna Khandekar, Willie Brown, and 
Heather L. Hanna. 2019. “Growth and Persis-
tence of Place-Based Mortality in the United 
States: The Rural Mortality Penalty.” American 
Journal of Public Health 109(1): 155–62.

Currie, Janet, and Tom Vogl. 2013. “Early-Life Health 
and Adult Circumstance in Developing Coun-
tries.” Annual Review of Economics 5(1): 1–36.

Elo, Irma T., Arun S. Hendi, Jessica Y. Ho, Yana C. Vi-
erboom, and Samuel H. Preston. 2019. “Trends in 
Non-Hispanic White Mortality in the United 
States by Metropolitan-Nonmetropolitan Status 
and Region, 1990–2016.” Population and Develop-
ment Review 45(3): 549–83.

Elo, Irma T., and Samuel H. Preston. 1992. “Effects of 
Early-Life Conditions on Adult Mortality: A Re-
view.” Population Index 58(2): 186–212.

Feigenbaum, James J. 2018. “Multiple Measures of 
Historical Intergenerational Mobility: Iowa 1915 
to 1940.” Economic Journal 128(612): F446–F81.

Ferrie, Joseph P., and Karen Rolf. 2011. “Socioeco-
nomic Status in Childhood and Health After Age 
70: A New Longitudinal Analysis for the U.S., 
1895–2005.” Explorations in Economic History 
48(4): 445–60.

Fink, Deborah. 1986. “Constructing Rural Culture: 
Family and Land in Iowa.” Agriculture and Hu-
man Values 3(4): 43–53.

Fischer, Claude S. 2002. “Ever-More Rooted Ameri-
cans.” City & Community 1(2): 177–98.

Folsom, Aaron R., Susan A. Kaye, John D. Potter, 
and Ronald J. Prineas. 1989. “Association of In-
cident Carcinoma of the Endometrium with 
Body Weight and Fat Distribution in Older 
Women: Early Findings of the Iowa Women’s 
Health Study.” Cancer Research 49(23): 6828–
31.

Folsom, Aaron R., Lawrence H. Kushi, Kristin E. An-
derson, Pamela J. Mink, Janet E. Olson, Ching-
Ping Hong, Thomas A. Sellers, DeAnn Lazovich, 
and Ronald J. Prineas. 2000. “Associations of 
General and Abdominal Obesity with Multiple 
Health Outcomes in Older Women: The Iowa 
Women’s Health Study.” Archives of Internal 
Medicine 160(14): 2117–28.

Friedberger, Mark. 1989. Shake-Out: Iowa Farm Fam-
ilies in the 1980s. Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky.

Galobardes, Bruna, John W. Lynch, and George 
Davey Smith. 2004. “Childhood Socioeconomic 

Circumstances and Cause-Specific Mortality in 
Adulthood: Systematic Review and Interpreta-
tion.” Epidemiologic Reviews 26(1): 7–21.

———. 2008. “Is the Association Between Childhood 
Socioeconomic Circumstances and Cause-
Specific Mortality Established? Update of a Sys-
tematic Review.” Journal of Epidemiology and 
Community Health 62(5): 387–90.

Goeken, Ron, Lap Huynh, Thomas Leniush, and Re-
becca Vick. 2011. “New Methods of Census Re-
cord Linking.” Historical Methods 44(1): 7–14.

Goldin, Claudia. 1998. “America’s Graduation from 
High School: The Evolution and Spread of Sec-
ondary Schooling in the Twentieth Century.” 
Journal of Economic History 58(2): 345–74.

Goldin, Claudia, and Lawrence F. Katz. 1999. “Edu-
cation and Income in the Early 20th Century: Ev-
idence from the Prairies.” NBER working paper 
no. 7217. Cambridge, Mass.: National Bureau of 
Economic Research.

———. 2000. “Education and Income in the Early 
20th Century: Evidence from the Prairies.” Jour-
nal of Economic History 60(3): 782–818.

Haas, Steven A. 2007. “The Long-Term Effects of 
Poor Childhood Health: An Assessment and Ap-
plication of Retrospective Reports.” Demography 
44(1): 113–35.

———. 2008. “Trajectories of Functional Health: the 
‘Long Arm’ of Childhood Health and Socioeco-
nomic Factors.” Social Science & Medicine 66(4): 
849–61.

Hacker, J. David. 2013. “New Estimates of Census 
Coverage in the United States, 1850–1930.” So-
cial Science History 37(1): 71–101.

Haines, Michael R. 2001. “The Urban Mortality Tran-
sition in the United States, 1800–1940.” Annales 
de démographie historique 101(0134): 33–64.

———. 2010. “Historical, Demographic, Economic, 
and Social Data: The United States, 1790–2002.” 
Ann Arbor, Mich.: Inter-university Consortium for 
Political and Social Research [distributor], 2010-
05-21. DOI: 10.3886/ICPSR02896.v3.

Harl, Neil E. 1990. The Farm Debt Crisis of the 
1980s. Ames: Iowa State University Press.

Havari, Enkelejda, and Fabrizio Mazzonna. 2015. 
“Can We Trust Older People’s Statements on 
Their Childhood Circumstances? Evidence from 
SHARELIFE.” European Journal of Population 
31(3): 233–57.

Hawes, Daniel, Rene Rocha, and Kenneth Meier. 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 l i f e - c o u r s e  t r a n s i t i o n s  a n d  o l d - a g e  m o r t a l i t y 	 1 2 3

2013. “Social Capital in the 50 States: Measuring 
State-Level Social Capital, 1986–2004.” State 
Politics & Policy Quarterly 13(1): 121–38.

Hayward, Mark D., and Bridget K. Gorman. 2004. 
“The Long Arm of Childhood: the Influence of 
Early-Life Social Conditions on Men’s Mortality.” 
Demography 41(1): 87–107.

Hilt, Eric, and Wendy Rahn. 2020. “Financial Asset 
Ownership and Political Partisanship: Liberty 
Bonds and Republican Electoral Success in the 
1920s.” Journal of Economic History 80(3): 746–
81.

James, Wesley L. 2014. “All Rural Places Are Not 
Created Equal: Revisiting the Rural Mortality 
Penalty in the United States.” American Journal 
of Public Health 104(11): 2122–29.

James, Wesley L., Jeralynn Cossman, and Julia 
Kay Wolf. 2018. “Persistence of Death in the 
United States: The Remarkably Different Mor-
tality Patterns Between America’s Heartland 
and Dixieland.” Demographic Research 39: 
897–910.

Kauhanen, Laura, Hanna-Maaria Lakka, John W. 
Lynch, and Jussi Kauhanen. 2006. “Social Disad-
vantages in Childhood and Risk of All-Cause 
Death and Cardiovascular Disease in Later Life: 
A Comparison of Historical and Retrospective 
Childhood Information.” International Journal of 
Epidemiology 35(4): 962–68.

Kuh, Diana J. L., and Michael E. J. Wadsworth. 1993. 
“Physical Health Status at 36 Years in a British 
National Birth Cohort.” Social Science & Medi-
cine 37(7): 905–16.

Link, Bruce G., and Jo Phelan. 1995. “Social Condi-
tions as Fundamental Causes of Disease.” Jour-
nal of Health and Social Behavior 35: 80–94. DOI: 
10.2307/2626958.

Montez, Jennifer Karas, and Mark D. Hayward. 2011. 
“Early Life Conditions and Later Life Mortality.” 
In International Handbook of Adult Mortality, ed-
ited by Richard G. Rogers and Eileen M. Crim-
mins. Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands.

Pakpahan, Eduwin, Rasmus Hoffmann, and Hannes 
Kröger. 2017. “The Long Arm of Childhood Cir-
cumstances on Health in Old Age: Evidence from 
SHARELIFE.” Advances in Life Course Research 
31(1): 1–10.

Peoples, Kenneth L., David Freshwater, Gregory D. 
Hanson, Paul T. Prentice, and Eric P. Thor. 1992. 
Anatomy of an American Agricultural Credit Cri-

sis: Farm Debt in the 1980s. New York: Rowman 
& Littlefield.

Pierce, Justin R., and Peter K. Schott. 2018. “Invest-
ment Responses to Trade Liberalization: Evi-
dence from US Industries and Establishments.” 
Journal of International Economics 115(Novem-
ber): 203–22. DOI: 10.1016/j.jinteco.2018.09 
.005.

Power, Chris, Elina Hyppönen, and George Davey 
Smith. 2005. “Socioeconomic Position in Child-
hood and Early Adult Life and Risk of Mortality: 
A Prospective Study of the Mothers of the 1958 
British Birth Cohort.” American Journal of Public 
Health 95(8): 1396–402.

Preston, Samuel H., and Haidong Wang. 2006. “Sex 
Mortality Differences in the United States: The 
Role of Cohort Smoking Patterns.” Demography 
43(4): 631–46.

Ross, Catherine E., and John Mirowsky. 2010. “Gen-
der and the Health Benefits of Education.” Socio-
logical Quarterly 51(1): 1–19.

Ruggles, Steven. 2014. “Big Microdata for Popula-
tion Research.” Demography 51(1): 287–97.

Ruggles, Steven, Catherine A. Fitch, Ronald Goeken, 
J. David Hacker, Matt A. Nelson, Evan Roberts, 
Megan Schouweiler, and Matthew Sobek. 2021. 
“IPUMS Ancestry Full Count Data: Version 3.0.” 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota.

Ruggles, Steven, Catherine Fitch, and Evan Roberts. 
2018. “Historical Census Record Linkage.” An-
nual Review of Sociology 44(1): 19–37.

Ruggles, Steven, Sarah Flood, Sophia Foster, Ronald 
Goeken, Jose Pacas, Megan Schouweiler, and 
Matthew Sobek. 2021. “IPUMS USA: Version 
11.0.” Minneapolis: University of Minnesota. 
https://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V11.0

Rupasingha, Anil, Stephan J. Goetz, and David 
Freshwater. 2006. “The Production of Social 
Capital in US Counties.” Journal of Socio-
Economics 35(1): 83–101.

Shivappa, Nitin, Cindy K. Blair, Anna E. Prizment, 
David R. Jacobs, Susan E. Steck, and James R. 
Hébert. 2016. “Association Between Inflamma-
tory Potential of Diet and Mortality in the Iowa 
Women’s Health Study.” European Journal of Nu-
trition 55(4): 1491–502.

Smith, James P. 2009. “Reconstructing Childhood 
Health Histories.” Demography 46(2): 387–403.

Smith, Ken R., Geraldine P. Mineau, Gilda Garibotti, 
and Richard Kerber. 2009. “Effects of Childhood 

https://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V11.0


1 2 4 	g  r o w i n g  u p  r u r a l

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

and Middle-Adulthood Family Conditions on 
Later-Life Mortality: Evidence from the Utah 
Population Database, 1850–2002.” Social Sci-
ence and Medicine 68(9): 1649–58.

U.S. Census Bureau. 1987. “1987 Census of Agricul-
ture. Geographic Area Series. Iowa, State and 
County Data. Volume 1, Part 15. AC87-A-15.” 
Washington: U.S. Census Bureau.

U.S. Department of the Treasury. 1919. Annual Report 

of the Secretary of U.S. Department of Treasury 
on the State of the Finances. Washington: Gov-
ernment Printing Office.

Wadsworth, Michael E. J., and Diana J. L. Kuh. 1997. 
“Childhood Influences on Adult Health: A Review 
of Recent Work from the British 1946 National 
Birth Cohort Study, the MRC National Survey of 
Health and Development.” Paediatric and Perina-
tal Epidemiology 11(1): 2–20.



Emily Parker is a postdoctoral fellow with the Population Studies Center at the University of Michigan, United 
States. Laura Tach is an associate professor of sociology and public policy at Cornell University, United States. 
Cassandra Robertson is senior policy and research manager at New America, United States.

© 2022 Russell Sage Foundation. Parker, Emily, Laura Tach, and Cassandra Robertson. 2022. “Do Federal Place-
Based Policies Improve Economic Opportunity in Rural Communities?” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Jour-
nal of the Social Sciences 8(4): 125–54. DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2022.8.4.06. This research was funded by the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation and the Center for the Study of Inequality at Cornell University. We thank Kathryn 
Edin, Ajay Chaudry, Alexandra Cooperstock, Sam Dodini, Craig Pollak, Eva Rosen, and Benjamin Segal for their 
contributions to the place-based data used in this project. We are grateful to Kyla Chasalow for her research 
assistance and to the staff at the Johns Hopkins 21st Century Cities Initiative for their administrative support of 
this project. Direct correspondence to: Emily Parker, at parkerem@umich.edu, 426 Thompson Street, Ann Arbor, 
MI 48104, United States; Laura Tach, at lauratach@cornell.edu, 2310 Martha Van Rensselaer Hall, Ithaca, NY 
14853, United States.

Open Access Policy: RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences is an open access journal. 
This article is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Li-
cense.

search Service 2021). Persistent poverty is also 
spatially concentrated (Lichter and Johnson 
2007). The vast majority of poor counties are 
located in the Mississippi Delta and Appala-
chia; additional smaller pockets are in the 
Southwest and Great Plains. Durable patterns 
of spatial inequality among rural communities 
have worsened in recent years, fueled by the 

Areas of concentrated economic disadvantage 
are persistent features of the U.S. landscape, 
and this persistence is especially notable in ru-
ral areas (Duncan 1996). Of the counties defined 
by the federal government as “persistently 
poor” in 2010—meaning they had poverty rates 
above 20 percent for the past thirty years—fully 
85 percent were in rural areas (Economic Re-

Do Federal Place-Based 
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Communities?
Emily Parker ,  L aur a Tach, a nd Cassa ndr a Robertson

The U.S. federal government has invested considerable resources in place-based programs to improve local 
economies, amenities, and infrastructure. Although urban place-based policies have received the most atten-
tion, place-based approaches have long been central to efforts addressing rural poverty as well. Using a 
novel dataset, we document a substantial increase in place-based funding to rural counties from 1990 to 
2015. We then assess the association between exposure to place-based funding and socioeconomic outcomes 
in adulthood using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997. We find that living in coun-
ties that received more place-based funding is associated with higher educational attainment and greater 
earnings, but only for those who migrated in adulthood. We conclude that place-based investment may im-
prove economic opportunity via geographic mobility for rural American youth.
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1. Throughout this article, we categorize counties as metropolitan or nonmetropolitan using 1990 Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) definitions and refer to these categories as urban or rural respectively. 

dual forces of economic restructuring and de-
population (Johnson and Lichter 2019; Thiede, 
Lichter, and Slack 2018).

The spatial clustering and temporal dura-
bility of poverty has led scholars and policy-
makers to consider place-based policies as a 
means for improving economic opportunity 
and alleviating multi-generational poverty 
(Cisneros and Engdahl 2010; Glaeser and Got-
tlieb 2008; Neumark and Simpson 2015). Over 
the past quarter century, the federal govern-
ment has invested considerable resources in 
place-based programs to stimulate local econ-
omies, improve amenities and infrastructure, 
and build human capital. Whereas people-
based interventions target individual sources 
of disadvantage—such as a lack of income for 
basic necessities including food, shelter, or 
childcare—place-based policies are motivated 
by a recognition that community conditions 
shape access to opportunity and quality of life 
above and beyond personal resources. Advo-
cates of place-based investment frequently jus-
tify targeting disadvantaged communities on 
equity grounds, pointing to the blatant neglect 
(and sometimes active harm) caused by public 
and private initiatives over generations. As a re-
sult, place-based policies focus disproportion-
ately on areas with concentrated and persistent 
economic or social disadvantage. 

Although most scholarly attention has fo-
cused on place-based policies in urban areas, 
place-based approaches have long been central 
policy tools used to address rural poverty as 
well. We draw on a novel dataset of federal 
place-based policies that links longitudinal fed-
eral funding to specific counties across the 
United States from 1990 to 2015 in order to de-
scribe the evolution and distribution of federal 
place-based funding specifically for rural areas, 
defined here as nonmetropolitan counties.1 We 
then integrate the data on place-based funding 
with data from the nationally representative 
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth-1997 Co-
hort (NLSY97) to assess whether exposure to 
place-based funding was associated with im-
proved educational and economic outcomes 
for residents of rural areas.

