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ABSTRACT 

 

Empirical studies consistently find that non-metropolitan status is negatively 

associated with poverty. But why is poverty more prevalent and deep in rural areas 

of the United States than in urban places? Many studies have tried to explain the 

pervasiveness of rural poverty as a result of individual characteristics and structural 

conditions. Both of these factors have been found to affect poverty rates, but neither 

completely explains poverty in rural places and suggests that there is a “rural effect” 

beyond structural conditions and individual characteristics that makes rural residents 

more likely to live in poverty than if they lived in an urban area.  

To answer this question, this study will examine differences in rural and 

urban poverty as a function of not only individual characteristics but of a more 

robust measure of contextual characteristics including an area’s natural environment, 

economic structure, demographic characteristics, public and community institutions, 

and social norms and cultural environment.  



 

iii 

Few studies have examined the effects of social and community capacity as a 

determinant of an area’s poverty rate. This study hypothesizes that the prevalence of 

rural poverty and “rural effect” can be explained by weak social capital and 

community infrastructure. Using a combined dataset of the 2007 Integrated Public 

Use Microdata Series, County Characteristics, and the National Center for Charitable 

Studies, I use a Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition model to estimate the likelihood of 

an individual’s poverty status based on non-metropolitan or metropolitan residency 

and individual and contextual characteristics. I hypothesize that by controlling for 

social capital and community capacity, the size of the “rural effect” should be 

significantly reduced if not eliminated. 

When additional contextual characteristics at the PUMA level are included in 

the model, the effect of being an urban resident on one’s likelihood of living in 

poverty is reduced to -0.24 percentage points and is no longer statistically 

significant. Results from the Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition find that 86.84 percent 

of the difference in poverty can be explained by structural and social characteristics. 

This suggests that metropolitan status is not a key determinant of poverty but that 

rural poverty is strongly correlated with an area’s structural characteristics.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction and Background 

Non-metropolitan counties consistently have higher poverty rates than 

metropolitan counties.1 Of urban residents, 12.9 percent live in poverty compared to 

the 15.1 percent of rural residents, 7.3 million people, who live below the poverty line. 

Furthermore the depth of poverty is more severe in rural areas (DeNavas-Walt and 

Proctor, 2009).  Roughly 15 percent of rural counties have poverty rates that have 

persisted above 20 percent. While poverty is more prevalent and persistent in rural 

areas, most anti-poverty policies and research have been directed toward urban 

poverty. These statistics press for further investigation into the dynamics of rural 

poverty and how the rural poor differ from their urban counterparts.  

Many studies have tried to explain the prevalence of rural poverty as being a 

result of individual characteristics, structural conditions or social structure. Studies that 

focus on one’s individual characteristics such as race, age, family structure and level of 

education find that race and family structure are key determinants of poverty status. 

Structural studies focus on neighborhood effects such as population demographics, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

* Note: metropolitan and non-metropolitan will be interchanged with urban and rural throughout this 
paper.  
 
1 The U.S. Census Bureau defines rural as areas comprised of open country and having settlements with 
fewer than 2,500 residents. The Office of Management and Budget further defines rural or non-metro 
areas as being beyond metro areas (which includes counties in which 25 percent of its population 
commutes to metro counties for employment) with urban clusters up to 10,000 people. 
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industrial structure, unemployment rate, the quality of schools and crime rates. These 

conditions can either positively or negatively effect poverty rates. More recently 

sociologists have approached the disparity between rural and urban poverty rates as a 

result of poor social norms and community structures that contribute to the limited 

mobility of the poor.  

While these studies show that these factors have a strong and significant effect 

on poverty, when comparing two individuals, one from a rural area and one from an 

urban area with identical characteristics, the individual residing in the rural area is 

more likely to be in poverty than her urban counterpart. These results, along with the 

depth and prevalence of poverty, suggests that there may be a “rural effect” beyond 

structural conditions and individual characteristics that make rural residents more 

likely to live in poverty than if they lived in an urban area.  

