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INTRODUCTION

The older population, those aged 65 and older, is
distributed across the urban and rural landscapes in
ways that help shape this population and the coun-
try overall. According to 2012 to 2016 American
Community Survey (ACS) data, there were 46.2 mil-
lion older people in the United States, with 10.6 mil-
lion living in areas designated as rural by the

U.S. Census Bureau.' Considering that the oldest of
the baby boomers, those born between mid-1946 and
1964, began turning 65 years old in 2011, the demo-
graphic changes ahead for rural America have only
begun. Most older people do not live in rural areas
and most rural residents are not older. But an older,
increasingly rural, population requires specialized
medical and rehabilitation services, as well as innova-
tive housing and public transportation options. An
aging population clearly has the potential to shape
rural America in new and important ways.

Generally, one thinks of rural America as widely
separated farm towns and communities with small
populations that travel long distances to get to mar-
ket places offering a variety of choices. For the older
population already dealing with the challenges of
living in rural areas, routine tasks can be made more
difficult by health and even financial limitations. A
larger segment of the population was 65 years and
older in rural areas (17.5 percent) compared to urban

' The Census Bureau’s Disclosure Review Board and Disclosure
Avoidance Officers have reviewed this data product for unauthor-
ized disclosure of confidential information and have approved
the disclosure avoidance practices applied to this release.
CBDRB-FY18-486.
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areas (13.8 percent) during the 2012 to 2016 period.
The older population is becoming more diverse on
a variety of demographic, social, and economic
characteristics.

As baby boomers continue to age, they will face life-
course changes associated with work and retirement,
possible health and disability issues, marital status
and living arrangement changes, and even the pres-
sures of caring for children and parents at the same
time. Taken together, all of these will influence their
decisions about where to live. Considering the size
of the baby boom cohort, the impact on rural areas
could be substantial and long term. While the oldest
baby boomers are already 65 years old, the young-
est ones will not reach this age until 2029. Population
projections show that a leveling of the growth of the
older population is not projected to start until 2040,
when baby boomers will be 76 to 94 years old. By
2040, the population 65 years and older is projected
to be 80.8 million.?

Examining the older population residing in rural
America provides the basis for government agen-
cies, planners, and policymakers to understand the
challenges that rural areas face in the short and long
term. But simply examining the size, proportion, and
geographic concentration of the older population is
not enough; insights into their demographic, social,
economic, and geographic characteristics are para-
mount to guide decision-making. This brief primarily

2 Projected Age Groups and Sex Composition of the Population:
Main Projections Series for the United States, 2017-2060, Population
Division, U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC, 2017.
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uses 2012 to 2016 ACS 5-year esti-
mates to describe the rural older
population compared to their
urban counterparts. This brief also
delves into differences within the
rural population by examining

the older population by level of
rurality.

THE OLDER RURAL AND
URBAN POPULATIONS BY
GEOGRAPHY

Data are available from the ACS
for both the urban and rural older
populations. In the 2012 to 2016
period, among the 318.6 million
people in the total population, 18.9
percent lived in rural areas and
81.1 percent lived in urban areas.
As we see in Table 1, of the 46.2
million people 65 years and older,
22.9 percent lived in rural areas.
The other 77.1 percent of those
65 years and older lived in urban
areas.

The sizes of the urban and rural
populations along with the per-
cent 65 years and older in each
geography are shown in Figure 1.
The rural and urban populations
display entirely different patterns.
While the overall size of the rural
population has both increased
and decreased since 1980—hover-
ing around 60 million—the share
made up by the older population
has consistently grown, from 10.9
percent in 1980 to 17.5 percent
during the period of 2012 to 2016.
Although the total population in
urban areas is much larger and has
increased more dramatically over
this period, the older population
share has not. The urban older
population share was 11.4 percent
in 1980, increasing to 13.8 percent
in the period of 2012 to 2016.

In the 2012 to 2016 period, nearly
three-quarters of the older rural
population in the United States

lived in the South (45.9 percent)
and the Midwest (26.9 percent)
(Figure 2). The Northeast and the
West each accounted for smaller
shares at 14.0 percent and 13.2
percent, respectively. Turning to
urban areas, the older population
was also most concentrated in the
South, although at 35.1 percent
represented a smaller share than
in rural areas. The remainder of
the older urban population was
nearly equally scattered across
the West (24.6 percent), Midwest
(20.2 percent), and Northeast
(20.1 percent).

Returning to Table 1, it is clear
when looking within regions that
living in rural areas is substantially
less common for the older popula-
tion than living in urban areas. In
both the Midwest and the South,
28 percent of each region’s older
populations resided in rural areas,
making up the largest shares. The

Figure 1.
Population Size and Percentage 65 Years and Over by Rural and Urban Status:
1980 to 2012-2016
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Note: Data based on sample. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see
<Www.census.gov/acs>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1980 Census, 1990 Census, 2000 Census, 2010 Census, and 2012-2016 American Community Survey, 5-Year
Estimates.
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Table 1.