We find that federal place-based funding to 
rural counties has increased substantially dur-
ing this time period, mirroring broader na-
tional trends. Since the Great Recession, fed-
eral place-based policies have provided more 
than $4 billion annually to nonmetro counties 
and the majority of this funding went toward 
economic development initiatives. Although 
the total funding received by rural counties is 
considerably less than what metropolitan 
counties received, on a per capita basis funding 
levels are roughly comparable across the rural-
urban divide. The vast majority of rural coun-
ties received some place-based funding from 
federal sources over this period, but substantial 
amounts of funding were geographically con-
centrated in poor areas of the Mississippi 
Delta, Appalachia, and near the Canadian bor-
der. Despite evidence of federal place-based in-
vestment in rural counties, we find that the in-
tensity of place-based funding in one’s county 
of residence is associated with upward mobility 
only for rural young adults who leave their 
hometowns. We conclude by discussing how 
federal place-based investment may contribute 
to the so-called rural brain drain (Kefalas and 
Carr 2009).

Background
Academic characterizations of rural communi-
ties typically depict areas with densely con-
nected social ties or places with rigid systems 
of racial, economic, and social stratification 
(DuBois 1912; Duncan 1996; Hall and Stack 1982; 
Tickamyer and Duncan 1990). Both character-
izations reflect a limited opportunity structure 
that is rooted in historical political economy, 
with powerful local elites who exerted substan-
tial control over rural labor and social institu-
tions—power that was tied to land ownership 
and control over a single dominant industry, 
such as natural resource extraction or seasonal 
agriculture (Baldwin 2018; Billings 1979; Hall 
and Stack 1982). More recently, some rural com-
munities have experienced increased precarity 
as the result of economic decline, restructur-
ing, and population loss (Johnson and Lichter 
2019; Thiede, Lichter, and Slack 2018).
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2. A full review of the impact of place-based policies is beyond the scope of this article (see Glaeser and Gottlieb 
2008; Kline and Moretti 2014; Neumark and Simpson 2015). Most research, however, finds modest short-run 
effects on a limited set of outcomes that are closely related to the domain of the intervention, such as housing, 
economic development, or crime (Braga et al. 2001; Busso, Gregory, and Kline 2013; Tach and Emory 2017). 

3. States and local jurisdictions have also used place-based targeting initiatives. Future research should consider 
whether state and local initiatives complement or supplement federal funding.

These forces are exacerbated by residential 
mobility patterns, given that highly skilled and 
highly educated individuals are the most likely 
to migrate out of rural areas (Foulkes and 
Schafft 2010). In recent decades, scholars have 
found high rates of out-migration from rural 
areas among the young and highly educated 
(Domina 2006; Weber et al. 2007), leading to 
rising educational differentials between urban 
and rural America (Fischer and Mattson 2009). 
Returns to human capital tend to be greater in 
urban than rural areas, motivating selective mi-
gration to cities for the more educated and 
skilled, while keeping less educated and skilled 
residents anchored in rural communities with 
limited wage or occupational opportunities 
that restrict upward economic mobility (Lich-
ter and Brown 2011). Dubbed “rural brain 
drain” (Kefalas and Carr 2009), this migration 
dynamic has generated sharp socioeconomic 
disparities between the so-called rural movers 
and stayers. Rural stayers undertake various la-
bor market strategies to cope with economic 
decline in their communities, which differs by 
gender and social class (see Francis 2022, this 
issue; Niccolai, Damaske, and Park 2022, this 
issue), whereas rural movers tend to confront 
a host of social, economic, and emotional hur-
dles on their pursuit of upward mobility (see 
Parsons 2022).

Rationales for and Against 
Place-Based Investment
Against this backdrop of rigid opportunity 
structures, persistent poverty, and depopula-
tion, both scholars and policymakers have con-
sidered place-based policies as a tool for invest-
ing in rural communities. Those who advocate 
for place-based policies typically justify them 
using either equity or efficiency rationales. Eq-
uity arguments frequently point to policies that 
have either ignored or actively harmed certain 
communities over time, leading to the concen-
tration of disadvantage, particularly within 

communities of color (Massey and Denton 
1993; Rothstein 2017; Squires 2011). Efficiency 
arguments for place-based investment suggest 
that geographically targeted interventions may 
rectify local market failures, fund public goods 
and amenities, and generate positive productiv-
ity spillovers that are unlikely to accrue to geo-
graphically dispersed investments (Kline and 
Moretti 2014; Neumark and Simpson 2015).

Despite these arguments, the equity and ef-
ficiency of place-based policies remains an area 
of active scholarly and public debate. In eco-
nomic spatial equilibrium models, the benefit 
of a location-based subsidy is capitalized into 
land rents—raising prices and undermining 
the potential benefits to residents as a result 
(Glaeser and Gottlieb 2008). Residents can also 
move in and out of areas targeted for invest-
ment as prices rise or as opportunities increase 
(Freeman 2005; Marcuse 1985). Finally, the in-
centives to invest within particular areas may 
distort the market and create inefficiencies by 
depressing economic activity in other areas 
where it may have occurred in the absence of 
any incentives (Neumark and Simpson 2015).

Thus, the potential benefits of place-based 
policies must be weighed alongside the poten-
tial adverse effects on prices, migration flows, 
and market efficiency. This leads scholars from 
disparate disciplinary and epistemological tra-
ditions to question place-based initiatives as a 
mechanism to improve equity and spur eco-
nomic growth (Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer 
2012; Crump 2002; Glaeser 2012). Together, 
these critiques point to potential adverse con-
sequences of place-based targeting that might 
undermine intended equity and efficiency 
goals.2

Federal Place-Based Policy in Rural Areas
Although most scholarly attention has focused 
on place-based policies in urban areas, the fed-
eral government has also long used place-based 
approaches to address rural poverty as well.3 
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Some early place-based economic development 
initiatives were focused on rural communities, 
such as the New Deal–era Tennessee Valley Au-
thority. This program aimed to stimulate eco-
nomic development via large-scale public infra-
structure spending, albeit using racially 
exclusionary practices (Alderman and Brown 
2011; Bullard 2008). Place-based approaches 
were also part of the 1960s War on Poverty 
agenda, for example, when the National Advi-
sory Committee on Rural Poverty produced its 
influential People Left Behind report (Breathitt 
1967). Additionally, the Community Develop-
ment Block Grant (CDBG) Program, which has 
been administered since 1974, disburses the 
majority of non-entitlement funds to rural ar-
eas; however, it is unclear how effective this 
program is at promoting development in rural 
areas (Wiley 2014).

More recently, scholars of rural areas have 
debated the efficacy of place-based policies 
aimed to revitalize struggling rural business 
districts and industries, in an effort to both 
stem the tide of depopulation in small town 
America and aid in recovery from the Great Re-
cession (Austin, Summers, and Glaeser 2018; 
Partridge and Rickman 2008; Shambaugh and 
Nunn 2018; Weber 2007). Rural communities 
were included in a patchwork of federal place-
based economic development programs, such 
as the Empowerment Zone program in the 
1990s and more recently the New Markets Tax 
Credit program. Some evidence indicates that 
being designated an Empowerment Zone re-
duced out-migration in rural areas and in-
creased housing stability, but researchers have 
been unable to identify a broader impact on 
economic indicators in rural areas (Cho 2019; 
Estrada and Allen 2004).

In addition to resources available from the 
Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment, specific funding streams for housing and 
economic development were also offered to ru-
ral communities through the Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and other federal agencies. 
Under President Obama’s administration, sev-
eral new initiatives such as federal Promise 
Zones, StrikeForce, and Cool & Connected spe-
cifically targeted rural areas with funding for 
economic development, housing, and infra-

structure (Scally and Posey 2017). Implementa-
tion in each community varied widely because 
of need, though evidence indicates localized 
successes. Case studies demonstrate that some 
communities were able to use these newly 
available funds to increase graduation rates, 
improve public infrastructure, and increase 
children’s school readiness (Scally and Posey 
2017). However, research suggests that high-
poverty rural counties lack the resources to 
pursue much of this federal funding (Dewees, 
Lobao, and Swanson 2003), and that the 
strength of local community leadership is a key 
determinant to receiving federal funding and 
improving overall community vitality (Cook et 
al. 2009). Despite the historical emergence and 
recent growth of place-based policies in rural 
areas (Swanson 2001), we currently lack a com-
prehensive picture of how federal place-based 
policies have been distributed across rural and 
urban areas, and whether residents experience 
different returns to these investments depend-
ing on where they live.

Geographic Variation in Upward Mobility
Recent scholarly investigations have revealed 
that prospects for upward mobility in the 
United States are strongly influenced by geog-
raphy. Children from the bottom quintile of 
family income face dramatically different 
chances of moving up in the income distribu-
tion based on the county, and even the neigh-
borhood, where they grow up (Alvarado 2016; 
Chetty et al. 2014). Areas characterized by high 
levels of upward mobility tend to be less racially 
segregated and more economically equal, have 
better K–12 schools, higher levels of social cap-
ital, and greater family stability (Chetty et al. 
2014). Although empirical evidence is limited, 
in theory policies that generate improvements 
to such local community contexts—including 
economic opportunity and security, the built 
and social environment, and health care and 
educational institutions—could have a positive 
impact on resident outcomes (Chetty, Hendren, 
and Katz 2016; Sharkey and Faber 2014).

Although most of this work has focused on 
either the nation as a whole or metropolitan 
areas only, rural counties tend to have slightly 
higher average levels of upward mobility than 
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urban counties (Krause and Reeves 2017; Weber 
et al. 2018). Better job matching, lower inequal-
ity, and higher social capital can provide low-
income rural youth a greater chance at upward 
mobility (Weber et al. 2018). Eleanor Krause 
and Richard Reeves (2017) also find that rates 
of upward mobility are more variable among 
rural areas than urban: counties in the upper 
Midwest and Northern Plains have some of the 
nation’s highest rates of upward mobility from 
poverty, whereas rural parts of the Southeast 
have among the nation’s lowest. In general, 
these place-based predictors of upward mobil-
ity are as strong, if not stronger, in rural coun-
ties than urban. In particular, economic pros-
perity and population growth are strong 
predictors of upward mobility for residents of 
urban areas, but even stronger predictors of up-
ward mobility for rural residents (Krause and 
Reeves 2017).

Despite renewed scholarly attention to the 
geographic contours of economic opportunity 
in America, and the increased attention to 
place that this work has inspired, we still know 
little about the role of place-based policies in 
either reinforcing or disrupting spatial differ-
ences in economic opportunity. This dearth of 
information is particularly acute for rural ar-
eas. In the analyses that follow, we aim to fill 
this gap in existing research by using a novel 
data source to document the evolution and dis-
tribution of federal place-based funding for 
nonmetropolitan areas from 1990 to 2015. We 
then integrate data on place-based policies 
with data from the nationally representative 
NLSY-1997 Cohort to compare the associations 
between place-based funding and economic 
outcomes for nonmetro and metro residents 
who had varying exposure to these policies as 
children and young adults. We also consider 
the role of migration, given its ongoing impor-
tance in shaping the economic fortunes of ru-
ral communities. 

Data and Method
We obtained data on the sources of federal 
place-based funding from public records of fed-
eral agencies. We developed an initial list of 
candidate programs by consulting Notifica-
tions of Funding Availability, annual budgets 

of federal agencies and congressional appro-
priations, existing federal data sources, and in-
quiries with key executive and agency person-
nel and other policy experts. From the initial 
list of programs, we developed a set of criteria 
to identify the final set of programs to include 
in this analysis. First, we defined an initiative 
as place-based if eligibility was determined, and 
implementation occurred, for a specific 
bounded geographic area (Kline and Moretti 
2014; Neumark and Simpson 2015; Orszag et al. 
2009). Further, that area must be geographically 
concentrated at the county level or smaller. 
Most initiatives targeted counties or neighbor-
hoods based on specific community character-
istics, such as the poverty, crime, or unemploy-
ment rate. We excluded policies that targeted 
people based on individual or family character-
istics (such as family poverty status) and re-
tained those that targeted geographic units 
based on community-level characteristics (such 
as neighborhood poverty rate). We also ex-
cluded funding that went only to urban areas, 
as well as those that went to very broad geo-
graphic areas (such as the U.S.-Mexico border) 
without any further geographic targeting below 
that level. 

Second, we defined an initiative as federal if 
awards were determined by a federal agency 
and funding came primarily from federal 
sources in the form of grants, loans, tax expen-
ditures, or technical assistance. These were 
awarded on both formula and competitive 
bases. Some initiatives did not include new 
funding, consisting instead of coordination 
among agencies or helping organizations to ap-
ply for existing funding; these were not in-
cluded in our sample because no funding was 
allocated. Third, we focus on the period from 
1990 to 2015. As we show, federal place-based 
investment prior to 1990 was minimal. At the 
other end of the time series, 2015 was the most 
recent year for which data were available for 
most initiatives. We exclude programs that 
started after 2015 for this reason. Table 1 lists 
the names and key details for all initiatives that 
met the above criteria. We identified nineteen 
distinct programs, totaling more than $368 bil-
lion in funding over the twenty-five-year period. 
We adjusted all funding for inflation using the 
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4. Although no price index is perfect, the PCE is less likely to overstate inflation relative to other indices such as 
the Consumer Price Index (see Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, “PCE and PCI Inflation: What’s the Differ-
ence?” April 17, 2014, https://www.clevelandfed​.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/econ​omic-trends 
/2014-economic-trends/et-20140417​-pce​-and-cpi-inflation-whats-the-difference.aspx, accessed November 12, 
2021).

personal consumption expenditures (PCE) in-
dex and present amounts in 2016 dollars.4 More 
details on analytic decisions for each program 
are available from the authors upon request.

Unit of Geography
The primary geographic target for federal 
place-based programs differed in metropolitan 
and nonmetropolitan areas. Although census 
tracts or neighborhoods were the most com-
mon geographic target in metropolitan areas, 
most place-based initiatives in nonmetropoli-
tan areas used the county as the geographic tar-
get—it was uncommon for nonmetropolitan 
programs to target smaller geographic units 
like neighborhoods. As a result, we use the 
county as the geographic unit of analysis.

Metrics for categorizing counties along the 
rural-urban divide are numerous. We use the 
broad Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) definitions rather than the more granu-
lar USDA or Census Bureau ones, a decision 
driven primarily by statistical power and tem-
poral comparability considerations. We catego-
rize counties as metropolitan and nonmetro-
politan using 1990 OMB definitions throughout 
the analyses. Because OMB definitions have 
changed considerably since the beginning of 
our study’s period (Johnson and Lichter 2020) 
and could, in part, be related to policy interven-
tions such as those considered here, we use the 
1990 time invariant measure as a stable base-
line. However, in supplemental analyses (table 
A.2), we also present time-varying definitions 
of metropolitan status to account for changes 
in OMB definitions between the 1990 and 2010 
Censuses; the results remain substantively sim-
ilar.

Individual-Level Mobility Analysis
After providing a descriptive portrait of the evo-
lution and geographic dispersion of federal 
place-based funding to rural areas, we analyze 
the association between exposure to place-
based programs and individual economic out-

comes using data from the NLSY-1997 Cohort. 
The NLSY-1997 is a nationally representative 
longitudinal panel of 8,984 youth born between 
1980 and 1984. The youth were ages twelve to 
seventeen when first interviewed in 1997. They 
were reinterviewed every one to two years there-
after. We measure respondent socioeconomic 
outcomes—individual earnings and educa-
tional attainment—in 2015, the last year for 
which we have place-based funding data. Re-
spondents were excluded from the analysis if 
they were not interviewed in 2015, or if they 
were missing on these key outcome variables, 
resulting in a sample size of 4,871.

To measure exposure to place-based fund-
ing, we use restricted county identifiers to lo-
cate where respondents lived in each survey 
wave from 1997 to 2015. The NLSY did not ob-
tain information on the respondent’s county of 
residence prior to the 1997 survey. For measur-
ing exposure to place-based funding prior to 
1997, we assume that respondents lived in the 
same county from 1990 through 1997. We sum 
the annual total place-based funding for each 
county in which the respondent lived from 1990 
to 2015 and calculate a total exposure amount 
for each respondent, and log transform this 
measure because of its skewed distribution. We 
also create measures to compare the domain 
of investment (such as housing, economic de-
velopment), as well as the exposure to funding 
in childhood (younger than eighteen) and 
adulthood. Finally, to examine the relationship 
between place-based funding and out-
migration, we identify respondents who moved 
from or stayed in their childhood home county 
between 1997 and 2015.