Each of these factors - structural conditions, individual characteristics and 

social structure - affect poverty rates. This study seeks to examine how each of these 

elements affect non-metropolitan and metropolitan PUMAs and if there is a rural 

effect. The results will help inform policy makers about the factors that contribute to 

high poverty rates in rural areas and how they can target policies to help alleviate 

poverty in those places. 
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Chapter 2.  Literature Review 

The relationship between rural residential status and poverty has been well 

documented. Empirical studies consistently find that non-metropolitan status is 

negatively associated with poverty (Levernier, 2000; Cotter, 2002; Fisher, 2005; 

Jolliffe, 2005). Using data from the 1990 U.S. Census Labor Market Files, Cotter looks 

at the effects of individual and labor market characteristics on poverty rates in rural 

and urban counties. He finds that when controlling for individual and labor market 

characteristics individuals who live in rural areas are 19 percent more likely to live in 

poverty than those in urban areas (Cotter, 2002). Levernier also uses 1990 U.S. Census 

data to compare poverty rates across counties. Controlling for population 

demographics and community economic performance, non-metropolitan counties 

continue to have higher poverty rates than metropolitan counties (Levernier, 2000). 

These results suggest that poverty is more affected by the context rather than the 

composition of rural areas. While labor market characteristics are often good indicators 

of poverty, individual characteristics and contextual factors have a much larger impact 

on poverty status (Crandall, 2004).  

According to Blank’s (2005) study of poverty and place, there are five key 

contextual elements that must be considered in framing our understanding of what 

drives poverty rates including the natural environment, economic structure, 
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demographic characteristics, public and community institutions, and social norms and 

cultural environment of an area. 

An area’s natural environment, relative isolation, and resources are important 

indicators of economic wellbeing. Natural amenities play a large role in determining a 

counties’ overall poverty rate in rural areas than in metropolitan centers, however the 

importance of an area’s natural environment has declined over time. This is because 

the overall economies of rural areas are more dependent on their natural resources as 

opposed to more metropolitan areas that typically have more diverse economies 

(Leatherman, 1996). Generally, rural economies are based on agriculture, mining, 

manufacturing or recreation and tourism industries. A majority of low-amenity areas 

have agriculture-based economies which are waning due to advancing technology and 

mechanization of jobs (Johnson, 2006). Thus for counties with low and declining 

resources, their labor markets tighten generating higher rates of poverty. Due to the 

presence of bodies of water, mountains and moderate climates, high-amenity counties 

are typically dominated by recreation-based economies and have not experienced the 

same rate of population loss that low-amenity counties have. However, while 

recreational areas have benefitted from tourism, they have attracted a growing cohort 

of retirees that has had implications on overall poverty rates. 
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Both high and low-amenity areas are limited in economic diversity and are 

dominated by low-skill, low-wage jobs making these areas particularly vulnerable to 

persistent poverty. Limited labor market opportunities have contributed to the out-

migration of young, highly educated individuals, often referred as the rural “brain 

drain,” and had led to high concentrations of individuals over 65 years. This is 

supported in a study of poverty as a result of residential sorting which found that 

individuals with lower levels of education tend to be concentrated in rural areas 

(Fisher, 2005). In addition to the changing age distribution, the racial and ethnic 

composition of the rural population has dramatically changed as immigrants are drawn 

to the availability of low-skilled jobs (Blank, 2005). 

 Poverty varies greatly by demographic group. Poverty rates are highest among 

Blacks and Hispanics, individuals with less than a high school diploma and single 

female-headed households. Among those who live below the poverty line in rural 

counties, whites represent a larger share of the poor than Blacks or Hispanics (Meyer, 

2009). These characteristics are strong predictors of an individual’s likelihood of living 

in poverty. 

In developing a framework for studying community capacity, Chaskin (2001) 

cites four fundamental indicators: a sense of community (shared values, norms and 

vision), level of commitment among community members (presence of community 
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organizations and active participation of community members), ability to solve 

problems, and access to resources (economic, human, physical and political). The 

presence of strong leadership and organizational supports including community-based 

organizations is essential to a community’s wellbeing and ability to provide 

opportunities and stability for its residents (Chaskin, 2001). These networks, 

interpersonal trust and shared values enable communities to take collective action to 

address local issues and challenges that ultimately serve to improve the wellbeing of 

the community (Tickameyer, 1990; Lochner, 1999). 