Population 65 Years and Over in Rural and Urban Areas for the United States, Regions, and States:

2012-2016
(Data based on sample. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see
WWW.CEeNsuUs.gov/acs)
65-and-over population
Total Rural Urban
State Mar- Mar- Mar- Mar- Mar-
gin of gin of gin of gin of gin of
error error Per- error error Per- error
Number (*) Number (*) cent (*) Number (€3] cent (%)
United States....... 46,180,632| 5,171| 10,591,826| 13,531 22.9 Z| 35,588,806( 15,496 77.1 z
REGION
Northeast 8,636,387| 1,120| 1,482,942| 4,534 17.2 0.1| 7,153,445| 4,916 82.8 0.1
Midwest . ............... 10,044,774 1,932| 2,853,681| 6,467 28.4 0.1 7,191,093| 6,988 71.6 0.1
South .................. 17,350,559 3,327| 4,859,425| 8,867 28.0 0.1] 12,491,134| 9,666 72.0 0.1
West................... 10,148,912 1,366| 1,395,778| 4,765 13.8 Z| 8,753,134| 5,085 86.2 Z
STATE
Alabama................ 742,394 510 333,867 1,996 45.0 0.3 408,527 2,067 55.0 0.3
Alaska.................. 69,305 317 25,724 645 37.1 0.9 43,581 635 62.9 0.9
Arizona................. 1,070,151 301 140,521 2,131 13.1 0.2 929,630| 2,197 86.9 0.2
Arkansas ............... 464,987 504 234,939 2,095 50.5 0.4 230,048| 2,114 49.5 0.4
California............... 4,976,982 612 355,154 3,147 7.1 0.1 4,621,828| 3,138 92.9 0.1
Colorado ............... 678,040 461 126,065| 1,586 18.6 0.2 551,975 1,607 81.4 0.2
Connecticut. ............ 555,023 197 72,225| 1,402 13.0 0.3 482,798| 1,413 87.0 0.3
Delaware ............... 153,833 47 31,621 905 20.6 0.6 122,212 905 79.4 0.6
District of Columbia ..... 75,166 54 Z Z Z Z 75,166 54 100.0 Z
Florida ................. 3,797,625 733 354,397 4,178 9.3 0.1| 3,443,228| 4,280 90.7 0.1
Georgia ... 1,246,295 1,003 402,029| 2,659 32.3 0.2 844,266| 2,789 67.7 0.2
Hawaii.................. 227,614 123 20,143 831 8.8 0.4 207,471 833 91.2 0.4
ldaho................... 233,346 416 83,188| 1,469 35.7 0.6 150,158 1,419 64.3 0.6
Mlinois.................. 1,784,097 595 263,072 1,951 14.7 0.1] 1,521,025| 2,048 85.3 0.1
Indiana................. 940,323 708 291,035 1,885 31.0 0.2 649,288 1,975 69.0 0.2
lowa ................... 490,781 479 201,677 1,449 41.1 0.3 289,104| 1,480 58.9 0.3
Kansas ................. 415,527 485 134,134 1,120 32.3 0.3 281,393 1,096 67.7 0.3
Kentucky ............... 653,000 652 289,797 1,978 44.4 0.3 363,203 2,045 55.6 0.3
Louisiana .. ............. 633,725 596 183,450| 2,094 28.9 0.3 450,275 1,973 71.1 0.3
Maine .................. 242,251 257 151,962 1,394 62.7 0.6 90,289| 1,396 37.3 0.6
Maryland ............... 820,050 320 129,319| 1,746 15.8 0.2 690,731 1,728 84.2 0.2
Massachusetts .......... 1,016,679 272 92,812| 1,901 9.1 0.2 923,867 1,915 90.9 0.2
Michigan................ 1,527,698 456 456,427 1,907 29.9 0.1 1,071,271 1,846 70.1 0.1
Minnesota .............. 779,405 405 252,354 1,496 32.4 0.2 527,051 1,552 67.6 0.2
Mississippi . ...oo i 426,632 547 233,554 2,015 54.7 0.5 193,078 2,033 45.3 0.5
Missouri . ............... 929,934 670 318,190 2,075 34.2 0.2 611,744 2,212 65.8 0.2
Montana................ 170,868 323 84,695 917 49.6 0.5 86,173 931 50.4 0.5
Nebraska ............... 271,498 348 95,054 765 35.0 0.3 176,444 802 65.0 0.3
Nevada................. 400,855 278 32,973 933 8.2 0.2 367,882 923 91.8 0.2
New Hampshire ......... 210,385 259 91,197| 1,067 43.3 0.5 119,188 1,142 56.7 0.5
New Jersey . ............ 1,312,291 317 75,843 1,440 5.8 0.1 1,236,448 1,485 94.2 0.1
New Mexico............. 318,286 399 81,481| 1,483 25.6 0.5 236,805 1,531 74.4 0.5
New York............... 2,893,801 702 412,126| 2,240 14.2 0.1 2,481,675| 2,529 85.8 0.1
North Carolina .......... 1,459,330 1,002 571,376 2,744 39.2 0.2 887,954| 2,779 60.8 0.2
North Dakota ........... 104,745 251 48,750 492 46.5 0.4 55,995 469 53.5 0.4
Ohio ................... 1,796,337 810 422,207 2,491 23.5 0.1| 1,374,130| 2,454 76.5 0.1
Oklahoma .............. 561,885 464 223,367| 1,646 39.8 0.3 338,518| 1,684 60.2 0.3
Oregon................. 634,574 459 170,225| 1,720 26.8 0.3 464,349| 1,701 73.2 0.3
Pennsylvania............ 2,133,247 551 500,868| 2,527 23.5 0.1 1,632,379| 2,583 76.5 0.1
Rhode Island............ 166,517 240 16,513 636 9.9 0.4 150,004 703 90.1 0.4

See notes at end of table.
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Table 1.

Population 65 Years and Over in Rural and Urban Areas for the United States, Regions, and States:

2012-2016—Con.