We regress 2015 socioeconomic outcomes, as 
well as out-migration, on the logged measure of 
exposure to place-based funding, plus vectors 
of individual- and county-level controls. As we 
show, federal place-based funding is not distrib-
uted evenly across counties. Research suggests 
that places receiving more federal place-based 
funding are both positively and negatively se-

https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-trends/2014-economic-trends/et-20140417-pce-and-cpi-inflation-whats-the-difference.aspx
https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-trends/2014-economic-trends/et-20140417-pce-and-cpi-inflation-whats-the-difference.aspx
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5. Comparing per capita funding across metro and nonmetro areas is complicated by lower population densities 
and lack of scale economies in rural areas, which makes it difficult for programs to serve comparable number 
of people.

lected: they are more economically disadvan-
taged, but also have characteristics such as 
strong housing markets (Tach et al. 2019). We 
therefore include several controls for both indi-
vidual- and county-level characteristics that 
may be associated with both exposure to place-
based funding and the likelihood of experienc-
ing economic mobility. The individual-level 
controls include 1997 household income, ma-
ternal and paternal educational attainment, 
gender, race-ethnicity, age, nativity, and child-
hood family structure. The county-level contex-
tual controls include indicator variables for re-
gion and metro status as well as 1997 poverty 
rate, unemployment rate, and population ob-
tained from linear interpolations of census data 
(Logan, Xu, and Stultz 2014). Our results stratify 
by the respondents’ metropolitan status during 
childhood, measured in 1997, but are also ro-
bust to measures using the cumulative number 
of years respondents lived in nonmetro versus 
metro counties. We also stratify models accord-
ing to whether the respondent moved out of 
their childhood home county by 2015 (for de-
scriptive statistics from the NLSY sample, see 
table A.1). No differences in educational attain-
ment or earnings between youth growing up in 
metro and nonmetro areas are significant. All 
results are weighted using customized NLSY na-
tional sampling weights and are not sensitive 
to excluding counties receiving the highest 
share (top 1 or 2 percent) of funding.

Results
From 1990 to 2015, we identified more than 
$368 billion in federal place-based investment 
nationwide. The annual funding amounts for 
metro and nonmetro areas are shown in fig-
ures 1 and 2. Federal place-based funding 
amounted to less than $8 billion per year in 
metro counties and less than $2 billion annu-
ally in nonmetro counties in the 1990s. An-
nual funding grew more rapidly for metropol-
itan areas in both total and per capita terms. 
The primary sources of place-based funding 
came from the CDBG program, categorized as 
multidimensional, and the Low-Income 

Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC program), catego-
rized as housing, in the early 1990s. Funding 
increases were more substantial in metro ar-
eas in the later 1990s, resulting from several 
high-profile programs targeting primarily ur-
ban areas with concentrated poverty: the 
HOPE VI program to redevelop distressed 
public housing and the Empowerment Zone/
Enterprise Communities/Renewal Communi-
ties (EZ/EC/RC) program to stimulate eco-
nomic activity in high-unemployment areas.

Annual funding increased more rapidly in 
the early 2000s, peaking at about $18 billion in 
metro areas during the Great Recession. This 
growth was due in large part to the creation of 
the New Markets Tax Credit program, which 
provides tax incentives for businesses to locate 
within, hire residents from, make loans to, and 
provide human capital training for residents of 
high poverty communities. Since 2010, funding 
has continued to increase for nonmetro ar-
eas—albeit unevenly year to year—and has ta-
pered off slightly for metropolitan areas. An-
nual funding peaked later for nonmetro areas, 
at just under $5 billion dollars in 2014, the re-
sult of newer and smaller place-based pro-
grams targeted to rural areas, such as Strike-
Force for Rural Growth and Opportunity, as 
well as shifts in program focus, with more 
funding of established programs earmarked 
for nonmetro areas. By the end of 2015, per cap-
ita funding across metro and nonmetro areas 
were close to parity.

Variation of Federal Place-Based Initiatives
Federal place-based investment was distributed 
unevenly across the urban-rural divide, reflect-
ing differences in population concentration 
(table 2). A large majority of the funding ($306 
billion) went to metropolitan areas, whereas 
about $62 billion went to nonmetro areas. On a 
per capita basis, however, these geographic dis-
parities narrow considerably: $1,549 per capita 
in metropolitan and $1,230 per capita in non-
metro areas.5 On a per capita basis, nonmetro 
counties tended to receive relatively more fund-
ing from economic development and health 
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Figure 1. Annual Place-Based Funding (in billions)

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on public records of federal agencies.
Note: Annual funding amounts adjusted for inflation to 2016 dollars. Geography based on 1990 OMB 
definitions.
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programs than metropolitan counties did, and 
relatively less from housing, crime, and other 
multidimensional programs. Although virtually 
all counties received some place-based invest-
ment over the twenty-five years covered here, 
the levels of investment varied considerably. 

The median levels of funding on a per capita 
basis were modest—$1,047 per capita for met-
ropolitan and $799 for nonmetro counties—but 
the counties in the top tail of the distribution 
received substantially more. The 99th percen-
tile of funding was $4,573 per person in metro 
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6. Metro classifications changed over this time period. Table A.2 compares counties that were consistently 
nonmetro to those that transitioned from nonmetro in 1990 to metro in 2010. The transition counties, which 
were more advantaged, received proportionately less place-based funding than consistently nonmetro counties.

counties and $9,210 per person in nonmetro 
counties. Although average funding levels were 
relatively modest on a per capita basis, a small 
share of counties received substantial funding 
amounts from place-based programs.6

What happened in the counties that re-
ceived the most funding? Table 3 presents so-
ciodemographic change in counties in the top 
and bottom 10 percent of the per capita fund-
ing distribution, demonstrating the mixed se-

Figure 2. Total and Per Capita Annual Place-Based Funding (in billions)

Source: Data compiled by authors from public records of federal agencies. 
Notes: Annual funding amounts adjusted for inflation to 2016 dollars. Geography based on 1990 OMB 
definitions.
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lection into which places receive more (or less) 
investment. Between 1990 and 2015, nonmetro 
counties receiving the most place-based fund-
ing (greater than $2,507 per capita) experienced 
population growth, increases in the share of 
residents with college educations and in me-
dian home values, and declines in poverty, un-
employment, as well as the non-Hispanic 
White population. For metro counties receiving 
the most per capita funding (greater than 
$2,234 per capita) relative to nonmetro coun-
ties, growth in average population was even 
larger and the decline greater in the non-
Hispanic White population, a similar growth 
in the share college-educated as well as median 
home value, whereas poverty and unemploy-
ment remained roughly the same. Counties 
that received the least amount of funding expe-

rienced similar trends in sociodemographic 
change to the top tenth percentile, except for 
stable population size in nonmetro counties 
and lower overall levels of economic disadvan-
tage. Overall, we find that economically disad-
vantaged counties were selected into receiving 
substantial amounts of place-based funding 
and that they experienced improved economic 
conditions, on average, though these gains 
have not eliminated persistent poverty.

The distribution of particular programs was 
similar across urban and rural counties (table 
4), although greater shares of metro counties 
received funding compared to nonmetro coun-
ties. The programs with the largest presence 
in both rural and urban areas were long-
running formula programs like HOME and 
CDBG: 63 percent of all nonmetro counties 

Table 2. Total and Per Capita Place-Based Funding by Intervention Domain and 
Metropolitan Status, 1990–2015

Metro
(N = 837)

Nonmetro
(N = 2,306)

National total $306,277,389,384 $62,621,409,827 
Housing $164,567,357,314 $27,206,604,005 
Economic development $78,230,029,854 $22,174,476,977 
Health $27,646,105,349 $10,023,066,339 
Crime $250,927,799 $16,803,203 
Multidimensional $35,582,968,885 $3,200,459,295 

Mean county total funding $365,922,807 $27,138,282 

National per capita $1,549.20 $1,229.77 
Housing $832.41 $534.24 
Economic development $395.70 $435.56 
Health $139.84 $196.82 
Crime $1.27 $0.33 
Multidimensional $179.98 $62.81 

Mean per capita funding $1,244 $1,302 
Mean per person-in-poverty funding $11,828 $7,750 

Percentiles of county per capita funding
10th $391 $154 
25th $664 $397 
50th $1,047 $799 
75th $1,567 $1,427 
90th $2,234 $2,507 
99th $4,573 $9,210 

Sources: Authors’ tabulations from public records of federal agencies and 1990 census 
data (Logan et al. 2014). 
Notes: Metropolitan status determined with 1990 OMB definitions, per capita calculations 
use 1990 county populations.
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and 96 percent of all metropolitan counties re-
ceived HOME funding, and 47 percent of non-
metro counties and 87 percent of metropolitan 
counties received CDBG funding. Tax expendi-
ture programs also had a large presence in 
counties across the rural-urban divide, with 56 
percent and 88 percent of nonmetro and met-
ropolitan counties, respectively, receiving LI-
HTC funding, and 20 percent and 45 percent 
receiving funding from the Community Devel-
opment Financial Institutions Fund. In total, 
90 percent of all rural counties and 99.2 per-
cent of all urban counties received some place-
based funding from a federal program be-
tween 1990 and 2015, making federal 
place-based funding ubiquitous over this pe-
riod. These levels are similar if one considers 
all counties, or only high poverty counties 
(above 20 percent in 1990).

The map in figure 3 displays the geographic 
variability in place-based funding for nonmetro 
counties. Place-based funding was concen-
trated in poor areas of Appalachia, the Missis-
sippi Delta, and the Southwest. A number of 

rural counties located close to the Canadian 
border—from the Pacific Northwest to the 
Great Lakes to northern Maine—also received 
significant investment; less funding flowed to 
the Midwest than to other areas.

Taken together, the results from the first 
part of this analysis reveal a substantial in-
crease in federal place-based funding going to 
rural counties between 1990 and 2015. What 
began as annual funding of roughly $500 mil-
lion to nonmetro counties has grown to more 
than $4 billion annually. Economic develop-
ment funding increased substantially during 
the 2000s, particularly after the recession, and 
has remained at that level since. Although the 
total amount of funding going to nonmetro 
places is substantially less than that going to 
urban places, on a per capita basis the funding 
amounts are roughly comparable. The vast ma-
jority of nonmetro counties—90 percent—re-
ceived some place-based funding over this pe-
riod, but substantial levels of investment were 
geographically concentrated—in high-poverty 
areas of the Mississippi Delta and Appalachia, 

Table 3. Sociodemographic Change in Counties Receiving the Top and Bottom Percentiles of Per Capita Place-
Based Funding, 1990–2015

1990 2015 % Change 1990 2015 % Change

Top 10% Nonmetro (N = 231) Top 10% Metro (N = 84)

Population 17,371 21,150 21.75 402,883 529,811 31.50
Share poverty 24.66 20.35 –17.47 16.01 17.00 6.20
Share unemployed 9.47 8.15 –13.92 6.89 6.86 –0.51
Share non-Hispanic White 70.28 63.62 –9.49 68.80 55.00 –20.06
Share college educated 12.05 18.14 50.54 20.55 31.82 54.84
Median home value $73,818 $125,203 69.61 $141,118 $228,974 62.26

Bottom 10% Nonmetro (N = 231) Bottom 10% Metro (N = 84)

Population 8,167 8,161 –0.07 145,348 174,156 19.82
Share poverty 15.80 12.85 –18.64 8.96 10.17 13.50
Share unemployed 4.70 4.03 –14.40 5.08 5.49 7.92
Share non-Hispanic White 91.57 85.76 –6.35 89.30 82.79 –7.28
Share college educated 11.93 19.32 61.97 17.43 28.85 65.59
Median home value $58,836 $111,383 89.31 $144,137 $209,943 45.65

Source: Authors’ tabulations from public records of federal agencies, 1990 census data, and 2015 ACS data 
(Logan et al. 2014).
Note: Top 10 percent equates to investments greater than $2,507 per capita in nonmetro counties and $2,234 per 
capita in metro counties. Bottom 10 percent (conditional on receiving any funding) equates to investments less 
than $154 per capita in nonmetro counties and $391 per capita in metro counties. Median home values are ad-
justed for inflation to 2016 dollars.
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7. This finding holds when we restrict the analysis to respondents at age twenty-five, when the average adult 
completes their education. We include older than age twenty-five for the main results to capture adults who 
finished degrees later in life.

and also in rural northern counties close to the 
Canadian border.

Exposure to Place-Based Investment 
and Upward Mobility
Is federal place-based investment associated 
with improved socioeconomic outcomes for 
the residents of rural communities? We report 
the results for regressions of NLSY-97 adult so-

cioeconomic outcomes in 2015 on exposure to 
county place-based funding between 1990 and 
2015, first for educational attainment (table 5) 
then for individual earnings (table 6). We find 
a strong association between living in a county 
that received more place-based funding and 
higher educational attainment in adulthood, 
controlling for individual and contextual co-
variates (see table 5, panel A).7 Nationally, every 

Table 4. Share of Counties Receiving Place-Based Funding by Program, 1990–2015

Program Name

All Counties High-Poverty Counties

Nonmetro Metro Nonmetro Metro

Housing
LIHTC 56.15 88.42 54.86 86.61
HOME 62.80 96.06 60.47 98.73
NSP 0.40 2.95 0.35 2.68
HOPE VI 0.04 1.40 0.06 2.04
RIF 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00

Health 
FQHC 41.66 55.16 57.12 72.10
HFFI 0.01 0.28 0.03 0.49

Education
PROMISE 0.01 0.20 0.03 0.00

Economic development
NMTC 1.46 7.63 2.03 10.56
CDFI 19.57 44.47 20.40 54.67
EZ 1.81 5.30 4.74 16.75
EDA 2.76 7.44 2.90 12.17
StrikeForce 0.04 0.05 0.09 0.19
AEDI 0.04 0.01 0.10 0.05

Crime
PSN 0.29 4.94 0.41 7.06
CBCR 0.01 0.17 0.02 0.19

Multidimensional
CDBG 46.93 86.62 44.33 91.14
RHED 0.56 0.84 0.93 2.00
YOG 0.12 0.67 0.25 0.97

Any Program 89.60 99.20 91.20 100.00

Source: Authors’ tabulations from public records of federal agencies and 1990 census data (Logan et 
al. 2014). 
Note: High poverty defined as > 20 percent of residents below the poverty line in 1990. Metropolitan 
status determined using 1990 OMB definitions. See table 1 for unabbreviated program names.
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1 percent increase in exposure to place-based 
funding is associated with 11 percent greater 
odds (e 0.108) of obtaining a higher level of edu-
cation (where educational categories are mea-
sured as: no high school degree, high school 
degree, some college, four-year college degree, 
or advanced degree). Converted into marginal 
effects for interpretation, the change in prob-
ability of completing a high school degree only 
decreases by 1.1 percentage points with a 1 per-
cent increase in funding, whereas the probabil-
ity of completing a college or advanced degree 
increases by 0.8 and 0.7 percentage points, re-
spectively. This association is strongest for the 
top two quintiles of the place-based funding 
distribution, suggesting that substantial levels 
of investment are required to see noticeable 
consequences for adult educational outcomes. 
The association between county place-based 
funding and greater educational attainment is 
substantively large and statistically significant 
for respondents who grew up in both metro and 
nonmetro areas.

We then examine the patterns of educa-
tional attainment separately for those who 
stayed in their childhood home county and 

those who moved. We find null results for both 
metro and nonmetro youth who stayed in their 
same county of residence; place-based invest-
ment is associated with higher educational at-
tainment only for those who moved counties, 
particularly for those who moved from non-
metro home counties. The interactions pre-
sented in panel B of table 5 confirm a statisti-
cally significant difference in the association 
between place-based funding and educational 
attainment for movers and stayers among rural 
youth only; this difference is not statistically 
significant for urban youth. These results sup-
port qualitative evidence that high levels of in-
vestment in educational “achievers” may 
prompt migration out of nonmetro areas and 
contribute to the “brain drain” in rural Amer-
ica, where there are fewer employment oppor-
tunities that allow residents to translate hu-
man capital into higher earnings (Kefalas and 
Carr 2009).