Poor areas lack labor market stability, opportunities for mobility, diverse social 

structures and community investment (Tickameyer, 1990). Because rural communities 

have a tendency to be economically and socially isolated, opportunity and stability are 

key factors in poverty reduction. Areas that have high measures of social capital have 

lower incidents of poverty. Crandall and Weber (2004) studied the effects of social and 

economic conditions on a county’s poverty rate using 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census 

Data. They found that good social capital – defined by the total number of bowling 

centers, public golf courses, membership and recreation clubs, civic and social 

organizations, business and professional organizations, political organizations and 

charitable giving – has strong negative affects on poverty rates, especially in high 

poverty areas (Lochner, 1999; Levernier, 2000; Rupasingha, 2000; Crandall, 2004). In 
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a similar study, Rupasingha et al. (2000) found that per-capita income grows more 

rapidly in counties with high levels of social capital as measured by density of 

association membership, crime rate, charitable giving and voter participation. While 

the presence of a strong social network and community capacity leads to lower poverty 

rates in rural areas, this effect is limited in urban communities (Rupasingha, 2007). 

Community capacity and social structures have a significant affect on the 

opportunities available for residents and can help alleviate poverty. Through social 

relationships we acquire the habits, skills and view of the world that affects how we 

decide to act; a lack of positive social norms can restrict social mobility (Duncan, 

1999). The social norms and values of a community can lead to the stigmatization of 

individuals who utilize income supports. Rural areas highly value independence and 

personal responsibility, thus the use of government or state support is frowned upon 

(Duncan, 1999). This stigmatization can be very detrimental to one’s economic 

wellbeing and status within the community (Blank, 2005). This is evident in a study of 

three rural communities by Cynthia Duncan (1999). Social context is an important 

factor in determining the outcome of its residents. In her study of the towns of 

Blackwell in Appalachia, Dahlia in the Mississippi Delta, and Gray Mountain the New 

England, Duncan observed that rural areas are usually divided into two classes – the 

haves, who control resources and participate in political and social life, and the have-
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nots, who are powerless, dependent and do not participate in political and social life. 

These norms are reinforced by actions of those in power and their long history in that 

role. As a result the poor often don’t see any other options for themselves. This 

structure was well established in both Blackwell and Dahlia, but in Gray Mountain, 

however, the community supported the poor and had lower poverty rates as a result 

(Duncan, 1999). 

A major critique of many place-based studies is their failure to account for 

geographic differences in cost of living. A number of approaches have been employed 

to address these differences to get a more accurate measure of relative poverty across 

the urban-rural continuum. In Measuring Poverty: A New Approach, Citro and 

Michael (1995) advocate for adjusting income based on Fair Market Rents, a measure 

created by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development. This has 

become the standard approach for those who wish to eliminate this bias. Adjusting for 

geographic differences in costs of living, Jolliffe (2005) measures the depth and 

severity of poverty across counties. When controls for housing costs are omitted, the 

prevalence of poverty in non-metropolitan areas is 12 percent lower than in 

metropolitan areas. However, when those controls are included the prevalence of 

poverty is reversed (Jolliffe, 2005). His study emphasizes the importance of adjusting 

for geographic differences when measuring poverty. Other approaches include Nord 
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(1995) who uses an income to poverty ratio based on National Academy of Science’s 

housing index and Uliwengu and Kraybill (2004) who modeled an area’s expected 

standard of living. 

A second concern is related to a potential endogeneity problem. Residential 

sorting theories suggest that the poor tend to choose to migrate to rural locations; 

therefore, rural residence is not exogenous to poverty. Using data from the Panel Study 

of Income Dynamics, Fisher (2005) asks if rural residency is endogenous to poverty. 

Using a two-stage probit model that predicts the probability of an individual being poor 

based on metropolitan residence as a function of family characteristics, county 

unemployment rate, state fixed effects and metropolitan status, she found that the 

failure to account for residential endogeneity results in an overestimation of the effect 

of place of residence on poverty (Fisher, 2005). However, most of the mobility 

observed in this study was between neighboring counties, which often have similar 

characteristics to the county of origin. Relatively small moves do not equate with 

significant mobility; the prevalence of frequent short-distance moves may indicate that 

an individual’s economic mobility is more limited. Thus the potential for endogeneity 

bias is relatively small. 

This body of literature provides the framework for this study’s focus on the 

effects of community and social capital on poverty as well as if there is a rural effect. 
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Chapter 3.  Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis 

There have been two basic approaches in examining place effects on poverty: 

community studies and contextual studies. Community studies explain differences in 

non-metropolitan and metropolitan county poverty rates as a function of local 

demographics and economic factors. Contextual studies explain an individual’s 

poverty status as a result of individual demographics, economics factors and 

community characteristics (Weber, 2005). Both approaches examine the individual 

factors and external factors that affect poverty, however, community studies focus on 

how external factors affect poverty rates, and contextual studies focus on place effects 

on individual poverty status. Both frameworks are useful in evaluating the factors 

contributing to higher rates of poverty in rural counties. 