(Data based on sample. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see

WWW.CEeNsuUs.gov/acs,)
65-and-over population
Total Rural Urban
State Mar- Mar- Mar- Mar- Mar-
gin of gin of gin of gin of gin of
error error Per- error error Per- error
Number (€9) Number (€9) cent (€9) Number (€9) cent ()
South Carolina .......... 761,680 569 275,149 2,178 36.1 0.3 486,531| 2,247 63.9 0.3
South Dakota ........... 129,209 273 63,770 701 49.4 0.5 65,439 708 50.6 0.5
Tennessee .............. 984,449 857 385,731 2,065 39.2 0.2 598,718 2,130 60.8 0.2
Texas......ooveeiii. 3,096,567 922 664,353| 3,766 21.5 0.1 2,432,214| 3,640 78.5 0.1
Utah ................... 295,342 274 38,724 897 13.1 0.3 256,618 943 86.9 0.3
Vermont................ 106,193 204 69,396 671 65.3 0.6 36,797 682 34.7 0.6
Virginia................. 1,144,817 833 374,350 1,985 32.7 0.2 770,467 | 1,984 67.3 0.2
Washington............. 992,842 500 204,087 1,875 20.6 0.2 788,755 1,969 79.4 0.2
West Virginia............ 328,124 536 172,126| 1,879 52.5 0.6 155,998 1,916 47.5 0.6
Wisconsin .............. 875,220 544 307,011 1,805 35.1 0.2 568,209 1,836 64.9 0.2
Wyoming............... 80,707 367 32,798 827 40.6 1.0 47,909 820 59.4 1.0

Z Represents or rounds to zero.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey, 5-Year Estimates.

West had the lowest concentration
of older population living in rural
areas at 13.8 percent.

Figure 3 shows the urban and rural
composition of each state’s older
population. Despite the Northeast
region’s generally low percent-
age of rural older population that
was seen earlier, two states in the

region, Vermont (65.3 percent)
and Maine (62.7 percent), had the
largest percentages of rural older
populations among states. Not sur-
prisingly, they also had the largest
percentages of total rural popula-
tion of all the states (61.3 percent
in Vermont and 61.5 percent in

Figure 2.

Distribution of the 65-Years-and-Over Rural and Urban
Populations by Region: 2012-2016

M Northeast

Rural

Urban

Note: Data based on sample. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling
error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see <www.census.gov/acs>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey, 5-Year

Estimates.
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Maine).® Other states with large
percentages of older rural popu-
lation were in the South includ-
ing Mississippi (54.7 percent),
West Virginia (52.5 percent), and
Arkansas (50.5 percent) and the
Midwest including South Dakota
(49.4 percent), North Dakota (46.5
percent), and lowa (41.1 percent).
Western states with high percent-
ages of older rural population
included Montana (49.6 percent),
Wyoming (40.6 percent), and
Alaska (37.1 percent). The three
states or state equivalents with
the smallest percentages of rural
older population were the District
of Columbia (0.0 percent), New
Jersey (5.8 percent), and California
(7.1 percent).*

Overall, the rural share of the older
population in 33 states exceeded

3 The Vermont and Maine rural all-ages
population shares were not significantly
different.

4 The Montana and South Dakota rural
older population shares were not signifi-
cantly different. Likewise, the older rural
population share in Wyoming was not sig-
nificantly different from the shares in lowa
and Oklahoma.

U.S. Census Bureau



Figure 3.
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the national average of 22.9
percent. In five states, more than
half of the older population lived
in rural areas (Arkansas, Maine,
Mississippi, Vermont, and West
Virginia). In eight states, 10 per-
cent or less of the older popula-
tion lived in rural areas (California,
District of Columbia, Florida,
Hawaii, Massachusetts, Nevada,
New Jersey, and Rhode Island).

DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIAL
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
OLDER RURAL AND URBAN
POPULATIONS

Table 2 shows demographic and
social characteristics of the older
rural and urban populations over
the period of 2012 to 2016. In both
geographies, more than half the
population was women with a
smaller share in rural areas than

in urban areas. Women made up
52.0 percent of the older rural
population, while women made
up 57.2 percent of the older urban
population. In comparison, women
made up 50.8 percent of the
population of all ages.®

A sex ratio is a way to express

the number of men relative to

the number of women in a given
population.® In rural areas, the sex
ratio was 92, meaning there were
92 males for every 100 females. In
urban areas, the sex ratio was con-
siderably lower at 75. Regardless
of geographic area, the sex ratio
at birth is generally about 105
males to every 100 females.

Then, as males experience higher

5In the total population of 318.6 million
people, there were 161.8 million women rep-
resenting 50.8 percent of the population.
Conversely, there were 156.8 million men
making up 49.2 percent of the population.

% The sex ratio is a common measure
used to describe the balance between
males and females. It is defined as the num-
ber of males per 100 females. A sex ratio of
exactly 100 would indicate an equal number
of males and females, with a sex ratio under
100 indicating a greater number of females.

DEFINING RURAL AREAS BOX

The categorization of urban and rural areas is made every 10 years
coinciding with the collection of the decennial census. Specific
criteria related to population thresholds, density, distance, and
land use are applied to the decennial census data to make the
determination. Once areas are determined to be urban or rural, the
definitions are used in the American Community Survey each year

for a decade.

Urban areas represent densely developed territories and encom-
pass residential, commercial, and other nonresidential urban land
uses. The Census Bureau identified two types of urban areas:
urbanized areas of 50,000 or more people and urban clusters of at
least 2,500 and fewer than 50,000 people.