The results for earnings are presented in ta-
ble 6. We find that, net of individual and con-
textual controls, exposure to a one percent in-
crease in county place-based funding is 
associated with 9.5 percent greater earnings in 

Place-Based Funding in 
Nonmetro Counties

$0–$3,108,966
$3,108,967–$8,993,679
$8,993,680–$19,100,000
$19,100,001–$38,900,000
$38,900,001–$631,000,000
Metro counties

Figure 3. Total Place-Based Funding in Nonmetro Counties, 1990–2015

Source: Data compiled by authors from public records of federal agencies. 
Note: Annual funding amounts adjusted for inflation to 2016 dollars. Geography based on 1990 OMB 
definitions.
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8. The results are largely similar when we use household income in 2015 as the dependent variable, though 
smaller in magnitude, as the broader household income measure less closely corresponds with the individual 
survey respondent, for whom we measure exposure to place-based investment. 

9. Results using quintiles also show that intensity of funding in childhood did not vary, suggesting further that 
exposure during young adulthood matters more for the economic outcomes considered here.

2015; although substantively large this result is 
only marginally statistically significant.8 When 
we examine quintiles of place-based funding, 
we find that the associations are strongest for 
the fourth quintile. We do not find significant 
differences in this association for children 
growing up in metro or nonmetro counties. 
The latter columns of table 6 separate those 
who stayed in their childhood county and those 
who moved. For respondents who moved coun-
ties between childhood and adulthood, in-
creased county place-based investment was 
strongly associated with greater earnings. On 
the other hand, those who stayed in their child-
hood county experienced no economic returns 
from greater place-based investment. Panel B 
of table 6 shows a marginally significant differ-
ence in the association of place-based funding 
for youth who moved and stayed in their child-
hood home counties. The results suggest that 
place-based investment may influence young 
adults’ economic prospects primarily through 
the channel of geographic mobility, creating 
opportunities that then enable youth to move 
to metro areas with robust economies and 
earnings potential.

Both the educational attainment and earn-
ings results indicate that migration plays an 
important role in enabling greater economic 
opportunity for youth. To assess the relation-
ship between exposure to place-based invest-
ment in childhood and out-migration in 
greater detail, we present logistic regressions 
on the log odds that respondents move from 
their original home county in adulthood (table 
7). We find that, at the national level, living in 
counties that received more place-based fund-
ing in childhood is associated with signifi-
cantly lower odds of migration. This pattern 
appears to be strongest for counties in the top 
two quintiles of funding. However, this overall 
negative relationship is driven by youth living 
in metro counties, whereas nonmetro youth 
exposed to more place-based funding have in-
creased odds of out-migration. Specifically, ex-

posure to one percent more place-based fund-
ing for nonmetro youth is associated with 29 
percent greater odds (e 0.255) of out-migration 
(or a change in probability of 2.7 percentage 
points), and this association is even stronger 
for moves to metro counties. Taken together, 
rural place-based investment appears to ben-
efit economic and educational outcomes for 
young adults who migrate to metro areas, 
while we do not find evidence of these benefits 
for those who stay in their nonmetro home 
county or for those who move to a nonmetro 
county.

Do these associations vary by the life course 
timing or domain of place-based investment? 
Our results suggest that exposure to place-
based funding in adulthood is associated with 
more favorable economic outcomes, rather 
than funding during childhood (see panel C of 
tables 5 and 6). A one percent increase in place-
based investment in adulthood is associated 
with a 10.5 percent increase in individual earn-
ings and 13 percent greater odds (e 0.16) of ob-
taining higher education (or in marginal ef-
fects, the change in probability of completing 
a college degree increases by 1 percentage 
point), whereas exposure to funding in child-
hood is insignificant or negative for both of 
these outcomes.9 Importantly, when consider-
ing residential mobility, we find these positive 
associations in adulthood only among rural 
and urban youth who moved and not those who 
stayed in their childhood home counties. 

The positive associations in adulthood may 
be because place-based investment was com-
paratively scant in the 1980s and early 1990s, 
during the early childhood years of the NLSY 
respondents’ lives, relative to the later years 
when funding became more widespread and 
substantial. It also may be that federal place-
based funding streams have done more to alter 
economic opportunity for adults—through ac-
cess to job training or credit, for example—
than they have for youth, especially due to the 
selective out-migration of rural youth among 
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those more likely to complete secondary educa-
tion.

In supplemental analyses (table A.3), we find 
that the general results hold across different 
domains of investment. These programs often 
have different aims; for instance, economic de-
velopment programs tend to focus on develop-
ing human capital or creating job opportuni-
ties while housing programs attempt to create 
new housing opportunities in their communi-
ties. Indeed, economic development funding 
was associated with greater earnings and 
greater odds of obtaining a higher educational 
degree, while housing funding was strongly as-
sociated with higher educational attainment as 
well as lower odds of out-migration. Health and 
multidimensional programs were also posi-
tively associated with educational attainment, 
and multidimensional programs were nega-
tively associated with out-migration.

Discussion
Our analysis of federal place-based policy has 
revealed substantial and sustained growth in 
funding to rural counties between 1990 and 
2015, particularly for economic development 
initiatives and to a lesser extent housing and 
health initiatives. Although federal place-
based investment in nonmetro counties to-
taled about $500 million per year in the 1990s, 
it grew to more than $4 billion annually by 
2015. This funding was disbursed widely across 
the country, with the vast majority of counties 
receiving funding from a place-based program 
over this period, including 90 percent of non-
metro counties. At the same time, investment 
was concentrated among a smaller number of 
nonmetro counties, located disproportionately 
in the Mississippi Delta, Appalachia, South-
west, and by the Canadian border from the Pa-
cific Northwest to the Great Lakes to northern 
Maine.

Despite this sizable growth in federal place-
based investment in rural communities, we 
find mixed evidence that this investment has 
produced better socioeconomic outcomes for 
rural residents. For youth growing up in non-
metro counties, exposure to a greater intensity 
of place-based funding was associated with sig-
nificantly higher educational attainment and 
earnings, but only when they left their home 

counties. Along with our descriptive results (ta-
ble A.1), this suggests that youth growing up in 
rural areas do not have significantly different 
educational or economic outcomes from urban 
youth so long as they migrate in adulthood. In-
deed, qualitative evidence indicates that rural 
housing and economic development efforts 
disproportionately advantage wealthier in-
migrants to rural areas, rather than long-time 
residents, and that schools are a key mecha-
nism in this divergence (see Sherman and 
Schafft 2022).

These findings further align with research 
showing that returns to education have been 
diverging across metro and nonmetro areas 
since the mid-1990s (Domina 2006), such that 
economic incentives have greatly favored met-
ropolitan residence for college graduates. This 
has resulted in rising educational segregation 
between metro and nonmetro areas (Fischer 
and Mattson 2009). Taken together with the 
strong relationship we uncovered between 
place-based funding and out-migration, the re-
sults suggest that place-based funding is asso-
ciated with improved economic opportunity 
primarily via channels of geographic mobility. 
Rather than place-based investment inciting 
residential displacement or gentrification as in 
urban contexts (Freeman 2005; Marcuse 1985), 
we find that in rural contexts, place-based in-
vestment may improve individual life chances 
through out-migration to places with greater 
economic opportunity, contributing to what 
has been dubbed the rural brain drain (Kefalas 
and Carr 2009). Such funding could, for exam-
ple, create conditions that improve human and 
financial capital that enables college atten-
dance away from one’s hometown and skills 
that are competitive in metropolitan labor mar-
kets. But this geographic mobility is not with-
out drawbacks, as moving to places with better 
opportunity structures can incur economic, so-
cial, and emotional costs for disadvantaged ru-
ral youth (see Parsons 2022).

Although our key independent variable is 
funding amount, the modest associations be-
tween place-based funding and economic out-
comes in adulthood may have less to do with 
how much was spent and more to do with the 
products of that expenditure, such as how 
many jobs were created; how many residents 
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received access to training, capital, or health 
care; or how many housing units were built. All 
individuals in a given county may not person-
ally benefit from investment even though the 
community experiences improvements in local 
economic conditions such as employment or 
home values. This tension between person- ver-
sus place-based approaches leads to perennial 
questions of who benefits from this type of pol-
icy intervention. The literature provides only 
limited evidence about the concrete benefits of 
place-based investments, and it suggests that 
those gains tend to be relatively modest in 
scope and impact in both urban and rural areas 
(Busso, Gregory, and Kline 2013; Cho 2019; Es-
trada and Allen 2004; Kline and Moretti 2014). 
Some evidence also indicates compositional 
change following place-based investment, an 
increasing presence of more advantaged resi-
dents and a potential displacement of incum-
bent disadvantaged residents (Freedman 2012; 
Reynolds and Rohlin 2015; Tach and Emory 
2017). None of this literature has explicitly com-
pared place-based investments across multiple 
programs in urban and rural areas, however. 
We also know little about how place-based in-
vestment intersects with other aspects of com-
munity opportunity structure, and it may be 
that other conditions—such as a sufficient den-
sity of population, a robust nonprofit sector, 
proximity to colleges and universities, or low 
levels of racial inequality—may be required for 
place-based investment to reach its full poten-
tial.

A different class of methodological and 
data-driven explanations also highlights some 
limitations of this study’s data and analytic 
strategy. First, this article focuses on federal 
place-based policies, but many state, local, and 
philanthropic initiatives have also taken a 
place-based approach to investing in communi-
ties. To the extent that federal investments are 
distinct from these other sources, we may not 
be identifying all relevant place-based invest-
ments in communities, which may obscure the 
effects of federal programs. We also define 
place-based policies narrowly based on geo-
graphic eligibility criteria. Other types of fed-
eral investment (such as agricultural subsidies) 
may have disproportionate concentration and 
impact on rural areas even though they do not 

meet the strict definition of place-based pro-
gram used here.

Second, our place-based data series begins 
in 1990 because, prior to that period, little fed-
eral place-based investment occurred and data 
records were very uneven in coverage and qual-
ity. This means that the cohort of respondents 
covered in the NLSY—born in the early 1980s—
experienced a substantial portion of their 
childhood with little exposure to place-based 
policies. If either early childhood or cumulative 
childhood exposure are important for youth to 
reap the benefits of place-based investment, 
the NLSY cohort may be too old relative to the 
expansion of place-based policymaking for us 
to observe significant gains. Third, this article 
takes a broad approach to assessing the conse-
quences of place-based investment defined as 
exposure to all forms of funding at the county 
level. Although this approach captures funding 
in a comprehensive way, we cannot know for 
sure whether residents actually came into con-
tact with the tangible products of the place-
based investment.

Finally, the observational and descriptive ap-
proach taken here limits our ability to assess 
the impact of any single program in a way that 
is causally identified. The results may be influ-
enced by selection: some places are selected for 
funding due to great need, whereas others are 
selected because they are more likely to be suc-
cessful (Cook et al. 2009; Dewees, Lobao, and 
Swanson 2003; Tach et al. 2019). Our descriptive 
findings on this selection pattern (table 3) sug-
gest that the most economically distressed 
counties did receive more funding, particularly 
nonmetro counties, than those receiving the 
least amount of funding; however, the trends in 
level of demographic change were similar. Al-
though we find that funding is distributed 
widely across the country over the period, reach-
ing 98.5 percent of all counties, the intensity of 
place-based investments is not random. Thus 
our findings are subject to the same limitations 
as other descriptive work based on covariate ad-
justment, and more needs to be done to identify 
the causal impacts of these programs in rural 
areas.

Although this article has focused on socio-
economic outcomes, place-based policies may 
affect many other important aspects of per-
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sonal and community well-being. Policies that 
provide access to banking services, better in-
frastructure, stable housing, or more com-
merce may be well worth the investment even 
if they do not yield appreciable improvement 
in economic outcomes for residents. The NLSY 
data used in this article also necessitated a 
broad categorization of counties by metropoli-
tan status, but this likely obscures significant 

Table A.1. Descriptive Statistics of NLSY–1997 Respondents, Place-Based Funding, and Geographic 
Characteristics

Respondent’s Sociodemographic 
Characteristics Overall Metro Nonmetro T-test by Metro

Gender (1=Male) 0.51 0.52 0.50
Household income (1997) $52,249 $54,402 $45,308 ***

Race-Ethnicity and Nativity
Non-Hispanic Black 0.15 0.16 0.12 **
Non-Hispanic White 0.68 0.64 0.80 ***
Non-Hispanic Other Race 0.04 0.05 0.03
Hispanic 0.13 0.15 0.05 ***
U.S.-born 0.97 0.96 0.99 ***

Father’s education
Less than high school 0.19 0.19 0.20
High school or GED 0.37 0.36 0.41 ***
Some college 0.17 0.17 0.16
College or more 0.22 0.23 0.18
Missing 0.05 0.05 0.04

Mother’s education
Less than high school 0.18 0.18 0.18
High school or GED 0.37 0.36 0.38
Some college 0.25 0.25 0.25
College or more 0.20 0.21 0.18
Missing 0.01 0.01 0.01

Household composition (1997)
Lived with both biological parents 0.53 0.52 0.57
Lived with mix of biological or 

nonbiological parents
0.15 0.14 0.16

Lived with single biological parent 0.27 0.28 0.23 **
Other living arrangement 0.05 0.05 0.04

County characteristics (1997)
Persistent poverty county 0.07 0.04 0.18 ***
Percent poverty 0.12 0.12 0.14 ***
Percent unemployed 0.60 0.59 0.65 ***

variation in the efficacy of place-based policies 
across areas experiencing different economic 
and population trends. We hope that the place-
based data used in this article can spur more 
research on these, and other, important topics 
in the future with the goal of providing a better 
understanding of what forms of place-based in-
vestment work for rural places and their resi-
dents.
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Region (1997)
Northeast 0.17 0.16 0.17
Midwest 0.28 0.27 0.34 ***
West 0.20 0.21 0.19 **
South 0.35 0.36 0.30

Respondent characteristics (2015)
Age 32.8 32.8 32.8
Individual earnings $38,496 $39,226 $36,138
Mean years in metro county 

(1990–2015)
17.98 22.11 4.68 ***

Percent lived majority of years in 
nonmetro county

0.23 0.02 0.91 ***

Moved counties 0.53 0.52 0.57 ***
Moved to nonmetro county 0.10 0.07 0.20 ***
Moved to metro county 0.43 0.45 0.37 **

Respondent has a child 0.34 0.35 0.33

Highest degree completed (2015)
Less than high school 0.07 0.07 0.06
High school or GED 0.51 0.50 0.54
Some college 0.09 0.09 0.10
College or more 0.33 0.34 0.30

Mean place-based funding, 
1990–2015 (millions)

Total $101.92 $125.08 $27.22 ***
By domain

Economic development $28.50 $34.57 $8.94 ***
Housing $51.08 $62.78 $13.37 ***
Multidimensional $14.12 $17.77 $2.34 ***
Health $8.13 $9.86 $2.56 ***

N=4,871 N=3,844 N=1,027

Source: Authors’ tabulations from public records of federal agencies, NLSY-1997, 1990 census data, and 
2015 ACS data (Logan et al. 2014).
Note: Customized NLSY survey weights applied. Metro status refers to the county where the NLSY re-
spondent lived in the first survey year (1997). Sample excluded NLSY respondents who were not inter-
viewed in 2015 (n = 1,933) or who had missing values on household income in 1997 (n = 1,446) and 
2015 (n = 763) or education (n = 18). All monetary measures were converted to 2016 dollars.