While individual demographics and local economic factors are strong indicators 

of poverty status, many researchers attribute rural poverty to limited opportunity 

structures that could help individuals escape poverty (Cotter, 2002). Factors such as 

labor market instability, limited opportunities for mobility, minimal social structures 

and community investment contribute to higher and more persistent poverty in rural 

counties. Sociological studies suggest that additional regional characteristics, including 

public and community institutions, social norms, and cultural environment are 

important determinants of the prevalence of poverty in rural places (Blank, 2005). 
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Studies that have included such social characteristics on a community level have found 

that social capital, as defined by public and community institutions of political 

characteristics, has a significant negative effect on poverty rates in rural counties 

(Rupasingha, 2007). 

Building on previous empirical studies, the central hypothesis of this study is 

that the prevalence of rural poverty can be strongly correlated with a lack of social and 

community capacity. To test this hypothesis, I will use the following model: 

 
Povertyi = f (individual characteristics, structural characteristics, social capital, µ) 

where i = Non-Metropolitan PUMA, Metropolitan PUMA 
 

Using an approach similar to a community study, the model above estimates 

poverty rate as a function of individual characteristics, structural characteristics, 

community capacity and other unobserved factors. Separate models will be run based 

on PUMA metropolitan status to determine if these factors have different effects based 

on place. Individual characteristics will include personal demographic, household 

characteristics, and measures of human capital. Structural characteristics will capture 

external factors that influence poverty at the PUMA level, such as population 

demographics, economic and labor structure, type of environment and community 

wealth. To develop a measure of community capacity, the model will incorporate the 

presence of a variety of public and social institutions, participation in those 
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organizations and voter participation to capture civic engagement. This model does not 

control for individual social capacity and norms as well as other unobserved factors, 

which are captured by the error term, µ. 

To observe the effect of including community capacity, a series of models will 

be run. The base model will control for individual characteristics. A second model will 

be used to capture the effects of structural characteristics. A third model will add 

controls for community capacity to show its effects on poverty. Based on the results 

from previous studies, the effect of residency, as measured by the urban coefficient, 

should decrease with each successive model and approach zero. This approach will 

help identify what factors are most important for policy makers to target in alleviating 

poverty in rural versus urban areas. 

The second hypothesis of this study is that there is no “rural effect.” Previous 

studies have found that when controlling for individual and economic factors, 

individuals residing in rural counties are more likely to live in poverty than their urban 

counterparts. Metropolitan status has a statistically significant negative effect on 

individual and family poverty status (Weber, 2005). To test this hypothesis I will 

employ a Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition to estimate the likelihood of an individual’s 

poverty status based on non-metropolitan or metropolitan residency. The 

decomposition is as follows: 
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Y
_

 rural - Y
_

 urban  = β*(X
_

 rural - X
_

 urban) + X
_

 urban (β*- β̂ urban) + X
_

 rural (β̂ rural - β*) 

Here Y
_

 rural - Y
_

 urban is the difference in the predicted means of rural and urban 

poverty. The explained portion of the difference in poverty is represented by β*(X
_

 rural - 

X
_

 urban) and captures the effect of observable characteristics included in the model. 

The unexplained portion of the difference in poverty is represented by X
_

 urban (β*- β̂ 

urban) + X
_

 rural (β̂ rural - β*) and is the “rural effect.” The unexplained portion of the gap  
 
is often considered to be some form of discrimination; however, in this model is it 

more appropriate to consider the unexplained portion of the difference in poverty as 

social barriers or weak social structures that contribute to the higher rural poverty rate. 

Thus the unexplained portion is equivalent to the “rural effect.” By controlling for 

structural characteristics and social and community capital, the size of the “rural 

effect” should be significantly reduced if not eliminated. 
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Chapter 4.  Data and Methods 

Data Description 

The main data used for this study are from the 2007 Integrated Public Use 

Microdata Series, IPUMS-USA extract of the 2007 American Community Survey. The 

American Community Survey (ACS) is a nationwide survey that annually collects 

demographic, social, economic and housing characteristics data from each of the 3,141 

counties in the United States and District of Columbia. The 1% ACS sample file 

contains information from nearly 3 million households and group quarters.2 Areas with 

smaller populations are oversampled and the data are weighted to adjust the mixed 

geographic sampling rates of each U.S. county. 