Rural areas encompass all population, housing, and territory not
included within an urban area. Generally, rural places are charac-
terized as low density, sparse population, not built up, and at a

distance from urban areas.

For more information see Michael Ratcliffe et al., “Defining Rural
at the U.S. Census Bureau,” ACSGEO-1, U.S. Census Bureau,

Washington, DC, 2016.

Urban and Rural Land Area and Population by Region: 2010

(In percent)

Land area Population

RURAL AREAS
United States . ........... 97.0 19.3
Northeast.............. 88.8 15.0
Midwest . .............. 96.9 24.1
South ................. 94.7 24.2
West.................. 98.9 10.2

URBAN AREAS
United States . ........... 3.0 80.7
Northeast.............. 11.2 85.0
Midwest .. ............. 3.1 75.9
South ................. 5.3 75.8
West.................. 1.1 89.8

Note: For information about the U.S. Census Bureau definition of urban
geography and rural geography, see “Defining Rural at the U.S. Census Bureau”
at <www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/acs

/acsgeo-l.pdf>.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, Table GCTPHI.

rates of mortality than females

at almost every age, the sex ratio
declines as age increases. As seen
in Table 2, in both the rural and
urban populations this results

in more women than men in the
older population.

Looking at the particular older
age groups, the population aged
65 to 74 made up the largest
segment of the older population
in both rural and urban areas.
This is not surprising, consider-
ing that the oldest of the baby
boomers started turning 65 years
old in 201, and thus, this cohort

U.S. Census Bureau
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began moving into older ages.
The population aged 65 to 74
accounted for 61.2 percent of the
rural population and 55.9 percent
of the urban population. After
the age of 74, the percentages

in each age group were larger in
urban areas than in rural areas,
perhaps suggesting the need at
advanced ages for services and
amenities most easily found in
urban areas, such as specialized
hospital care and a variety of
living arrangements. In addition,
people may have moved to urban
areas seeking the help of younger
family members that have moved
to urban areas for education and
career opportunities. Considering
the larger shares in the oldest age
categories in urban areas, it is not
surprising that the median age

of the population 65 years and
older in urban areas (73.6 years)
is higher than that in rural areas
(72.6 years).

Figure 4 provides age data by
urban and rural status to further
illustrate variations in age compo-
sitions. It is important here to con-
sider the entire age distribution as
a way to fully understand urban
and rural population dynamics.
The bars in Figure 4 show the per-
centage that each age represents
of the entire age distribution by
urban and rural status. The single
year of age that represented the
largest share of the rural popula-
tion was 55 years old, with 1.0
million people representing 1.7
percent of the rural population.
The urban population was largest
at ages 20 and 25, both with 4.0

million people representing 1.6
percent of the urban population.
People 85 years and older made
up 1.7 percent of the rural popula-
tion and 1.9 percent of the urban
population.

Clear differences exist in the rural
and urban age distributions. The
largest rural population shares
were apparent starting just before
age 50 and continuing to around
age 62. The largest shares of the
urban population were apparent in
the youngest ages and then again
from ages 18 to the late 30s. Age
composition differences nearly
disappeared approaching the old-
est-old ages (those aged 85 and
older). It is important to remem-
ber that the youngest of the baby
boomers reach age 85 in 2031,

so they are not yet fueling large

Figure 4.
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populations in these oldest ages.
The urban-rural age distribution
represented in Figure 4 potentially
reflects rural out-migration by
younger people in search of better
educational and economic oppor-
tunities and away from diminishing
labor opportunities related to rural
farming and mining.”

Figure 5 completes the snapshot
of the older population by sex
and age by showing sex ratios for
single years of age by urban and
rural status. Again, the sex ratio is
a summary measure that shows
the ratio of males per 100 females
in the population. A sex ratio of
100 indicates equal numbers of
males and females. Remember

7 Kenneth Johnson, “Reports on Rural
America: Demographic Trends in Rural
and Small Town America,” Carsey Institute,
University of New Hampshire, 2006,
<http://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent
.cgi?article=1004&context=carsey>.

that the rural and urban sex ratios
seen earlier for the older popula-
tion were 92 and 75, respectively.®
Sex ratios at birth in both rural and
urban areas were above 100, con-
firming that there were more male
babies born than female babies.
The rural sex ratio jumped up
dramatically to 120 at age 19 and
did not start to level-off again until
about age 30. From ages 35 to 50,
the urban and rural sex ratios fol-
lowed a similar pattern, with both
populations achieving near parity
between men and women. At age
50, the rural and urban sex ratios
started to diverge. The urban sex
ratios declined steadily, while the
rural sex ratios hovered around
100 until age 73.

8 The sex ratio for the population 65
years and older was 78 during the 2012 to
2016 period.

A number of factors likely account
for these disparate rural/urban

sex ratio patterns, indicating

many more older men relative to
women in rural areas compared
with urban areas. That is, the fac-
tors that explain these differences
indicate sex selectivity. Perhaps
the biggest impact was foreshad-
owed in Figure 4 where a dearth
of young professionals was appar-
ent in the rural population. Figure
5 suggests that those who do seek
rural farming and mining industry
jobs in their 20s and 30s are over-
whelmingly men, thus contributing
to a high sex ratio that carries into
older ages.