Table A.1. (continued)

Respondent’s Sociodemographic 
Characteristics Overall Metro Nonmetro T-test by Metro
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Table A.2. Total and Per Capita Place-Based Funding by Intervention Domain, 1990–2015

Stable Nonmetro
(N = 2,003)

Nonmetro to Metroa

(N = 306)

National total $52,074,268,597 $10,547,141,229 
Housing $21,432,202,681 $5,774,401,324 
Economic development $19,651,974,427 $2,522,502,549 
Health $8,393,463,983 $1,629,602,356 
Crime $13,561,185 $3,242,017 
Multidimensional $2,583,066,320 $617,392,975 

Mean county total funding $26,018,548 $34,467,782

National per capita $478.02 $451.03 
Housing $196.74 $246.93 
Economic development $180.40 $107.87 
Health $77.05 $69.69 
Crime $0.12 $0.14 
Multidimensional $23.71 $26.40 

Mean per capita funding $1,337 $1,079
Mean per person-in-poverty funding $7,832 $7,209

Percentiles of county per capita funding
10th $145.48 $171.20
25th $398.99 $369.14
50th $804.74 $774.42
75th $1,475.11 $1,273.59
90th $2,594.96 $1,984.00
99th $9,654.49 $6,067.13

Sources. Authors’ tabulations from public records of federal agencies.
Notes. Metropolitan status determined with 1990 OMB definitions, per capita calculations use 1990 
county populations.
aCounties that transitioned from nonmetro in 1990 to metropolitan by 2010.
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throughout their lives (Keister 2003, 2005). 
Wealth is the things people own and is usually 
measured as net worth (total household assets 
minus debts). Because wealth is cumulative, 
understanding the assets and debts of young 
adults can provide a glimpse into the lifelong 

Wealth ownership is a crucial component of 
economic security (Keister and Lee 2014; Kille-
wald, Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017; Skopek, Bu-
chholz, and Blossfeld 2014), and wealth in early 
adulthood provides important evidence regard-
ing the trajectories along which people move 
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wealth accumulation pathways that people fol-
low. Wealth is sometimes relegated to conversa-
tions about high net worth households, but 
even a small amount of savings or home equity 
can provide significant advantages. Wealth can 
create a financial buffer in case of medical or 
other emergencies, the loss of an income, or 
unforeseen expenses. Assets can be invested to 
generate more wealth, and real assets (such as 
the home or other real estate) have both use 
value and investment value. Wealth is positively 
associated with children’s development 
(Gibson-Davis, Keister, and Gennetian 2019), 
improves health and emotional well-being 
across the life course (Boen 2016; Boen and 
Yang 2016), and can be used to fund a comfort-
able retirement. Perhaps more important, 
wealth can be passed to future generations to 
extend these benefits indefinitely. Income is of-
ten used to measure well-being, but wealth is 
more enduring and much more unequally dis-
tributed than income. Figure 1 shows that the 
top 1 percent of U.S. households received about 
20 percent of total income in recent decades, 
but the top 1 percent owned at least 30 percent 
of net worth. By contrast, the bottom 80 percent 
of households received 35–45 percent of income 
but owned less than 20 percent of net worth. 
Given the importance of wealth to well-being, 
it is important to understand the factors that 
are associated with saving, asset ownership, 
and debt.

Growing up in a rural area is likely to be as-
sociated with early adult—and thus lifelong—
wealth ownership; however, no research docu-
ments the association between being raised 
rural and later wealth. Three gaps in the litera-
ture require attention. First, there are the likely 
differences in young adult wealth among rural 
youth relative to their peers raised in other geo-
graphic areas. Differences are across geo-
graphic regions in poverty, educational and oc-
cupational opportunities, and the pace at 
which areas recover from economic setbacks. 
Given that income, education, and occupa-
tional attainment are all highly predictive of 
wealth, differences between rural and urban 
youth in their saving, asset accumulation, and 
debt follow. Second, the relationship between 
growing up rural and young adult wealth is 
likely to be associated differently with total net 

worth and its components (such as financial 
assets, homeownership, debt). Parsing these 
patterns and processes has the potential to 
clarify the reasons a rural background matters 
more broadly. Third, differences are likely in 
wealth outcomes by detailed geographic resi-
dence in adolescence. Rural, urban, and other 
geographic regions offer unique benefits and 
challenges that may shape young adult wealth. 
Rural-urban differences are potentially most 
pronounced, but research to date has not ex-
plored this possibility.

We address these gaps by studying the dif-
ferences in young adult wealth ownership in 
the United States across the rural-urban con-
tinuum. We have three primary objectives. The 
first is to document the association between 
growing up rural and young adult wealth. We 
study wealth in young adulthood because this 
is a critical life stage for understanding the tra-
jectory along which a person will accumulate 
assets as both saving and debt can be cumula-
tive, and early patterns are likely predictive of 
lifelong saving and debt pathways. Importantly, 
the large and growing literature on the corre-
lates of wealth neglects this critical life stage 
and says nothing about the role of geography 
as a correlate of wealth at any life stage. Second, 
we study how the association between growing 
up rural and young adult wealth varies across 
key measures of wealth including having nega-
tive net worth, the value of financial assets, 
homeownership, and home debt. Third, we ex-
plore how the association between geographic 
region of residence in adolescence and young 
adult wealth varies across the rural-urban con-
tinuum using a detailed conception of rural, 
urban, and other geographic areas. We use the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health (Add Health) to study these pro-
cesses. Add Health is ideal for our work be-
cause it includes longitudinal information on 
both adolescent traits (including place of resi-
dence) and young adult outcomes (including 
place of residence and wealth). Our attention 
to young adult outcomes is particularly impor-
tant given the foundational nature of this life 
stage and the reality that today’s young adults 
face a different set of social and economic con-
texts than previous generations. Moreover, we 
study detailed geographic conditions by using 
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rural-urban commuting area (RUCA) codes, 
which allow us to explore differences across the 
rural-urban continuum in significant detail. 
Our findings contribute to understanding the 
long-term consequences of growing up rural, 
and they highlight the importance of geo-

graphic context in conditioning economic well-
being across the life course.

Young Adult We alth
Four aspects of wealth are particularly impor-
tant to understanding financial stability in 

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Survey of Consumer Finances.
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young adulthood and the trajectory along 
which people are likely to accumulate assets 
and debts over their adult lives: total wealth 
(net worth), financial assets, homeownership, 
and mortgage debt. We focus on each of these 
measures, knowing, of course, that young 
adulthood is just the start of adult wealth own-
ership and acknowledging that wealth patterns 
will change as people age. However, total wealth 
and these components provide an important 
glimpse into the starting point for accumula-
tion that will provide the foundation on which 
future wealth is built. First, it is important to 
consider net worth, a broad indicator of wealth 
status. In particular, having negative, zero, or 
positive net worth is a particularly salient indi-
cator of wealth status in young adulthood when 
people have just begun to accumulate wealth 
and the distribution of assets across house-
holds has not yet become as skewed as it tends 
to be later in life. Positive net worth suggests 
that a household has begun to save and accu-
mulate assets that can provide a foundation for 
lifelong financial security. By contrast, negative 
net worth results from having more debts than 
assets and might indicate a precarious start to 
adult financial status, particularly if a house-
hold has considerable consumer debt (rather 
than educational or home debt). Although net 
worth is an important measure of financial 
well-being, it follows that looking more closely 
at its components is necessary to better under-
stand a household’s status. For this reason, we 
also study a second wealth measure: financial 
assets. Financial assets (such as savings ac-
counts, checking accounts, stocks, and bonds) 
can be used to pay for necessary expenses in an 
emergency and can be invested to provide fi-
nancial security over the life course. Liquid fi-
nancial assets—those that are readily turned to 
cash—are particularly important. The owner-
ship of financial assets is highly unequal in the 
United States (Keister 2014), and those who 
manage to save some financial assets at an early 
age are uniquely positioned to create financial 
stability over the course of their adult lives.

Third, homeownership is a form of wealth 
critical to the financial well-being of Ameri-
cans. The home is one of the most significant 
assets that many Americans will own, particu-
larly for those in the middle class; and home 

values have historically appreciated across 
most of U.S. history (Spilerman and Wolff 
2012). Owning a home as a young adult can al-
low a household to accumulate significant pos-
itive net worth over time that can ultimately be 
used to fund other investments (for example, 
when home equity is used to buy a more valu-
able home or other real estate) or spending 
(such as through home equity lines of credit or 
by selling the house to pay for retirement ex-
penses). Although home equity is less liquid 
than most financial assets, home equity lines 
of credit and other forms of borrowing against 
the home can make homeownership an impor-
tant safety net as well. Importantly, there is a 
financial value to homeownership via con-
sumption (that is, the owner can take loans 
against the equity if needed). However, owning 
some form of real estate has important advan-
tages regardless of the value; that is, the very 
act of owning a home provides a foundation for 
saving, can reduce stress, can allow parents to 
obtain quality education for their children, and 
can be an indicator of success (Coley et al. 
2013). Finally, debt is an important indicator of 
financial stability. It is important to remember 
that not all debt is problematic. Mortgage debt, 
for example, is a financial liability but it is as-
sociated with the benefits that come from in-
vesting in real estate. The 2007–2009 economic 
crisis and ensuing economic downturn high-
lighted that mortgage debt and homeowner-
ship are not always beneficial, that not all 
households are ideal homeowners, and that 
home values will not always increase (Fligstein 
and Goldstein 2011; Pfeffer, Danziger, and 
Schoeni 2013). However, most households can-
not afford to purchase a home without a mort-
gage, and given that the benefits of homeown-
ership can be substantial, mortgage debt is 
typically considered an advantageous form of 
debt for most households.

Geogr aphy and We alth
The unique demographic, economic, and social 
conditions that characterize rural communities 
are likely to interact in nuanced ways to shape 
young adult wealth. In recent decades, jobs 
have moved from rural areas to metropolitan 
centers where financial, technical, and other 
employers are located (Probst et al. 2011). Rural 
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areas were also considerably slower to recover 
from the Great Recession than metropolitan 
and other regions, leading to widening eco-
nomic gaps (Fry 2013). These recent changes 
have exacerbated well-documented challenges 
of growing up rural and are likely to lead to dis-
tinctive patterns of saving, investing, and debt 
acquisition for young adults who were raised in 
rural areas.

Three correlates of wealth suggest that 
growing up in a rural community is likely to be 
associated with young adult wealth in impor-
tant ways. The factors that relate growing up 
rural with young adult assets and debts are 
well-established correlates of wealth owner-
ship, and the underlying processes that lead to 
young adult wealth are the same regardless of 
place of residence in adolescence. However, be-
cause the conditions under which rural youth 
are raised might involve impediments to attain-
ing important adult outcomes such as educa-
tion, it follows that rural youth might also ac-
cumulate different levels and types of wealth 
than their urban counterparts. In the following 
sections, we address the three most salient cor-
relates of wealth accumulation (educational at-
tainment, social connections, and income) and 
explore how these might result in differences 
in young adult wealth across the rural-urban 
continuum. Of course, many other factors con-
tribute to wealth ownership both in young 
adulthood and beyond; identifying the salient 
adolescent factors that are associated with 
young adult wealth is not an implication that 
these are the only factors at play.

Education
The first factor that potentially leads to differ-
ences in young adult wealth across the urban-
rural continuum is educational attainment. In 
particular, it is well documented that educa-
tional opportunities are limited in rural com-
munities even relative to other small communi-
ties (Biddle and Mette 2017; Economic Research 
Service 2019b; Hamilton et al. 2008). High rates 
of poverty and low population density mean 
that funding for rural schools lags behind 
school funding in other regions (Biddle and 
Mette 2017; Carlson and Goss 2016). The result 
is dilapidated buildings, less experienced and 
qualified teachers, and limits to other resources 

such as after-school programs, athletics, music 
education, and other extracurricular activities 
(Biddle and Mette 2017; Carlson and Goss 2016; 
Lichter, Roscigno, and Condron 2003). Because 
of resource constraints in school and at home, 
rural students’ access to the internet tends to 
be low, and as a result, rural youth have lower 
rates of adoption of new technologies that 
might contribute to educational achievement 
(Biddle and Mette 2017; Carlson and Goss 2016). 
Moreover, as rural populations declined in re-
cent decades, rural schools consolidated, re-
quiring students to spend more time on buses, 
reducing time available for educational and ex-
tracurricular activities, socializing with friends 
and family, and doing homework (MacTavis 
and Salamon 2003).

Resource and other constraints in rural ar-
eas have clear implications for both short- and 
long-term educational outcomes for youth. In 
particular, growing up in a rural area is associ-
ated with lower educational and occupational 
aspirations (Biddle and Mette 2017; Cobb, Mc-
Intire, and Pratt 1989; McLaughlin, Shoff, and 
Demi 2014), increased dropout rates, reduced 
preparation for postsecondary education, and 
ultimately lower lifelong educational achieve-
ment (Lichter, Roscigno, and Condron 2003). 
Youth who stay in rural areas are less likely to 
complete college degrees or professional train-
ing (Economic Research Service 2019b; Hamil-
ton et al. 2008). Those who migrate to other ar-
eas in search of educational and occupational 
opportunities (often the most talented youth) 
contribute to the acute outmigration problem 
that faces many rural communities and that 
further lowers education levels in rural areas 
(Carr and Kefalas 2009; Gibbs and Cromartie 
1994; Johnson 2012; Sherman and Sage 2011). 
Rates of return to rural communities are nota-
bly low despite the draw of ties to family and 
friends (Hamilton et al. 2008) because employ-
ment opportunities are limited (von Reichert, 
Cromartie and Arthun 2011).

Because education is one of the strongest 
correlates of adult wealth, differences in edu-
cational opportunities between rural and other 
areas may lead to differences in young adult 
wealth. Education provides the skills needed to 
invest, buy real estate, and sensibly assume and 
pay off debt (Keister 2000, 2005; Killewald, Pfef-
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fer, and Schachner 2017). Educational attain-
ment also affects wealth accumulation indi-
rectly because it reduces family size, increases 
female labor force participation, and increases 
both personal and total household income 
(Keister 2000, 2005), and these outcomes also 
affect wealth. In young adulthood, educational 
attainment is likely to reduce the likelihood 
that a household has negative net worth, and it 
is likely to increase overall savings and the ac-
cumulation of financial assets. Educational at-
tainment is also likely to increase the propen-
sity to own a home and, correspondingly, the 
amount of mortgage debt that a household has 
acquired. In the case of those with higher levels 
of education, mortgage debt is likely to be a 
long-term benefit to overall wealth accumula-
tion because education improves job and in-
come stability, which increase the potential for 
the household to pay off the debt and increase 
home equity.

Social Connections
Second, social connections across geographic 
areas may lead to differences in young adult 
wealth. Research has highlighted the presence 
of strong social support in rural communities, 
and rural youths may share stronger ties and 
denser networks than do youths in other areas 
(Crockett, Shanahan, and Jackson-Newsom 
2000; Howarth 1995; Stegner 1992). Social con-
nections during adolescence are particularly 
important: in modern industrial societies ado-
lescents are largely sequestered from adults, al-
lowing students to form their own unique so-
cial systems (Coleman 1961; Milner 2004). As 
James Coleman (1961, 174) notes, “There are few 
periods in life in which associations are so 
strong, intimate, and all-encompassing as 
those that develop during adolescence.” 
Whereas adult society is functionally differenti-
ated into worlds such as work, family, or neigh-
borhoods, adolescent social life is compara-
tively one dimensional. Most adolescents 
spend the majority of their time involved in 
school or school-related activities that bring 
students together with the same sets of people. 
Informal relations with other adolescents—pri-
marily friendship and romance—make up the 
core of the adolescent society.

The intense peer relations, influential 

cliques, and broader social hierarchies that 
characterize adolescence affect behaviors and 
outcomes during youth and continue to shape 
well-being into adulthood (Bearman and 
Moody 2004; Haynie 2002; Milner 2004; Umber-
son, Crosnoe, and Reczek 2010). Evidence indi-
cates, for example, that adolescent social rela-
tions affect important development outcomes 
including grades, high school graduation, and 
other measures of academic achievement 
(Singh and Dika 2003); delinquency, violence, 
contact with the criminal justice system; self-
esteem, depression and suicidality (Bearman 
and Moody 2004; Haynie 2002; Kreager 2007; 
Mueller and Abrutyn 2015); and self-reported 
health, smoking, substance abuse, body mass 
index, and other measures of health (Crosnoe 
2002; Ennett and Bauman 1994; Mercken et al. 
2010; Osgood et al. 2013). Evidence also indi-
cates that adolescent social ties are associated 
with success in adulthood as measured by em-
ployment status and income (Shi and Moody 
2016).