County level data is not available for public use. As a result this study will use 

the Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMA), which is the smallest available unit of 

analysis. PUMAs are based on population size3 and generally follow the boundaries of 

county groups or single counties. Many rural counties are captured under a single 

PUMA while larger counties may be divided into several PUMAs. Not all PUMAs are 

exclusively rural or urban; those that are mixed will be defined by the dominant status. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

2 Group quarter data will be dropped from the sample to keep the data consistent at the head of 
household level. 
3  Each PUMA contains a minimum of 100,000 people. 
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To capture structural characteristics at the county level, data on County 

Characteristics, a compilation of county-level census data created by the Inter-

University Consortium for Political and Social Research, will be merged onto the ACS 

data. Using a crosswalk developed by the Population Studies Center at the University 

of Michigan, county-level statistics will be collapsed to PUMA-level statistics. The 

County Characteristic data includes measures for total population demographics, 

government expenditures, economic and industrial type, political activity and natural 

amenities. These measures will provide the context for the differences in urban and 

rural poverty. 

To provide the social context, data will be used from the National Center for 

Charitable Statistics (NCCS) collected by the Urban Institute. The NCCS includes the 

number and type of non-profit organizations by county. These measures will capture 

institutional support and engagement in activities that help build social network and 

community capacity. 
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Data Analysis Plan 

Because this study focuses on poverty rates and the likelihood of being poor, 

the sample will be limited to heads of household with a high school diploma or less. 

Lower levels of educational attainment have a strongly correlation with poverty 

therefore by limiting the sample to those with a high school diploma or less the study 

will be able to focus on those who are the most likely to live in poverty. The model is 

specified as: 

 
Povertyic = β0 + β1*URBAN + β2*DEMO + β3*STRUCT + β4*SOCIAL + µ 

Where i refers to individuals and c refers to PUMAs. 
 
 

To first examine the differences in poverty rates between urban and rural 

PUMAs, I will use an OLS model where the dependent variable is Poverty Status, 

URBAN4 is the independent variable of interest and DEMO, STRUCT and SOCIAL are 

controls for individual, structural and social/community characteristics. This model 

will provide the justification for the study. It will demonstrate the different effects 

these characteristics have on the poverty rates based on metropolitan status. Knowing 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

While it is recommended to adjust for geographic differences in the cost of living, the Fair Markets Rent 
data provided by the Department of Housing and Urban Development is at the CSBA (Core-Based 
Statistical Area) and is not compatible with the IPUMS-USA PUMA level data and therefore cannot be 
used in this analysis.  
 
4 To measure differences based on metropolitan status, an URBAN dummy variable will be created for 
urban and rural PUMAs based on the 2003 Economic Research Services Urban Influence Continuum 
available in County Characteristics where urban equals codes 1 through 3 and rural equals codes 4 
through 9. This data is then collapsed to the PUMA level using a county to PUMA crosswalk.  
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which factors are more strongly correlated with poverty rates in urban and rural areas 

will help identify the appropriate policy approaches to help reduce poverty. 

The primary focus on this paper is whether controlling for social capital can 

reduce or even eliminate the “rural effect.” Using the Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition 

approach, I will decompose the difference between rural and urban areas into the 

portion that can be attributed to individual characteristics and the portion that can be 

attributed to area characteristics, including the social and structural characteristics of 

the area. To perform the decomposition, I will first compare two linear regression 

models, one for urban PUMAs and one for rural PUMAs, where Poverty is the 

dependent variable as a function of individual, structural and social characteristics, to 

predict whether a person with urban characteristics would be poor in a rural area and 

whether a person with rural characteristics would still be poor in an urban area. The 

decomposition model is estimated as follows: 

Y
_

 rural - Y
_

 urban  = β*(X
_

 rural - X
_

 urban) + X
_

 urban (β*- β̂ urban) + X
_

 rural (β̂ rural - β*) 

 
The coefficients and means from three models - a pooled model, urban and 

rural model - are used in the decomposition. The difference in poverty is found by 

estimating the predicted poverty by metropolitan status. The first term in the right hand 

side of the equation represents the explained portion of the gap in rural and urban 
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poverty. The second and third terms in the equation represent the unexplained portion 

of the gap. This unexplained portion of the gap represents the “rural effect” and 

captures the omitted factors that community capacity and individual social capacity fail 

to capture. If the results significantly reduce the size of the “rural effect,” this study 

will help provide the impetus for policies to encourage investment in community and 

social supports. 