Differences in life expectancy
between men and women and
in rural and urban areas may
also contribute. While overall
life expectancy is lower for men
than for women, improvements

Figure 5.
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in death rates tell a slightly dif-
ferent story. National Center for
Health Statistics (NCHS) data

for 2015 showed that male life
expectancy was 76.3 years and
female life expectancy was 81.2
years. Another way to look at life
expectancy is to consider years
of life at age 65, which was 20.6
years for females and 18.0 years
for males, both unchanged from
2014.° Turning to death rates,
research looking back over the
last several decades shows widen-
ing differences in rural and urban
mortality, with rural mortality
rates higher than urban mortal-
ity rates. Mortality rates indicate
more rapid improvement for men
than women, impacting the equi-
librium of older men to women

in rural areas.”® Decreasing male
deaths means that there are more
rural males at older ages, reach-
ing closer parity to the number of
rural females. Thus, sex ratios are
more balanced at older ages in
rural than in urban areas.

Another factor is domestic migra-
tion of the older population within
the United States. Research shows
migration of the older population,
typically married couples moving
to rural retirement destinations,
further contributing to a balanced
ratio of men to women."

Finally, at all ages, but in par-
ticular at the younger ages,

people in group quarters like
prisons, the military, colleges,

° J. Q. Xu et al., “Mortality in the United
States, 2015,” NCHS data brief, number
267, National Center for Health Statistics,
Hyattsville, MD, 2016.

0 Gopal K. Singh and Mohammed
Siahpush, “Widening Rural-Urban
Disparities in All-Cause Mortality and
Mortality from Major Causes of Death in the
USA, 1969-2009,” Journal of Urban Health,
April 2014, v 91(2), <www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov
/pmc/articles/PMC3978153/#CR1>.

" Nina Glasgow and David L. Brown,
“Rural ageing in the United States: Trends
and contexts,” Journal of Rural Studies,
2012, Volume 26.

and skilled-nursing facilities can
impact an area’s sex ratios.

Returning to Table 2, the rural
older population is considerably
less diverse than their urban coun-
terparts. The White alone popula-
tion accounted for 92.7 percent
of the rural older population,
whereas in urban areas the White
alone population accounted for
81.3 percent. The American Indian
or Alaska Native alone population
share was also larger in rural areas
than in urban areas (1.0 percent

in rural areas compared to 0.4
percent in urban areas). For the
other race groups, all had larger
shares in urban than rural areas.
The older Black alone population
share was over twice as large in
urban areas (10.1 percent) than

in rural areas (4.5 percent). The
Hispanic population made up only
2.3 percent of the rural popula-
tion 65 years and older compared
to 9.3 percent of the urban older
population.

Changes in the life course that
come with age, such as retirement,
widowhood, and possible health
status changes, can all impact
living arrangements. The largest
share of older people in both rural
and urban areas lived in house-
holds with others, although the
percentage was smaller for those
in urban areas (68.7 percent)

than in rural areas (75.9 percent).
People living alone in a house-
hold made up the next largest
share, accounting for 22.3 percent
of those in rural areas and 27.6
percent in urban areas. Research
shows that while seniors want to
remain in their own homes, those
in rural areas frequently face chal-
lenges related to having few hous-
ing options from which to choose,
in addition to limited availability

of nearby social services.”” Even at
age 65 and older, the percentage
living in group quarters, primarily
skilled-nursing facilities, was small
but concentrated in urban areas.”™
The share of urban population 65
years and older living in skilled-
nursing facilities was 3.1 percent
compared to only 1.4 percent of
people in rural areas. This may
suggest an unmet demand for
skilled-nursing facilities options in
rural areas that will be needed as
baby boomers age.

The majority of older people liv-
ing in both rural and urban areas
were married, however, the share
of those in rural areas was higher
(63.3 percent) compared to those
in urban areas (52.5 percent).

All other marital statuses were
more common in urban areas. For
instance, the percentage widowed
was 26.4 percent in urban areas
and 22.7 percent in rural areas.

Over one-third (38.2 percent)

of older rural people had a high
school degree as their highest
level of educational attainment.
A larger share of people in urban
areas had attained education
beyond a high school degree com-
pared to their rural counterparts
(51.3 percent and 43.1 percent,
respectively). And of those with
more than a high school degree,
older people in urban areas were
most likely to have achieved a
bachelor’s degree or higher (26.8
percent). Rural older people, on

2 Eric Oberdorfer and Keith Wiley,
“Housing an Aging Rural America: Rural
Seniors and their Homes,” Housing
Assistance Council, 2014.

'3 Group quarters are places where
people live or stay in group living arrange-
ments that are owned or managed by an
entity or organization providing housing
and/or services for the residents. Nursing
facilities/skilled-nursing facilities are one
type of group quarters. For more
information on group quarters, see
<https://www2.census.gov/programs
-surveys/acs/tech_docs/group
_definitions/2016 GQ_Definitions.pdf?#>.
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the other hand, who had more
than a high school degree, had
most often attained some college
or an associate’s degree (23.9
percent).

The percentage of the popula-
tion with a disability was generally
similar in rural and urban areas.

In rural areas, 36.1 percent of the
older population lived with a dis-
ability, while 35.6 percent of those
in urban areas did so.

ECONOMIC
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
OLDER RURAL AND URBAN
POPULATIONS

Because the age of 65 is a typi-
cal retirement age, employment
status, household income, poverty
status, and health insurance sta-
tistics can be seen to reflect this
milestone. As with other popula-
tion characteristics, these eco-
nomic indicators vary according
to urban-rural status.