We anticipate that differences in adolescent 
social networks between rural and nonrural ar-
eas are likely to contribute to young adult 
wealth outcomes for three reasons. First, the 
experience of being connected to others—that 
is, the experience of having constituencies that 
confer status and information—might contrib-
ute to creating a still-unmeasured skill that 
translates into later success. This might in-
clude the ability to ease tensions between con-
flicted peers, switch language or behavior 
quickly between microsocial crowds or easily 
pick up on social cues that allow one to navi-
gate later employment settings, to earn in-
come, and ultimately to generate wealth with 
greater ease (Davis 1966; Festinger 1954; Shi and 
Moody 2016). Second, having social connec-
tions that can provide opportunities for educa-
tional advancement, occupational training and 
success, capital to buy a house or start a busi-
ness, and related tangible outcomes might 
translate into adult wealth (Davis 1966; 
Festinger 1954; Shi and Moody 2016). For these 
reasons, we anticipate that more socially con-
nected adolescents will have higher net worth 
and more financial assets in early adulthood. 
We also anticipate that adolescent social rela-
tions will increase the likelihood of homeown-
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ership in young adulthood. Third, social rela-
tions can confer and reinforce savings habits 
that manifest in different propensities to buy 
certain types of assets in a somewhat predict-
able order. For example, people with traditional 
values tend to buy homes earlier in life and to 
invest more of their savings in the family home 
than those with less traditional values (Keister 
2008). Similarly, traditional values are associ-
ated with postponing investments in financial 
assets until later in life, even controlling for 
other predictors of these forms of saving (such 
as education and income). Because people im-
itate the savings behaviors of family and other 
social relations (Chiteji and Stafford 1999; 
Chiteji and Stafford 2000), it is likely that those 
raised in rural communities—particularly if 
they are highly connected to others—will imi-
tate more traditional savings trajectories, in-
cluding early home purchases and later invest-
ments in financial assets.

Job Opportunities and Income
Third,  job opportunities and income are an im-
portant link between geographic residence in 
adolescence and young adult wealth. Agricul-
ture, low-skilled manufacturing, and natural 
resource industries have been replaced with 
lower-paying jobs in the service industry in 
many rural areas (Hamilton et al. 2008). As a 
result, many rural communities that already 
lagged behind other geographic regions strug-
gled to recover from the Great Recession, lead-
ing to even larger gaps among geographic re-
gions (Fry 2013). Declines in federal investment 
in infrastructure for rural communities exacer-
bated these problems and, although not all ru-
ral communities are the same (Hamilton et al. 
2008), the broad trend has been toward high 
and rising levels of unemployment (Duncan 
2015; Economic Research Service 2019a) and 
few opportunities for self-employment (Tsvet-
kova, Partridge, and Betz 2017). Consistent with 
increasing unemployment, incomes are com-
paratively low, and poverty—including child 
poverty—is high in rural areas (Duncan 2015; 
Economic Research Service 2019a). Recent evi-
dence also suggests that poverty risk is high 
and increasing even for those who are em-
ployed in rural areas, that the rate of working 
poverty is higher in rural areas than in other 

geographic areas (Thiede, Lichter, and Slack 
2018), and that poverty is persistent across gen-
erations (Lichter and Graefe 2011; Lichter and 
Schafft 2016; Thiede, Kim, and Slack 2017). Evi-
dence that low-income children who grow up 
in rural commuting zones tend to be more up-
wardly mobile than their rural counterparts 
may, in reality, reflect lower starting points for 
rural children rather than a particularly propi-
tious pattern (Chetty et al. 2014).

We expect that limited job opportunities 
and low income levels will be important factors 
driving differences in young adult wealth 
across the rural-urban continuum. Impor-
tantly, income (the flow of funds into a house-
hold from wages, salaries, government transfer 
payments, and other sources) and wealth (net 
worth or net saved assets at a single point in 
time) measure different aspects of financial 
well-being. Income is a measure of short-term 
security that reflects current employment sta-
tus as well as educational attainment and other 
aspects of human capital. Wealth is broader: it 
can come from intergenerational transfers, 
from active saving, or from the appreciation of 
investments. Of course, income and wealth are 
positively correlated, but the correlation is not 
particularly high. The correlation between total 
household income and total net worth among 
U.S. households is only about 0.50 and is rela-
tively stable over the life course (Keister 2018). 
Part of the explanation for the relatively low 
correlation is intergenerational transfers: peo-
ple who inherit may have high wealth and low 
income. Another part of the explanation is be-
havioral. Some households have high income 
from current work but low saving rates and, as 
a result, low wealth. At the other extreme, some 
households have a high net worth but low in-
come. A person who inherited wealth or a re-
tiree who saved consistently during the work-
ing years may have high levels of assets but low 
income. The association between income and 
wealth is likely to be fairly low for young adults 
who grew up in rural communities because 
they are unlikely to have inherited and have 
had little time to save on their own. Nonethe-
less, income remains a critical determinant of 
saving, investing, and wealth accumulation. In-
come also affects whether a household will 
qualify for loans such as mortgages. For these 
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reasons, we expect that income is likely to in-
crease net worth, financial assets, and home-
ownership.

E xpectations
Our expectation is an association between geo-
graphic residence in adolescence and young 
adult wealth. We also anticipate that this asso-
ciation varies in meaningful ways across the 
components of wealth including net worth, fi-
nancial assets, homeownership, and mortgage 
debt. In particular, we expect that those who 
grow up rural will be less likely than their peers 
to have negative net worth but will also have 
fewer financial assets. We expect that home-
ownership will be high for those raised in rural 
areas but that they will have comparably less 
mortgage debt. Homeownership is a particu-
larly important wealth measure in young adult-
hood. The history of high rates of homeowner-
ship in rural areas is a long one (Goodman et 
al. 2016); research has also shown that people 
learn how to save from family and friends 
(Chang 2005). It follows that those raised in ru-
ral areas may gravitate toward homeownership 
more readily as young adults regardless of 
where they live. Debt is also important: those 
who stay in rural areas and buy homes are likely 
to assume comparatively low levels of mortgage 
debt because home values are relatively low in 
rural areas. Those raised in rural areas also as-
sume less education debt, consistent with hav-
ing less education, and this will contribute to 
their overall wealth as well. Together, these pat-
terns suggest that young adults raised in rural 
communities are less likely than their peers to 
have negative net worth. Because rural areas 
have a unique set of characteristics and chal-
lenges, we expect that the association between 
growing up in a rural area is unique in its as-
sociation with young adult wealth relative to 
growing up in all other geographic regions but 
that the differences are most pronounced when 
rural and urban youth are compared. Notably, 
we are not proposing that place of residence in 
adolescence is more (or less) strongly associ-
ated with place of residence in young adult-
hood; instead, we propose that place of resi-
dence in adolescence is associated with young 
adult wealth even when place of residence—
and other factors that contribute to wealth—

are held constant. We are also not making for-
mal causal arguments. That is, we expect

Young adults raised in a rural area are less 
likely to have negative net worth, but they 
also have fewer financial assets compared to 
those raised in other regions.

Young adults raised in rural areas are more 
likely to be homeowners, but they have less 
mortgage debt than those raised in other re-
gions.

Young adults who grew up in rural areas 
have assets and debts that differ from their 
peers who grew up in all other geographic 
regions, but the difference is most pro-
nounced between those raised in rural ver-
sus urban areas.

Data
To study these issues, we use data from the Na-
tional Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health (Add Health). Add Health is a lon-
gitudinal study of U.S. adolescents who were in 
grades seven through twelve (ages twelve 
through eighteen) during the study’s first wave 
(1994–95). We use Add Health because it is a 
high-quality source of information about young 
adults that also includes important data about 
their upbringing. Importantly for our purposes, 
young adults—including Add Health respon-
dents—do tend to have some savings by the 
time they are in their mid-twenties and even 
more commonly by their early thirties. It is also 
common for people this age to be homeowners. 
Many of the data sets that include wealth infor-
mation (such as the National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Youth, the Panel Study of Income Dynam-
ics, and now Add Health) start to include 
questions about wealth when respondents are 
in their mid-twenties for this very reason. Many 
young people (again, including Add Health re-
spondents) still have zero or negative net worth 
at this life stage, but many people have begun 
to accumulate something by their twenties. 
Consistent with this, in Add Health, we see that 
83 percent of respondents have some assets and 
44 percent are homeowners. These estimates 
are in line with data from the Survey of Con-
sumer Finances (SCF), the gold standard for 
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wealth information in the United States and 
with research published from the SCF (see, for 
example, Bricker et al. 2014; Keister 2014, 2018).

Add Health collected four additional waves 
of data on these adolescents, including a third 
between 2001 and 2002 (ages nineteen through 
twenty-five) and a fourth between 2008 and 
2009 (ages twenty-six through thirty-two). We 
use waves 1, 3, and 4. Wave 1 includes detailed 
information about respondents’ adolescent re-
gion of residence, family structure, friendship 
ties, and demographic information. Waves 3 
and 4 include follow-up information about 
young adult wealth (including net worth, home-
ownership, financial assets, and debts), educa-
tional attainment, income and job status, fam-
ily structure, region of residence in young 
adulthood, and demographics. Together, these 
data provide a rich source of information on 
both adolescent social and demographic condi-
tions and young adult achievements uniquely 
suited to our purposes. We include only respon-
dents who were represented in waves 3 and 4 
and who provided valid data for variables of in-
terest in our sample and those who were still 
living with their parents (16 percent of Add 
Health respondents). A small number of re-
spondents (fewer than 2 percent) reported be-
ing homeowners but also reported living with 
their parents. We coded these respondents as 
not owning a home. Our ultimate sample in-
cludes 7,758 respondents for models of nega-
tive net worth, financial assets, and homeown-
ership. For models of mortgage debt, our 
sample is 3,232 because we omit nonhomeown-
ers.

Me asures and Methods
We use four outcome variables to measure 
young adult wealth; all outcomes are taken 
from wave 4 of Add Health. First, we measure 
overall net worth as self-reported negative net 
worth, relative to zero or positive net worth. We 
focus on negative net worth because having 
more debts than assets can indicate that a 
household is in a financially precarious posi-
tion. However, the substance of our findings 
does not change if we model overall net worth 
as positive net worth relative to zero or negative 
net worth. This simple categorical measure is 
ideal for our study because our respondents are 

young and variation in net worth across house-
holds is still relatively minimal. Second, we 
measure financial assets as the dollar amount 
of assets other than real estate owned by the 
household. Add Health reports financial assets 
in nine dollar-range categories. We assign the 
midpoint of the category selected by the re-
spondent to indicate the value of their financial 
assets. Ideally, we would have the actual 
amount of financial assets owned, but Add 
Health does not make these values public to 
ensure respondent confidentiality. Our mea-
sures are consistent with well-documented fi-
nancial asset values owned at this life stage (see 
Bricker et al. 2014; see also discussion of table 
1). We do not know the details of the types of 
financial assets owned by Add Health respon-
dents because the survey does not include this 
level of data.

Third, we use a dichotomous measure of 
homeownership to indicate that the respon-
dent’s household currently owns a home. Be-
coming a homeowner is a significant step in a 
financial trajectory, separate from the value of 
the home owned. Therefore, we model owner-
ship of this asset as a dichotomous state to cap-
ture the importance of this step in a financial 
life course. Ideally we would have home value 
as well, but Add Health does not include home 
value. Fourth, we measure mortgage debt as a 
continuous dollar amount. We focus on mort-
gage debt because it is a liability that has in-
vestment value as well as being an obligation 
to repay a sum of money. Simultaneously, the 
value of mortgage debt indicates the value of 
the home owned, providing a uniquely rich 
source of information about the household’s 
finances. Although it does not do so with finan-
cial assets, Add Health reports the value of 
mortgage debt as a continuous measure, allow-
ing us to evaluate this outcome with greater 
precision. Descriptive statistics for mortgage 
debt values in our sample are consistent with 
other well-documented values for mortgage 
debt owned.

Our primary independent variable is the 
RUCA coding for respondents’ place of resi-
dence during adolescence. Geographic differ-
ences between rural and urban areas cannot be 
captured by a simple binary and are experi-
enced differently across the United States (Li-
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chter and Brown 2011; Lichter and Ziliak 2017). 
RUCA codes, taken from census files, provide 
a better classification of these differences and 
assign locations to one of seven categories: 
metro core, metro area, micro core, micro area, 
small town core, small town area, and rural. 
Our use of the RUCA measure resembles previ-
ous research using Add Health data (Lawrence, 
Hummer, and Harris 2017).

We also include several control variables. 
We measure highest level of education attained 
using data from wave 4; we code education as 
a series of dichotomous measures including 
less than high school, high school, some col-
lege, college degree, and advanced degree. 
Some respondents may not have completed 
their educations, although only 6 percent of re-
spondents were still taking college courses by 
wave 4. Future research might explore whether 
those who continued their educations are 
unique in ways that affect the results included 
in this article.

We include two measures of social connec-
tions. First, we include a continuous measure 
of indegree or popularity using data from wave 
1. In wave 1, respondents in eligible schools 
identified up to five male and five female peers 
as friends from a roster of students in their 
school. For single-gender schools, respondents 
were allowed to select five students from a cor-
responding sister school. Thus, each individual 
could nominate up to ten friends. Second, we 
include a binary measure indicating whether a 
respondent was an isolate in adolescence, 
meaning that they neither selected peers as 
friends nor were selected as a friend by their 
peers in wave 1. Add Health does not include 
adult social connections, so we are unable to 
control for these ties. We measure total house-
hold income with a continuous measure from 
wave 4 indicating all sources of wages, salaries, 
transfer payments, and other income. We use 
household income because our unit of analysis 
is the household. However, preliminary analy-
ses using personal income produced substan-
tively similar results.

We also include controls for marriage and 
fertility to capture family structure. We mea-
sure marital status using a dichotomous indi-
cator of whether a respondent lives with either 
a spouse or a romantic partner as opposed to 

living with neither; those who are not married 
are our reference category. We use married as 
the omitted category. We capture fertility with 
a continuous indicator of the number of chil-
dren ever born in the household. We control for 
race-ethnicity using a series of dichotomous 
indicators showing that the respondent reports 
identifying as white, black, Asian, Native Amer-
ican, Latino, or other. Gender is a dichotomous 
indicator that the respondent is female.

We use a combination of descriptive statis-
tics, logistic regression, and generalized least 
squares regression to explore our ideas. We first 
provide descriptive statistics comparing the 
wealth and other traits of respondents by ado-
lescent RUCA. We model negative net worth 
and homeownership with logistic regression 
models; we model financial assets and debt 
with generalized least squares regression mod-
els. We present model results with and without 
control variables for comparison and to sug-
gest directions for future research. We include 
basic control variables in model 1. In model 2, 
we add additional controls for marital status 
and fertility. In models 3 and 4, we add mea-
sures that we discuss in the background sec-
tion and young adult place of residence. Nota-
bly, these models suggest that formal mediation 
analysis might usefully identify whether the 
control variables we include mediate the rela-
tionship between geographic place of resi-
dence in adolescence and young adult wealth. 
However, we make no formal claims about 
causal relationships and hope that future re-
search will explore the potential for causation 
between rural upbringing and young adult 
wealth.