The variables in DEMO include individual characteristic controls of the head of 

household. These controls include basic demographic characteristics: gender, age, 

race, marital status, number of dependent children, number of children under 5 years 

of age, education, employment status, whether self-employed, industry type and 

disability. Education will be defined as the number of years of schooling an individual 

has had. Employment characteristics include employment status, whether someone is 

employed or not, if an individual is self-employed and industry type5. An individual’s 

income is highly correlated with the type of industry in which one is employed. Lower 

skilled industries such as agriculture and construction have lower income earners than 

those who are employed in highly skilled, highly educated professional, scientific and 

management fields. Additional controls will be added for disability including whether 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

5 Industry type has 4 categories: Farming/Mining (Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting, Mining, 
Utilities, Transportation, and Construction); Manufacturing/Sales (Wholesale Trade and Retail Trade 
and Warehousing); Government (Public Administration, Health and Social Services, Active Duty 
Military; and other services); Services (Information and Communications, Finance, Insurance, Real 
Estate, and Rental and Leasing, Scientific, Management and Administrative Services, Education, Arts, 
Entertainment, Recreation, Accommodations, and Food Services).  
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an individual has a work, cognitive, self-care, and hearing or vision disability. This 

measure will capture any effects that one’s disability has on his or her employment and 

poverty status. 

The variables in STRUCT include the structural and demographic 

characteristics of the PUMA the individual resides. Physical characteristics include 

region6, and natural amenity scale7, a measure of the climate, topography, and water 

area that reflect environmental qualities most people prefer such as warm winter, 

winter sun, temperate summer, low summer humidity, topographic variation, and water 

area. Similarly policy type defines a county by housing stress, low-educational levels, 

low-employment, persistent poverty, high levels population loss, non-metropolitan 

recreation destination, or retirement destination. Demographic measures include 

population by race to capture diversity, age by categories of 0-17 years, 18-24 years, 

25-44 years, 45-64 years and 65 years and older. Economic characteristics include 

unemployment rate and economic type, which defines a county as predominantly 

farming/mining, manufacturing, government or services. Investment and resources are 

controlled by total government expenditures. Government expenditures impact 

schools, infrastructure and other local supports and reflect an area’s financial 

wellbeing. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

6 Region is defined as Northeast, South, Midwest and West. 
7 The scale ranges from -3, a low amenity county to 3, a high amenity county.  
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The variables in SOCIAL capture the social and community characteristics that 

help support individual growth and opportunity. While these characteristics are 

difficult to measure, there are a number of indicators that can be used to demonstrate 

community strength and social supports. One indicator is the number of non-profit 

organizations in the area. The total number of organizations will be measured per 

10,000 people to reflect the number of non-profit organizations relative to the 

population. These include Arts; Human Capacity, which comprises of organizations 

that focus on employment support, human resources, social justice and youth 

development; Education, which includes higher education; Environment; Health 

Services, including hospitals and mental health services; and Religion. Each of these 

types of institutions focus on providing resources and opportunities for individuals to 

flourish and thus will measure an area’s available support structure. However, these 

measures fail to account for accessibility which is a critical issue in rural areas. A 

measure of a county’s crime rate additionally captures a county’s wellbeing and can 

also used as an indicator of an area’s social and community capacity. Places with 

strong social and community supports typically have lower crime rates. Finally, to 

gauge political climate, particularly conservative leanings and engagement, voting 

information from the 2004 elections will be used to create a measure of percent votes 

by candidate, in this case the Republican presidential candidate, President George W. 
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Bush. This variable will also create a context for the general views and values of a 

given area. 
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Chapter 5.  Descriptive Results 
 

I begin with the descriptive statistics for individual characteristics for urban and 

rural areas in Table 1. Of the 561,372 individuals in the sample, 84.2 percent live in an 

urban area and 15.8 percent live in rural parts of the county. Poverty rates are slightly 

higher, 2.11 percentage points, in rural parts of the county than urban and this 

difference is statistically significant. The actual difference in urban and rural poverty 

rates was 3.5 percentage points in 2007 (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor, 2008).8 The rural 

population is older and predominantly white. While the results show that education is 

nearly identical in rural areas, these differences in education are statistically 

significant. Marriage rates are higher in rural areas although fertility is lower than in 

urban areas. This is likely a result of the prevalence of single parents in metropolitan 

areas. In respect to labor market statistics, rural areas have slightly higher rates of 

unemployment and self-employment but a much higher frequency of work disability.  