In Table 3, fewer older rural people
were employed during the 2012 to
2016 period, compared with their
urban counterparts (16.0 percent
and 16.6 percent, respectively). A
higher percentage of rural older
people (83.4 percent) were not

in the labor force compared with
urban older people (82.6 percent).

In terms of household income

in the past 12 months, for both
the rural and urban populations
Social Security was the most com-
mon form of household income.
There was no statistical differ-
ence between rural and urban
households that received retire-
ment income. For those in both
rural and urban areas, earnings
accounted for the largest amount
of household income, although

mean earnings for those in urban
areas was more than $10,000
greater than for those in rural
areas.

Poverty status varied by rural and
urban status for the older popula-
tion. Just over 8 percent of the
older rural population lived in
poverty, while the percentage was
over 9 percent in urban areas.

The percentage of the population
that was uninsured in rural areas
(0.5 percent) was about half of
that in urban areas (1.1 percent).
Research shows that adults aged
65 and older had the highest rates
of health insurance coverage of

DEFINING RURALITY

any age, with most relying on a
government plan.*

RURAL OLDER POPULATION
BY LEVEL OF RURALITY

Geographic Characteristics

Delineating counties by level of
rurality illustrates differences in
the demographic and social char-
acteristics of the older population.
The size of the older population
living in counties with some urban
population is quite different from
those living in completely rural
areas. Table 4 shows that the larg-
est share of the older population

“ Jessica C. Barnet and Edward R.
Berchick, “Health Insurance Coverage in
the United States: 2016,” P60-260, Current
Population Report, U.S. Government
Printing Office, Washington, DC, 2017.

A common way to study rurality for counties is to look at the
county’s percentage living in rural areas. Generally, counties are
categorized into three levels of rurality based on the percentage
of the population that was rural as of the 2010 Census. The three
rurality categories are designated as: (1) completely rural, (2)

mostly rural, and (3) mostly urban.

Completely rural counties have a population that is 100 percent

rural.

Mostly rural counties have a population that is 50.0 to 99.9 percent

rural.

Mostly urban counties have a population that is less than 50.0 per-

cent rural.

For instance, a county where 5.0 percent of the 2010 Census
population lived in the rural areas of the county was classified as
“mostly urban.” On the other hand, a county where 75.0 percent of
the 2010 Census population lived in the rural areas of the county

was classified as “mostly rural.”

See section “The Urban/Rural Population Spectrum” in Michael
Ratcliffe et al., “Defining Rural at the U.S. Census Bureau,”
ACSGEO-1, U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC, 2016, for a dis-
cussion on the three levels of rurality.
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Figure 6.
Percent 65 Years and Over by Level of Rurality: 2012-2016

Mostly urban counties
(Population is less than 50.0 percent rural)

Median county percent 65 years
and older is 15.1 percent.
Mostly urban counties: 1,253

> Mostly rural counties
' % (Population is 50.0 to 99.9 percent rural)

Median county percent 65 years
and older is 17.8 percent.
Mostly urban counties: 1,185

Completely rural counties
(Population is 100 percent rural)

Percent
25.0 or greater
20.0 to 24.9
15.0 to 19.9

Less than 15.0

Median county percent 65 years
and older is 20.2 percent.
Mostly urban counties: 704

Note: Data based on sample. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions,
see <Www.census.gov/acs>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey, 5-Year Estimates.
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resided in mostly urban counties
(83.7 percent), followed by mostly
rural counties (14.0 percent) and
completely rural counties (2.3
percent).

Figure 6 shows the percentage

of 65 years and older in each
county by level of rurality. The
mostly urban counties made up
the largest number of counties
and were scattered across the
United States. The median county
percentage of 65 years and older
was 15.1 percent. Counties along
the Sierra Nevada had the highest
concentrations, along with those
in popular retirement destinations
such as those in the Texas Hill
Country area and coastal coun-
ties stretching from the Carolinas
down to southern Florida. Unlike
the other maps, most counties
were in the lowest concentration
category.

Looking at the population in the
mostly and completely rural coun-
ties, it is apparent that there are
geographic differences in the rural
older population. The mostly rural
counties were primarily located

in the eastern half of the United
States. The median percentage

of 65 years and older was 17.8
percent. Counties with the highest
concentrations of older popula-
tion were in parts of Appalachia,
New England, and the Ozarks and
Great Lakes areas. In particular,
the concentrations in the Ozarks
and Great Lakes areas may indi-
cate migration retirement as these
are popular destinations. A few
highly concentrated counties were
clustered in Idaho, Montana, and
Washington.

The completely rural counties

are primarily located in parts of
the Pacific Northwest, the Great
Plains, and areas in the South.
The counties with the highest
concentrations of older population
formed a swath from North
Dakota down to western Texas.
Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and
Washington also had a handful of
counties with high percentages.
While counties in the Ozarks

and Upper Great Lakes areas
(Michigan and Wisconsin) also had
higher concentrations, this likely
represents aging in place instead
of movement to these retirement
destinations. The median county
percentage of 65 years and older
in completely rural counties was
20.2 percent.

DEMOGRAPHIC, SOCIAL,
AND ECONOMIC
CHARACTERISTICS

While the percentage of older
women was larger than that of
older men at all levels of rurality,
as rurality increased, the per-
centage of women decreased.
Completely rural counties had
the smallest percentage of older
women at 53.3 percent. Older
women accounted for 54.6
percent of the population in
mostly rural counties. The high-
est concentration of older women
occurred in mostly urban counties
at 56.3 percent (Table 4).

