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Changing Rural Population: The Long View 
If you frequent a small town coffee shop in Nebraska you will probably hear 
conversations about the price of farm commodities, speculation about the 
next local high school game and frustration linked to the declining rural 
population. The first two topics seem to demand a little gossip and rumor but 
the last one, rural population change, can be supported with local, statewide 
and even national facts to make a more thoughtful discussion. Granted, this 
does not usually happen in the coffee shop. But rural community leaders, with 
a little bit of insight, can better understand the rural flow of people over time in 
an effort to more accurately position their community in the future.  
 
In a recent article, “How Migration Impacts Rural America” (Smith, Winkler & 
Johnson, 2016) migration trends were documented both by age group and by 
decades, from the 1950’s to the 2000’s. Often today we think back to the 
1950’s as a golden age for rural development with lots of growth coming from 
the post-World War II boom. However, when you look closely at how people 
were moving into and out of rural areas across America during that decade, 
another story emerges. 

In general, the article shows the typical flow of people in and out of nonmetro 
counties in the United States over a lifespan. The large decline in the 20-24 
age group is typically associated with young adults leaving rural areas to 
further their education or to obtain their first job. The increase, age 30-39, is 
often associated with young families coming back to small town life to raise 
their children. The smaller uptick in the 55-69 age group is frequently 
associated with early retirees returning to rural areas for family and/or other 
quality-of-life factors.  
 
One of the first things to notice is that the trend for rural migration is very 

consistent over the decades – the trend lines for each decade mirror each other. The second striking factor is 
that the 1950’s were not a very good time for rural in-migration. In fact, that decade, compared to the others, 
saw the most consistent outflow of rural residents in all age groups.  
 
What other things do we see? The decades of the 1970’s, 90’s and 2000’s were times when 30-39-year-olds 
were coming into rural areas across the U.S. and the 90’s and 2000’s were decades where we saw an inflow 
of adults age 55-65. You might also notice a flattening out or dipping of the migration numbers for those 
between the age of 40 and 55. 
 
So what does this mean? Research done in the Nebraska panhandle has shown that some young adults, 
especially young families, are looking to relocate from metro areas to nonmetro areas. They want to live in 
family-friendly communities to raise their children. They also need a way to support themselves so 
employment opportunities are critical. Employment must be there or in some cases, they bring an opportunity 
with them. Jobs and quality of life issues are part of a “package” that young families are looking for as they 
contemplate relocation. For early retirees, the pull of quality of life and being in reasonable proximity to family 
and friends seem to be important factors in relocation at this age. Again, it is the “package” of opportunities 
that bring new residents into an area with each age group having a slightly different set of wants and needs. 
 
As Nebraskans, we might think of rural population change as a recent phenomenon, when in fact, it has been 
happening for decades. And we are not alone--this is a national trend. The trend also shows us that there are 
two potential bright spots or groups in the data, young families and early retirees that we need to understand 
better if we are to continue to attract and retain these groups in the future. 
 

Source: http://agecon.unl.edu/cornhusker-economics/2016/changing-rural-population-the-long-view
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