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for our 
variables. Consistent with previous research on 
wealth ownership, approximately 20 percent of 
respondents have negative net worth, and me-
dian financial assets owned at this stage is a 
little more than $20,000 (Bricker et al. 2014; 
Bricker et al. 2016; Keister 2014). Also consistent 
with previous research, the distribution of fi-
nancial assets is highly skewed, a pattern that 
is evident in the difference between mean 
(more than $82,000) and median ($20,679) in 
financial assets (Bricker et al. 2016; Killewald, 
Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017). Approximately 46 
percent of respondents are currently home-
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Mean 95% Confidence Limits

Has negative net worth .20 .19 .21
Financial assets ($) 82,013 78,752 85,273

(20,679)
Homeownership .44 .41 .47
Mortgage debt ($) 119,300 115,525 123,076

(99,499)

Adolescent RUCA
Metropolitan core .55 .54 .56
Metropolitan high/low commuting .19 .18 .20
Micropolitan core .06 .05 .06
Micropolitan high/low commuting .04 .04 .04
Small town core .06 .05 .06
Small town high/low commuting .04 .03 .04
Rural .07 .07 .08

Female .51 .50 .52
Age (wave 1) 15.81 15.77 15.85

(15.74)

Race-ethnicity
White .71 .70 .72
Latino .04 .03 .04
Black .15 .15 .16
Asian .09 .08 .10
Native American .01 .01 .01
Other .00 .00 .01

Married .63 .62 .64
Number of children .87 .85 .90

Education
Less than high school .06 .06 .07
High school .16 .15 .17
Some college .44 .43 .45
College degree .21 .20 .22
Advanced degree .12 .12 .13

Young adult RUCA
Metropolitan core .70 .69 .71
Metropolitan high or low commuting .08 .08 .09
Micropolitan core .07 .06 .08
Micropolitan high or low commuting .03 .03 .03
Small town core .02 .02 .03
Small town high or low commuting .03 .02 .05
Rural .05 .04 .05

Indegree 4.73 4.66 4.82
(3.42)

No ties .03 .02 .03
Young adult household income ($) 61,555 60,730 62,381

(48,486)

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, Waves 
I (1995), III (2001–2002), and IV (2008–2009).
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate median values. Analysis adjusts for complex sampling design. 
n = 7,758.
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owners, and the median mortgage owned is 
$99,499. Sample demographics are consistent 
with other research published using Add 
Health data (Bearman and Moody 2004; Shi 
and Moody 2016) including gender, age, and 
family structure. Our descriptives also match 
other published sources using RUCA codes for 
these samples (Lawrence, Hummer, and Harris 
2017). Because we restrict our sample to respon-
dents with valid data in waves 1 and 4, slight 
differences between our descriptive statistics 
and other published research reflect differ-
ences in the sample used for analyses (Law-
rence, Hummer, and Harris 2017; Shi and 
Moody 2016). Missing data on wealth variables 
are minimal, and robustness checks indicated 
that results are not sensitive to missing data.

Additional descriptive data in table 2 pro-
vide preliminary evidence that young adult 
wealth varies by adolescent geographic resi-
dence in ways that are consistent with our ex-
pectations. The first four rows of the table in-
clude mean values for our dependent variables 
(measured in wave 4, when respondents were 
young adults) broken down by adolescent 
RUCA. Young adults who grew up in rural com-
munities were less likely to have negative net 
worth than their peers, especially those who 
grew up in metro core, metro commuting, 
small town core, and small town commuting 
areas. Those who grew up rural owned fewer 
financial assets than other young adults, espe-
cially those who grew up in metropolitan areas. 
Respondents who grew up rural were also more 
likely to be homeowners but had considerably 
less mortgage debt than their peers from metro 
areas.

Table 2 documents systematic individual 
differences in our control variables by adoles-
cent RUCA as well. We include family structure 
in this table—measured with marital status 
and number of children—because family struc-
ture has historically varied across the rural-
urban continuum (Heaton, Lichter, and 
Amoateng 1989; McLaughlin, Lichter, and John-
ston 1993). In recent decades, however, family 
structure has changed quite noticeably in rural 
areas. Delayed marriage, nonmarital fertility, 
cohabitation, and divorce are all increasingly 
common in rural communities (Carson and 
Mattingly 2014; Glasgow 2003; MacTavis and 

Salamon 2003). Likewise, fertility rates have de-
clined in both rural and urban areas, and as a 
result, total fertility in rural areas are increas-
ingly comparable to fertility in other geo-
graphic areas (Hamilton, Rossen, and Branum 
2016; Jones and Tertilt 2006; Ng and Kaye 2015). 
As a result of these changes, gender roles and 
the division of labor both in and out of the 
household have changed dramatically, rural 
men spending more time on childcare and ru-
ral women spending more time working out of 
the home (Smith 2017). Consistent with these 
social and economic changes, the descriptive 
statistics in table 2 show that marriage rates 
and family size vary only modestly across the 
rural-urban continuum. The descriptive statis-
tics in table 2 also compare educational attain-
ment, social ties, and income by RUCA code 
and show some small but systematic differ-
ences. Rates of college completion and attain-
ing advanced degrees are noticeably lower for 
those who grew up in rural communities, par-
ticularly when compared with those who grew 
up in all other regions with the exception of 
those from small town commuting areas. The 
most notable difference in social ties is for 
those who grew up in metro core areas who 
were more likely to have no ties and to have 
somewhat lower indegree than their peers. Fi-
nally, young adult incomes are somewhat lower 
for respondents from rural, small town, and 
micro commuting RUCAs.

Adolescent RUCA and 
Young Adult We alth
Our multivariate results suggest that growing 
up in a rural community is indeed associated 
with young adult wealth. Table 3 presents re-
sults from logistic regression models predict-
ing negative net worth. In all models, we omit-
ted those raised in rural areas so that all other 
coefficients are compared to respondents from 
a rural RUCA. Model 1 is a base model and 
shows that those who were raised in metropol-
itan core and metropolitan commuting RUCAs 
were more likely than those raised in rural RU-
CAs to have negative net worth. There is no dif-
ference between those raised in other RUCAs 
and those raised in rural RUCAs; this is notable 
because it suggests that rural, small town, and 
micropolitan RUCAs have similar long-term as-
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sociations with wealth. Other control variables 
are in the direction we would expect. The likeli-
hood of having negative net worth decreases 
with age; and black respondents are more likely 
than white respondents to have negative net 
worth, and Asian respondents are less likely 
than white respondents to have negative net 
worth (Boen 2016; Taylor et al. 2011).

Notably, the coefficient for Latino respon-
dents in table 3 is negative and statistically sig-
nificant, indicating that Latino respondents are 
less likely than white respondents to have neg-
ative net worth. This finding is consistent with 
a growing body of research on status attain-
ment—including wealth accumulation—
among Latino Americans. This literature builds 
on a large literature about immigrant attain-
ment that is characterized by intense debate 
regarding the degree to which immigrants in-
corporate into the host country over time. 
Some scholars propose that immigrants tend 
to follow a straight line trajectory leading to 
integration into the host country and progres-
sively higher attainment on key measures such 
as education, income, and wealth (Alba and 
Nee 2003; Alba, Kasinitz, and Waters 2011). Oth-
ers argue that racial distance from the Ameri-
can mainstream and other challenges associ-
ated with membership in the immigrant 
second generation created what is referred to 
as segmented or downward assimilation 
(Haller, Portes, and Lynch 2011a, 2011b; Portes 
and Zhou 1993; Zhou et al. 2008). A growing 
body of work explicitly looks at the wealth own-
ership, including financial asset ownership, of 
Latino respondents; this literature finds high 
levels of early-life disadvantage among Mexican 
Americans and other Latino Americans, but 
these disadvantages are less pronounced in the 
second and third generations than in the first. 
This work also confirms other research that 
finds high levels of young adult impediments 
to mobility for Mexican Americans and other 
Latino Americans; but evidence suggests that 
these early roadblocks do not translate into 
lower adult wealth. Indeed, researchers find 
that Latino Americans have less total wealth 
than whites but more than African Americans 
and that many Latino Americans are beginning 
to accumulate significant financial assets from 
sources such as business startup (Aguilera 

2009; Keister, Agius Vallejo, and Borelli 2014; 
Vallejo and Keister 2019). We conducted signif-
icant sensitivity tests to ensure that our results 
are not influenced by outliers, whether particu-
lar high-SES subsamples (such as some Cuban 
respondents) are being weighted appropriately, 
and to otherwise ensure the robustness of our 
findings. A full examination of the wealth ac-
cumulation patterns of Latino respondents in 
the Add Health is beyond the scope of this ar-
ticle, but future research might usefully engage 
more fully with this issue.

Model 2 adds controls for family structure 
and shows that adding this control does not 
change the relationship between RUCA and 
negative net worth; that is, growing up in a met-
ropolitan core or metropolitan commuting 
area is still positively associated with negative 
net worth. Model 3 also controls for educa-
tional attainment and social ties, and model 4 
controls for income. Once these control vari-
ables are included, our adolescent RUCA mea-
sures are no longer significant.

Table 4 contains results from generalized 
least squares regression models of financial as-
sets. Again, we include only basic controls in 
model 1 and subsequently include controls for 
family structure, educational attainment, so-
cial ties, and household income. Model 1 shows 
that respondents raised in rural communities 
have fewer financial assets than those raised in 
metropolitan core RUCAs; other RUCA codes 
are not significant. When we add education 
and social ties in subsequent models, the as-
sociation between adolescent RUCA and young 
adult financial assets is no longer significant. 
Models 3 and 4 also show that our control vari-
ables are associated with net worth as we would 
expect. Educational attainment and income, 
for example, are both associated with higher 
levels of financial assets (Keister 2000, 2014). 
The association between social ties and finan-
cial asset ownership is not significant. There is 
no literature on social relations and wealth 
ownership to which we can compare this result, 
but previous work on adolescent social connec-
tions and income suggests that the association 
might be positive (Shi and Moody 2016). Con-
sistent with our finding that Latino respon-
dents were less likely to have negative net worth 
than white respondents, the coefficient for La-
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Table 3. Logistic Regression of Whether Respondent Has Negative Net Worth

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Adolescent RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core .33*

(0.16)
.33*

(0.16)
.26

(0.23)
.31

(0.24)
Metropolitan high/low commuting .41*

(0.20)
.43*

(0.20)
.44

(0.26)
.48

(0.26)
Micropolitan core .07

(0.20)
.07

(0.22)
–.05

(0.29)
–.06

(0.29)
Micropolitan high/low commuting .03

(0.26)
.09

(0.24)
.25

(0.27)
.33

(0.29)
Small town core .21

(0.17)
.21

(0.17)
.15

(0.24)
.09

(0.25)
Small town high/low commuting .24

(0.24)
.26

(0.25)
.26

(0.29)
.32

(0.30)
Sex (1 = female) .21*

(0.10)
.20

(0.10)
.19

(0.11)
.10

(0.10)
Age (Wave 1) –.07***

(0.02)
–.07***

(0.02)
–.07**

(0.02)
–.05*

(0.02)

Race/ethnicity (white)
Black .44***

(0.11)
.30**

(0.09)
.25*

(0.12)
.11

(0.10)
Latino –.46**

(0.18)
–.52**

(0.19)
–.58**

(0.20)
–.41*

(0.21)
Asian –.41**

(0.13)
–.44**

(0.13)
–.46**

(0.14)
–.40**

(0.13)
Native American .63

(0.39)
.51

(0.41)
.65

(0.41)
.60

(0.43)
Other .60

(0.49)
.55

(0.52)
.45

(0.54)
1.01

(0.61)
Marital status (married) .45***

(0.09)
.44***

(0.09)
.09

(0.10)
Number of children .10**

(0.03)
.13***

(0.04)
.06

(0.04)

Education (high school)
Advanced degree .66***

(0.17)
1.05***

(0.17)
College degree .32*

(0.14)
.74***

(0.15)
Some college .16

(0.11)
.29*

(0.12)

Less than high school .45*
(0.21)

.29
(0.20)

Young adult RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core –.03

(0.24)
.15

(0.25)
Metropolitan high/low commuting –.19

(0.24)
–.08

(0.25)

(continued)
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Micropolitan core .19
(0.30)

.29
(0.32)

Micropolitan high/low commuting –.71
(0.42)

–.65
(0.41)

Small town core –.17
(0.30)

–.15
(0.34)

Small town high/low commuting .03
(0.30)

.19
(0.32)

Indegree –.04***
(0.01)

–.02**
(0.01)

No ties .23
(0.24)

.17
(0.23)

Adult household income –.02***
(0.00)

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, Waves 
I (1995), III (2001–2002), and IV (2008–2009). 
Note: n = 7,758. Cells are coefficient estimates. Analysis adjusts for complex sampling design.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 3. (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Table 4. Generalized Least Squares Regression Models of Financial Assets (In Thousands of Dollars)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Adolescent RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core 19.43**

(7.04)
17.87*
(6.89)

12.79
(9.34)

6.51
(9.46)

Metropolitan high/low commuting 8.66
(7.72)

7.27
(7.80)

1.98
(9.58)

–1.90
(9.81)

Micropolitan core 2.23
(7.36)

.01
(7.37)

–2.88
(9.01)

–3.11
(9.66)

Micropolitan high/low commuting 4.01
(15.54)

3.04
(15.21)

.69
(19.56)

–6.47
(18.91)

Small town core –3.68
(8.37)

–4.59
(8.48)

–12.08
(9.51)

–6.93
(9.52)

Small town high/low commuting –3.79
(9.24)

–4.18
(9.10)

–11.83
(8.68)

–15.87
(10.85)

Sex (1 = female) –18.96***
(4.75)

–14.63**
(4.89)

–18.47***
(4.84)

–8.83*
(4.65)

Age (Wave 1) 1.06
(1.30)

1.95
(1.28)

1.52
(1.25)

–1.24
(1.20)

Race/ethnicity (white)
Black –34.46***

(5.17)
–30.73***

(5.42)
–27.90***

(5.55)
–13.47*

(5.45)
Latino 24.26

(14.36)
22.95

(14.36)
20.86

(14.62)
–1.54

(12.30)
Asian –11.23

(8.89)
–8.55
(8.66)

–5.44
(8.62)

–12.50
(8.03)
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Native American –3.41
(20.41)

–.54
(19.07)

1.12
(18.88)

11.00
(20.63)

Other 86.03
(75.22)

87.63
(74.74)

84.77
(73.91)

36.51
(80.47)

Marital status (married) –5.04
(5.96)

–2.89
(5.90)

28.15***
(5.76)

Number of children –10.74***
(2.01)

–7.24***
(1.89)

–.26
(1.78)

Education (high school)
Advanced degree 21.49*

(9.75)
–13.64

(8.69)
College degree 22.73**

(7.84)
–17.51*

(6.90)
Some college 6.52

(6.64)
–6.97
(6.22)

Less than high school –25.86**
(9.13)

–9.50
(8.41)

Young adult RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core 8.21

(12.12)
–8.79

(10.15)
Metropolitan high/low commuting 10.97

(12.21)
–2.15
(9.93)

Micropolitan core –.51
(10.08)

–9.43
(8.93)

Micropolitan high/low commuting 8.48
(18.78)

–1.84
(21.61)

Small town core 10.47
(13.88)

8.29
(12.11)

Small town high/low commuting 2.25*
(10.70)

7.85
(9.96)

Indegree .34
(0.58)

–1.46
(.58)

No ties –19.81*
(9.49)

–12.05
(8.18)

Adult household income 1.74***
(.10)

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, Waves 
I (1995), III (2001–2002), and IV (2008–2009). 
Note: n = 7,758. Cells are coefficient estimates. Analysis adjusts for complex sampling design. Referent 
is in the parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 4. (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

tino respondents in table 4 is large and posi-
tive; however, this association is not statisti-
cally significant.

Figure 2 illustrates the findings shown in 
tables 3 and 4 using predicated probabilities. 

The figure includes four visualizations of pre-
dicted negative net worth and financial assets. 
Panel A is the predicted bivariate association 
between adolescent RUCA and having negative 
net worth in young adulthood; the figure com-
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pares respondents by adolescent RUCA code 
with no other variables included in the model. 
These results are based on models similar to 
those shown in table 3, model 1 but with no 
control variables. Panel B also displays pre-
dicted probabilities for models of negative net 
worth, but results in this figure include all co-
variates included and held at their means (com-
puted using model shown in table 3, model 4). 
Similarly, panel C shows bivariate predicted fi-
nancial asset values, and panel D shows pre-
dicted financial asset values with all covariates 
included in the models and held at their means 
(computed using model shown in table 4, 
model 4). All figures include 95 percent confi-
dence limits.

Panels A and B highlight the similarities in 

wealth outcomes for those raised in rural, mi-
cropolitan core, micropolitan commuting, and 
small town core RUCAs: the predicted probabil-
ity of having negative net worth given that a 
respondent was raised in one of these RUCAs 
is lower than for those raised in other (metro-
politan and small town commuting) RUCAs. 
The difference between panel C and panel D is 
more striking. The bivariate model (panel C) 
shows a clear decline in the probability of hav-
ing negative net worth over the RUCA codes, 
ordered from metropolitan core to rural. When 
the full array of covariates is included (panel D), 
the association is much more tenuous. This 
provides additional evidence and a visual dem-
onstration of the association between geo-

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health.

Figure 2. Predicted Probabilities for Negative Net Worth and Financial Assets
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graphic region in adolescence and young adult 
wealth.