The median age of the popula-
tion 65 years and older across
the three rurality groups shows
relatively little variation. The
median age for the population

in completely rural counties was
73.3 years, compared with 73.2
years in mostly rural counties and
73.4 years in mostly urban coun-
ties. Recall that the median age
of the older urban population was

a full year older than that for the
older rural population (73.6 years
for the urban population and
72.6 years for the rural popula-
tion). Looking at the age of the
population in a different way, the
percentage of 65 years and older
increased with rurality, pointing
to the looming impact that baby
boomers will have in the most
rural areas in coming years. In
completely rural counties, 20.0
percent of the population was

65 years and older, whereas, the
percentage fell to 17.6 percent in
mostly rural counties and 14.0 per-
cent in mostly urban counties.

The dependency ratio further
illustrates population dynamics
by age, introducing an indication
of economic independence. The
dependency ratio is calculated by
dividing the dependent-age popu-
lation (children and older adults)
by the working-age population
(aged 18 to 64). For completely
rural counties, the dependency
ratio was 71, indicating that there
were 71 dependent-age people
for every 100 working-age peo-
ple. In mostly rural counties, the
dependency ratio fell to 67, and in
mostly urban counties it was 59."

Sex ratios for each level of rural-
ity show that the number of men
to women was most balanced in
completely rural areas and least
balanced in mostly urban coun-
ties. In completely rural counties
the sex ratio for the older popula-
tion was 88, indicating that there
were 88 older males for every
100 older females. The sex ratio
in mostly rural counties was 83
for the older population followed

'S For more age dependency ratio analy-
ses, see Lindsay H. Howden and Julie A.
Meyer, “Age and Sex Composition: 2010,”
C2010BR-03, 2070 Census Brief, U.S. Census
Bureau, Washington, DC, 2011.
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Figure 7.
Population by Age and Sex and Rurality

(In percent) )
Mostly urban counties

Age Male Female
84

75
65
55
45
35
25

15

5
0]

4 3 2 1 0] 1 2 3 4

Mostly rural counties
84

75
65
55
45
35
25

15

4 3 2 1 0] 1 2 3 4

Completely rural counties
84
75

65
55
45
35
25

15

85 years and over
Male Molstly urb:lm countlies
85 | | I I f f | |

Mostly rural counties
85 | | | i i i i | |

Completely rural counties
| | | | |
85 | | | | | | | | |
4 3 2 1 o] 1 2 3 4

Note: The age category 85 years and over is aggregated due to data disclosure. Data
based on sample. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error,
nonsampling error, and definitions, see <www.census.gov/acs>.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey, 5-Year Estimates.

by mostly urban counties with

an older population sex ratio of
77. Sex ratios can vary for many
reasons such as the impact of
international or domestic migra-
tion on a county or features of
the geographic location such as
the existence of military facilities,
prisons, or even college student
housing.

Population pyramids are another
way to understand the age and sex
composition and are presented to
provide information on the entire
age distribution at each level of
rurality. The population pyramids
show the percentage of males (on
the left) and females (on the right)
by single years of ages O to 84 and
85 years and older. Pyramids are
presented for each level of rurality
(Figure 7). The shape of the pyra-
mid gives important insights about
the population’s composition. The
shape of the pyramid representing
mostly urban counties is typi-

cal of developed countries, with

a wide base and a nearly equally
wide middle that does not start
gradually tapering to a point at
the top until older ages. Note the
85-years-and-older category is an
open-ended category, and thus,
much larger than any of the single-
years-of-age categories. The pop-
ulation pyramids for the mostly
rural counties and completely rural
counties, on the other hand, show
a similar shape that is quite differ-
ent from that for the mostly urban
counties. Both pyramids have an
area in the younger working ages
(roughly aged 18 to 50) where

the bars are much shorter, mak-
ing it appear that the population
pyramid is hollowed-out because
of smaller percentages in these
age groups, likely due to urban
in-migration as discussed ear-

lier. Both pyramids show a more

U.S. Census Bureau
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gradual tapering off at the top in
the older ages than does the pyra-
mid representing mostly urban
counties. The only minor differ-
ences between these two pyramid
shapes are the slightly longer bars
representing those in the oldest
of the working ages in completely
rural counties, consistent with its
higher median age.

Returning to Table 4, there were
several additional characteristics
that showed variations by level

of rurality, and in most cases the
completely rural and mostly rural
counties were more alike than

the mostly urban counties. For
instance, looking at the White
alone population, the percent-
age of White alone in completely
rural and mostly rural counties
was 91 percent, compared to 82
percent in mostly urban counties.
This pattern continued across the
other race and Hispanic origin
groups.'® Educational attainment
was similar in that about 39 per-
cent of those in both mostly rural
and completely rural counties had
educational attainment above a
high school degree. On the other
hand, over 50 percent of older
people in mostly urban counties
achieved the same level of educa-
tion. Finally, those uninsured in
both mostly and completely rural
counties was 0.5 percent and
jumped up to 1.0 percent in mostly
urban counties.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

While the size of the rural popula-
tion has ebbed and flowed over
the last few decades, the share

'®* The White alone older population in
mostly rural counties (91.4 percent) was
not significantly different from the White
alone older population in completely rural
counties (91.3 percent). The Two-or-More-
Races older population in mostly rural
counties (0.8 percent) was not significantly
different from the Two or More Races older
population in completely rural counties (0.9
percent).

made up by the older popula-

tion has continued to increase.
The population in rural America

is more concentrated with those
65 years and older than its urban
counterparts, with graying to con-
tinue as more baby boomers pass
their sixty-fifth birthday. In terms
of where the older rural population
resides, they are most often found
in areas of the South and Midwest.
In Arkansas, Maine, Mississippi,
Vermont, and West Virginia, more
than half of the older popula-

tion lived in rural areas. On the
other hand, in California, District
of Columbia, Florida, Hawaii,
Massachusetts, Nevada, New
Jersey, and Rhode Island, 10 per-
cent or less of the older population
lived in rural areas.