Tables 2 and 3 show PUMA level structural and social statistics by urban and 

rural status. Racial characteristics also reflect the findings in Table 1. Rural areas have 

significantly fewer 25-44 year olds and generally have an older population, which is 

consistent with the individuals in this sample and literature. This also makes sense, as 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

8 The different geographic boundaries of PUMAs compared to counties likely contribute to this 
difference. Furthermore, DeNavas-Walt and Proctor’s measure includes all individuals in poverty, while 
the sample in this study is limiting to household heads.  
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nearly 40 percent of rural PUMAs are retirement destinations. Rural PUMAs are also 

found to have higher levels of low-education populations, 46.97 percent compared to 

14.23 percent in urban areas. These results seem to contradict the findings in Table 1, 

however the sample population is limited to heads of household who have a high 

school diploma or less while the PUMA level statistics reflect the entire population. 

This suggests that there are higher concentrations of college-educated individuals in 

more urban areas, which is supported by previous studies. The premise of this study, 

that poverty is more prevalent and persistent in rural areas, is supported with 31.83 

percent of PUMAs containing one or more counties that experience persistent poverty. 

PUMA level labor market statistics are similar to that of our sample. Urban 

areas are dominated by the service industry while rural areas are dominated by 

manufacturing. While unemployment rates are found to be higher at the PUMA level, 

again likely due to geographical differences between county and PUMA boundaries, 

they are consistent with that of the sample. 

Table 3 shows social characteristics by urban and rural PUMAs. Per 10,000 

persons rural areas generally have more non-profit organizations with the exception of 

health services. However, because rural PUMAs cover much larger geographic areas 

than urban areas, access to these organizations may not be possible and therefore 

would limit their affect. I also define social capital in terms of crime rate and political 
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climate. As expected, rural areas have lower overall crime rates and are generally more 

politically conservative than urban areas as measured by the results of the 2004 

presidential election.  
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Chapter 6.  Regression Results 

The first hypothesis of this study is that additional controls for the contextual 

and social characteristics of an area will reduce the effect of living in a rural area. 

Table 4 shows the pooled effects of metropolitan status on poverty. Column 1 only 

includes demographic measures. Controlling only for individual characteristics, living 

in an urban area reduces the likelihood that an individual will live in poverty by 2.76 

percentage points. As expected marriage and industry of employment, which are both 

highly correlated with income, have a strong negative effect on the likelihood that one 

lives in poverty. Living in a household headed by a married individual reduces the 

likelihood that you live in poverty by 12.36 percentage points. Of the industry types, 

government employment has the strongest negative effect, while working in the service 

industry has a smaller negative effect on poverty. This result is likely a result of wage 

differences between the two sectors. Government positions offer higher wages and 

more security than service sector jobs, which are often associated with low wage and 

seasonal positions such as a restaurant staff or other hospitality. 

Column 2 adds PUMA level characteristics. When additional structural 

characteristics at the PUMA level are included in the model, the effect of being an 

urban resident on one’s likelihood of living in poverty is reduced to -0.24 percentage 

points and is no longer statistically significant. The coefficients of the individual 



 

26 

characteristics are unchanged by the introduction of structural characteristics, which 

suggests that metropolitan status is not a key determinant of poverty but that structural 

characteristics are. 

Column 3 includes additional controls for social capital as measured by crime 

rate, political climate and non-profit organizations. Including additional controls for 

social capacity had little impact on the likelihood that one would live in poverty. As 

expected crime rate is strongly correlated with poverty, however, because crime rate is 

endogenous with poverty the direction of the effect is ambiguous. Surprisingly, human 

capital building organizations and health organizations have a small yet positive effect 

on the likelihood that one lives in poverty. This suggests that the presence of these 

types of non-profit organizations is correlated with poverty and is endogenous rather 

than a factor that reduces the prevalence of poverty. 

Table 5 compares the effects of individual and structural characteristics on 

poverty separately by metropolitan status. Column 1 includes only individual 

demographics, Column 2 adds structural characteristics and Column 3 includes the 

additional affects of social characteristics. Adding contextual and social characteristics 

has little to no impact on the magnitude of the effect; therefore, this discussion will 

focus on the results in column 3. Living in a rural area increases the likelihood that a 

woman will live in poverty by 1.95 percentage points and blacks by 1.81 percentage 
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points compared to their urban counterparts. Hispanics, however, are 0.75 percentage 

points more likely to live in poverty in urban areas than rural areas. Marriage is a much 

stronger means of reducing poverty in rural areas, by nearly 3 percent.  