The association between adolescent RUCA 
and young adult homeownership is particularly 
strong. Table 5 includes results from logistic 
regression models of homeownership in young 
adulthood as a function of adolescent RUCA 
and other covariates. Again, model 1 includes 
only basic controls, and we add covariates in 
stages in subsequent models. Consistent with 
our expectations, model 1 results show that re-
spondents who grew up in metropolitan core 
and micropolitan core communities are signif-
icantly less likely than those who grew up in 
rural communities to own homes. In model 1, 
the difference in homeownership between 
those who grew up in rural communities and 
those who grew up in metropolitan commut-
ing, micropolitan commuting, small town core, 
and small town commuting RUCAs is not sig-
nificant. These patterns persist in model 2, 

which includes family structure controls. In 
models 3 and 4, the difference between those 
who grew up in rural RUCAs and those who 
grew up in metropolitan commuting areas, 
small town core, and small town commuting 
areas is also significant. Given that some of the 
rural association operates through home prices 
in rural areas, it is notable that the adolescent 
RUCA codes remain significant even when 
young adult RUCA is controlled. Notably, our 
key control variables—educational attainment, 
indegree, and income—are positively associ-
ated with homeownership (having no ties is not 
significant). However, the significance of the 
adolescent RUCA does not decline across our 
models. This suggests that other unmeasured 
variables might mediate the associations be-
tween geographic area in adolescence and 
adult wealth. For example, if we were able to 
measure traditional approaches to saving more 
directly, we might find it to be the key mediator. 

Table 5: Logistic Regression of Whether Respondent Owns Home

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Adolescent RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core –.56***

(0.12)
–.55***

(0.14)
–.63***

(0.15)
–.70***

(0.15)
Metropolitan high/low commuting –.24

(0.13)
–.26

(0.15)
–.40*

(0.15)
–.44**

(0.15)
Micropolitan core –.53***

(0.16)
–.55***

(0.16)
–.68***

(0.18)
–.70***

(0.18)
Micropolitan high/low commuting .07

(0.21)
–.13

(0.19)
–.33

(0.21)
–.39

(0.23)
Small town core –.19

(0.18)
–.15

(0.19)
–.43*

(0.21)
–.41

(0.21)
Small town high/low commuting –.24

(0.16)
–.32

(0.21)
–.50*

(0.21)
–.54*

(0.22)
Sex (1 = female) .23***

(0.07)
.12

(0.07)
.02

(0.07)
.09

(0.07)
Age (Wave 1) .18***

(0.02)
.16***

(0.02)
.15***

(0.02)
.13***

(0.02)

Race/ethnicity (white)
Black –1.19***

(0.10)
–.91***

(0.11)
–.85***

(0.11)
–.78***

(0.10)
Latino –.71***

(0.17)
–.56*

(0.23)
–.57*

(0.22)
–.75**

(0.24)
Asian –.30*

(0.15)
–.33*

(0.15)
–.24

(0.16)
–.29

(0.16)

(continued)
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Although a formal mediation analysis is be-
yond the scope of this article, future research 
could explore this possibility.

The association between adolescent RUCA 
and young adult wealth is also clear in table 6, 

which includes results of generalized linear 
models of mortgage debt for those who are 
homeowners. Model 1 shows that respondents 
who grew up in rural communities and who 
currently own a home have less mortgage debt 

Native American –.85*
(0.40)

–.57
(0.43)

–.63
(0.43)

–.57
(0.40)

Other –.85
(0.07)

–.80
(0.49)

–.80
(0.52)

–1.08
(0.48)

Marital status (married) –1.74***
(0.09)

–1.71***
(0.09)

–1.56***
(0.09)

Number of children .00
(0.04)

.09*
(0.04)

.14***
(0.04)

Education (high school)
Advanced degree .63***

(0.18)
.40*

(0.18)
College degree .56***

(0.13)
.29*

(0.14)
Some college .06

(0.13)
–0.05
(0.12)

Less than high school –.33
(0.19)

–.25
(0.18)

Young adult RUCA (rural)

Metropolitan core .20
(0.17)

.10
(0.18)

Metropolitan high/low commuting .29
(0.17)

.22
(0.18)

Micropolitan core .12
(0.23)

.06
(0.23)

Micropolitan high/low commuting .52*
(0.23)

.47
(0.24)

Small town core .53
(0.32)

.53
(0.33)

Small town high/low commuting .44*
(0.19)

.36
(0.19)

Indegree .05*
(0.01)

.04***
(0.01)

No ties –.35
(0.24)

–.30
(0.22)

Adult household income .01***
(0.00)

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, Waves 
I (1995), III (2001–2002), and IV (2008–2009). 
Note: n = 7,758. Cells are coefficient estimates. Analysis adjusts for complex sampling design. Referent 
is in the parentheses. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 5: (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
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than those who grew up in metropolitan com-
munities. The RUCA association is unchanged 
in model 2, but RUCA is not significant when 
education and social ties are controlled. These 
results provide additional suggestive evidence 
that education might be a mediating variable. 
That is, the association between educational 
attainment and mortgage debt is strong and 

significant. Research has documented a strong, 
positive relationship between education and 
mortgage debt, a pattern that reflects both sup-
ply (lenders are willing to lend to those with 
more education) and demand (educated con-
sumers are more likely to apply for home loans) 
(Killewald, Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017). Our 
findings confirm this pattern and suggest that 

Table 6. Generalized Least Squares Regression of Mortgage Debt (in Thousands of Dollars)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Adolescent RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core 52.60***

(14.79)
51.30***

(14.23)
25.43

(13.69)
17.40

(11.86)
Metropolitan high/low commuting 32.06*

(14.71)
30.43*

(14.04)
13.24

(12.92)
10.16

(11.44)
Micropolitan core 30.32

(16.76)
26.05

(16.26)
5.11

(16.44)
2.81

(16.36)
Micropolitan high/low commuting 11.81

(16.22)
8.32

(16.26)
3.00

(13.76)
–3.45

(10.89)
Small town core 5.78

(16.22)
7.02

(13.86)
–2.77
(3.98)

–5.92
(12.23)

Small town high/low commuting 5.78
(14.60)

–8.70
(14.42)

–4.32
(11.89)

–7.41
(11.29)

Sex (1 = female) 2.49
(4.58)

4.54
(4.22)

–2.67
(3.98)

3.29
(3.62)

Age (Wave 1) 5.05*
(2.07)

6.11**
(2.05)

4.20*
(1.86)

2.23
(1.66)

Race/ethnicity (white)
Black –17.16

(2.08)
–7.83

(10.10)
–8.39
(7.89)

–2.31
(7.62)

Latino 110.71***
(30.69)

113.09***
(30.27)

105.63**
(31.77)

95.36**
(30.39)

Asian 32.63
(18.27)

35.93*
(17.35)

44.52**
(16.44)

37.94*
(14.81)

Native American –17.78
(37.19)

–7.46
(25.03)

–8.45
(18.96)

–14.05
(25.88)

Other 206.20***
(48.71)

207.03***
(48.05)

209.21***
(53.57)

172.31***
(36.35)

Marital status (married) –39.02***
(6.60)

–36.72***
(5.81)

–8.67
(5.90)

Number of children –14.93***
(2.37)

–5.49**
(2.04)

–1.21
(1.97)

Education (high school)
Advanced degree 70.10***

(9.40)
44.51***
(8.89)

College degree 68.06***
(7.79)

40.09***
(7.81)

(continued)
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future research might usefully explore the role 
of education as a mediator between place of 
residence in adolescence and young adult 
wealth status. Figure 3 includes predicted prob-
abilities to illustrate these models.

Our findings are largely consistent with our 
expectation of unique association between 
growing up in a rural area—relative to all other 
geographic areas—and young adult wealth. 
This unique relationship holds for net worth as 
well as for financial assets, homeownership, 
and debt. Despite some variation in the impor-
tance of growing up rural relative to other geo-
graphic regions across the models we present, 
the importance and unique relationship be-
tween a rural upbringing and early adult wealth 
is clear. It may not surprise readers to learn of 
a difference between the long-term trajectories 

of rural youth and of their metropolitan peers, 
given that urban-rural differences seem quite 
stark. However, an important takeaway from 
this work is that the effects of growing up rural 
are neither unilaterally good nor bad.

Discussion and Conclusion
In this article, we have studied the extent to 
which wealth ownership in early adulthood dif-
fers across the rural-urban continuum and the 
factors that are associated with those differ-
ences. We asked whether young adult wealth 
differs for those who grow up in rural commu-
nities and their peers who grew up in other geo-
graphic areas, and studied how these differ-
ences vary across four key wealth measures: net 
worth, financial assets, homeownership, and 
mortgage debt. Young adults raised in rural 

Some college 27.19***
(5.19)

17.26**
(5.09)

Less than high school –16.32
(9.31)

–4.15
(8.82)

Young adult RUCA (rural)
Metropolitan core 33.89**

(11.99)
24.48*
(9.56)

Metropolitan high/low commuting 7.70
(12.57)

–2.38
(10.64)

Micropolitan core 10.42
(11.73)

9.41
(10.32)

Micropolitan high/low commuting 9.61
(11.90)

8.78
(11.92)

Small town core –4.97
(12.65)

–.57
(10.27)

Small town high/low commuting 2.07
(10.22)

–4.11
(10.08)

Indegree .59
(.48)

–.34
(.47)

No ties –.20
(15.47)

–4.62
(15.99)

Adult household income 1.13***
(.08)

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, Waves 
I (1995), III (2001–2002), and IV (2008–2009). 
Note: Models are for homeowners only; non-homeowners are omitted. n = 3,232. Cells are coefficient 
estimates. Analysis adjusts for complex sampling design. Referent is in the parentheses. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 6. (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
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communities are less likely than other young 
adults to have negative net worth, but those 
raised in rural areas had lower financial assets 
than their peers in young adulthood. Differ-
ences in homeownership were an important 
component of our findings. Evidence indicates 
that young adults raised in rural communities 
are more likely to be homeowners than their 
peers, but that those who own homes have less 
mortgage debt than those raised in other re-
gions. Although some of these patterns can be 
explained by rural youth who remain in their 
hometowns, our findings suggest that the pat-
terns hold even for those who move to other 
regions. Evidence also indicates that growing 
up rural has a particularly important associa-
tion with young adult wealth relative to other 
geographic areas. We speculate that this unique 

relationship reflects distinct characteristics of 
rural areas that are highlighted in other papers 
in this double volume; future research might 
usefully expand on these findings and explore 
in greater detail the reasons for these patterns.

Research on residential differences in well-
being has often used a simple rural-urban dis-
tinction, but this strategy obscures nuanced 
and complex regional differences that are in-
creasingly salient (Thiede, Lichter, and Slack 
2018). We used detailed RUCA codes to measure 
region of residence in both adolescence and 
young adulthood, consistent with research that 
encourages researchers to move beyond the 
simple rural-urban dichotomy (Lichter and 
Brown 2011). Using the more detailed RUCA 
codes allowed us to document, indeed, more 
detailed differences by region than we might 

Source: Authors’ estimates from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health.

Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities and Outcomes for Homeownership and Mortgage Debt

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

140,000

Adolescent RUCA

Adolescent RUCA Adolescent RUCA

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

Adolescent RUCA

M
or

tg
ag

e 
de

bt

M
or

tg
ag

e 
de

bt

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.3

Pr
ob

ab
ili

ty

Pr
ob

ab
ili

ty

0.6

0.7

0.5

0.4

B. Homeownership, Full ModelA. Homeownership, Bivariate

D. Mortgage Debt, Full ModelC. Mortgage Debt, Bivariate

1.1 M
etr

o co
re

1.2 M
etr

o co
mmute

2.1 M
icr

o co
re

3.1 Small
 to

wn

3.2 Small
 co

mmute

2.2 M
icr

o co
mmute

4. R
ural

1.1 M
etr

o co
re

1.2 M
etr

o co
mmute

2.1 M
icr

o co
re

3.1 Small
 to

wn

3.2 Small
 co

mmute

2.2 M
icr

o co
mmute

4. R
ural

1.1 M
etr

o co
re

1.2 M
etr

o co
mmute

2.1 M
icr

o co
re

3.1 Small
 to

wn

3.2 Small
 co

mmute

2.2 M
icr

o co
mmute

4. R
ural

1.1 M
etr

o co
re

1.2 M
etr

o co
mmute

2.1 M
icr

o co
re

3.1 Small
 to

wn

3.2 Small
 co

mmute

2.2 M
icr

o co
mmute

4. R
ural



17 8 	g  r o w i n g  u p  r u r a l

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

have found otherwise. In particular, those 
raised in rural areas were less likely to have neg-
ative net worth than those raised in metropoli-
tan core and metropolitan commuting areas, 
but no differences between those raised in ru-
ral areas and those raised in other areas were 
apparent. Differences in financial asset owner-
ship were significant only for those raised in 
rural and metropolitan core RUCAs. For home-
ownership, the differences were slightly differ-
ent still: those raised rural were more likely to 
be homeowners and to have less mortgage debt 
than those raised in metropolitan core, metro-
politan commuting, and micropolitan core ar-
eas. These patterns underscore clear differ-
ences in adult wealth between those raised 
rural and those raised in somewhat larger, 
more metropolitan areas. The difference be-
tween being raised in a rural area and in a mi-
cropolitan area or small town, however, are 
minimal at best.

Our research contributes to understanding 
an important long-term outcome associated 
with growing up rural, and also highlights the 
relevance of region to patterns of saving, invest-
ing, and debt that lead to adult wealth owner-
ship. Despite this contribution, our work has 
limitations. For example, it would be ideal to 
have more detailed measures of assets and 
debts, including dollar values for all wealth 
components (such as value of the home, other 
real estate, all financial assets, pensions, other 
forms of debt), which would enable us to parse 
in even greater detail how a rural upbringing is 
related to young adult wealth. Important rea-
sons related to confidentiality are the reason 
surveys do not collect more detailed wealth in-
formation; the severe skew of the wealth distri-
bution means that when detail is available 
about a respondent’s assets, the risk is real that 
a respondent’s identity could be revealed. How-
ever, exploring the association between region 
and wealth would benefit from having more de-
tailed data on key outcome variables.

In addition, results for our models suggest 
the importance of some of our key control vari-
ables in explaining the relationship between 
rural upbringing and young adult wealth own-
ership. These results indicate the potential 
benefit of using formal mediation analysis to 
identify which variables mediate the relation-

ship between geographic place of residence in 
adolescence and young adult wealth. Future re-
search may usefully explore this possibility. Ex-
ploring the interaction between place of resi-
dence in adolescence and place of residence in 
young adulthood would also be an important 
contribution to the literatures on wealth, rural 
residence, and residential mobility. That is, un-
derstanding whether those who stay in rural 
areas and those who move differ (thinking in 
terms of flows) could provide additional infor-
mation about how place of residence is associ-
ated with assets and debts. Unfortunately, such 
analysis was beyond the scope of this article, 
but future research might extend the current 
work in this more dynamic direction.

Moreover, it would be ideal to have addi-
tional information on the reasons that respon-
dents save and assume debt. For instance, un-
derstanding respondents’ risk preferences, 
knowledge about personal finance, approaches 
to borrowing and obtaining credit, long-term 
goals for saving and spending, plans for future 
education, and other savings goals would all 
clarify the mechanisms that lead to wealth 
ownership. Finally, it would be ideal to have ad-
ditional longitudinal information about re-
spondents’ life and family situations, educa-
tion, work, and wealth in order to explore the 
longer-term effects of a rural upbringing on 
saving and wealth accumulation. Fortunately, 
Add Health continues to collect new infor
mation on respondents, suggesting that it will 
ultimately be possible to address this in the 
future. We acknowledge that Add Health re-
spondents are at the early stages of adulthood 
and that their wealth ownership will certainly 
change over time. To be clear, our objective was 
to document their wealth ownership patterns 
in early adulthood, to explore the association 
between growing up rural and these wealth pat-
terns, and thus to contribute to both the litera-
tures on rural youth and wealth. Our contribu-
tion to the wealth literature includes looking at 
this critical life stage, one that is typically ne-
glected in the wealth and wealth inequalities 
literature. Nonetheless, future work will use-
fully follow Add Health respondents to study 
how their ownership and assets and accumula-
tion of debt changes as they pass through other 
life stages.
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