The older population’s demo-
graphic, social, and economic
characteristics give us insights
into the unique challenges that
rural communities face now and to
an increasing degree in the future.
The rural older population was
less racially and ethnically diverse,
less likely to live in nursing homes,
and less likely to have educa-
tional attainment beyond a high
school degree than their urban
counterparts. These factors may
impact rural community decisions,
such as the need for hospital and
rehabilitation facilities, planning
for educational and enrichment
programs, as well as the develop-
ment of assisted living and skilled-
nursing facilities options.

The data showed that the rural
older population was more bal-
anced than urban areas with
respect to sex ratios. The sex

ratio of 92 in rural areas indicated
more men to women compared to
the urban sex ratio of 75. What is
notable about the older rural pop-
ulation is the sex ratios hovered

around 100—meaning a balance
of men and women—until age 73.
The urban population sex ratio, on
the other hand, started to diverge
from 100 as early as age 50. Age
data also confirmed the expected
rural to urban migration patterns
with fewer younger people in the
rural population and more in the
older ages.

The largest share of older people
in both rural and urban areas lived
in households with others, but
may change as baby boomers
age. Those in rural areas were less
likely to have attained education
beyond a high school degree, and
of those that did, their highest
level was generally some college
or an associate’s degree instead of
a Bachelor’s degree or higher. In
both rural and urban areas, Social
Security was the most common
form of income for the older pop-
ulation. While household earnings
accounted for the largest amount
of income in both areas, mean
earnings for those in urban areas
was more than $10,000 greater
than for those in rural areas.

This report is unique in that it
looks at the older population by
level of rurality instead of sim-

ply delineating by metropolitan
status. The mapped data showed
the counties with the highest
concentrations of older popula-
tion. The share of the population
65 years and older in completely
rural counties was the highest

in counties in the middle of the
United States, forming a path from
North Dakota to Texas. The mostly
rural counties with high concen-
trations were primarily located

in the eastern half of the United
States. The mostly urban counties
were fairly evenly scattered across
the United States with the excep-
tion of a cluster of counties with

20
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high concentrations in Florida and
along the Southwest.

Finally, the percentage of 65 years
and older was directly related to
level of rurality. In completely rural
counties, the percentage of 65
years and older was 20.0 per-
cent compared to 17.6 percent in
mostly rural counties and 14.0 per-
cent in mostly urban counties. This
finding suggests that the graying
of the baby boom may be most
impactful in the most rural parts
of the U.S. rural landscape.”

SOURCE AND ACCURACY

The data presented in this report
are based on the ACS sample
interviewed from January 2012
through December 2016. The
estimates based on this sample
describe the average values of
person, household, and hous-

ing unit characteristics over this
period of collection. Sampling
error is the uncertainty between
an estimate based on a sample
and the corresponding value that
would be obtained if the esti-
mate were based on the entire
population (as from a census).
Measures of sampling error are
provided in the form of margins of
error for key estimates included
in this report. All comparative
statements in this report have
undergone statistical testing and
comparisons are significant at the

7 For a discussion on the impact of the
graying of the rural population due to aging
see, E. Hellen Berry and Annabel Kirschner,
“Rural Aging in 21t Century America,
Understanding Population Trends and
Processes,” Demography of Rural Aging in
N. Glasgow et al. (eds.), 2013.

90 percent level, unless otherwise
noted. In addition to sampling
error, nonsampling error may

be introduced during any of the
operations used to collect and
process survey data such as edit-
ing, reviewing, or keying data
from gquestionnaires. For more
information on sampling and
estimation methods, confiden-
tiality protection, and sampling
and nonsampling errors, please
see the ACS Multiyear Accuracy
of the Data document located at
<https://www?2.census.gov
/programs-surveys/acs
/tech_docs/accuracy
/MultiyearACSAccuracyofData2016
.pdf>.

WHAT IS THE AMERICAN
COMMUNITY SURVEY?

The American Community Survey
(ACS) is a nationwide survey
designed to provide commu-
nities with reliable and timely
demographic, social, economic,
and housing data for congres-
sional districts, counties, places,
and other localities every year.

It has an annual sample size of
3.5 million addresses across the
United States and includes both
housing units and group quarters
(e.g., skilled-nursing facilities and
prisons). The ACS is conducted
in every county throughout the
nation. Single-year and 5-year
estimates from the ACS are all
“period” estimates that represent
data collected with particular
intervals of time—12 months and
60 months, respectively. The 2012

to 2016 ACS 5-year estimates
are available down to the census
block-group level of geogra-
phy. For information on the ACS
sample design and other topics,
visit <www.census.gov/acs>.

CONTACT

For questions related to the con-
tent of this report and the accom-
panying tables, contact:

Amy Symens Smith
<Amy.Symens.Smith
(@census.gov>
301-763-6139
Population Division
U.S. Census Bureau

Edward Trevelyan
<Edward.Norman.Trevelyan
(@census.gov>
301-763-1782

Population Division

U.S. Census Bureau
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