In regard to structural characteristics, the composition of the population has 

strong effects on poverty. Populations with high concentrations of children and adults 

over the age of 65 positively effects poverty rates in urban areas, but is not significant 

in rural areas. However, in rural areas having a working age population, adults from 

25-64 years of age have a strong negative impact on poverty yet is not significant in 

urban areas. Living in the south increases the likelihood that one lives in poverty by 

8.52 percentage points for rural areas, but has no significant effect in urban areas. 

Factors such as low education, non-metropolitan recreation areas, and being a 

retirement destination have a significant effect on poverty in urban areas but not rural 

areas. High housing stress reduces poverty in urban areas yet increases poverty in rural 

areas by nearly 1 percentage point. The prevalence of low-income housing and voucher 

programs in urban areas may contribute to this result. 

Social characteristics including the crime rate, political climate and the 

presence of art organizations, human capital organizations, educational and health 

organizations all have significant effects in urban areas but not rural areas. This may 

suggest that these factors contribute to poverty in urban areas but not in rural areas.  
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To evaluate this study’s second hypothesis, that the presence of social capital 

will eliminate the “rural effect,” we turn to the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition results 

in Table 6. To establish a point of comparison, the explanatory power of individual 

characteristics was decomposed by metropolitan status. The raw gap in predicted 

poverty between urban and rural residents is 0.0225. Of this -0.0044 (-19.53 percent) is 

explained while 0.0269 (119.53 percent) is unexplained. The negative explained value 

suggests that there is an “urban effect” rather than a “rural effect” when only 

accounting for individual characteristics. When including structural characteristics we 

find that 0.0205 (90.79 percent) of the difference in poverty is explained while 

approximately 0.0021 (9.21 percent) remains unexplained. Including these 

characteristics reduces the “rural effect” by 92.29 percent. However, when social 

characteristics are included in the model, the results are diminished. The amount of the 

difference in poverty rates is reduced by 4.35 percent, leaving 0.0030 (13.16 percent) 

of the gap unexplained. While contextual and social characteristics account for much 

of the difference in rural poverty, there is 13.16 percent that is still unexplained. 
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Chapter 7.  Discussion 

This study examined the difference in the persistence and prevalence of poverty 

between urban and rural areas of the United States by analyzing the different effects 

residency had when including structural and social characteristics. By modeling the 

effects of urban residency at the individual level and generating additional models that 

incorporate structural and social characteristics, the effect of urban residency on 

poverty significantly decreases. At an individual level of analysis urban residency 

decreases the likelihood that an individual lives in poverty by 2.76 percentage points. 

As found in other contextual studies, including structural characteristics significantly 

reduces the effect of metropolitan status. Including those characteristics reduced the 

effect of being urban by 86.96 percent.  

The second part of this study sought to explain the difference in urban and rural 

poverty using the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition method. Accounting for structural 

and social characteristics, nearly eliminates the unexplained difference in poverty. 

Nearly 90 percent, 0.0196 of the 0.0226 point difference in urban and rural poverty, 

can be explained when including structural and social characteristics beyond the 

individual level. This suggests that the “rural effect” can mostly be attributed to 

structural characteristics of the place an individual lives rather than the characteristics 

of that individual person. The hypothesis that social capital can explain the remaining 
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gap in rural and urban poverty rates was not supported by this study’s findings. When 

including social characteristics, as measured in this study, the rural effect grows 

slightly. This may suggest that many of these measures are endogenous with poverty 

and therefore muddy the results.  

These findings have a number of implications on anti-poverty policies. While it 

is important to invest in means that develop human capital, it is important for policy 

makers to consider the effects weak structural and social capacity has on the likelihood 

that an individual will live in poverty. Previous studies found that an individual is more 

likely to live in poverty in a rural area than if he or she lived in an urban area. This 

study suggests that this outcome is a result of poor structural conditions that are more 

prevalent in rural areas. In response, policy makers may want to focus on investing 

more in eliminating the structural inequalities across regions. However, most of these 

structural and social changes must occur at the local level. An important step may be 

providing the appropriate infrastructure and resources for communities to address the 

particular issues that plague an area whether is be addressing population loss of young, 

highly-educated adults, or building a more robust regional economy.  

To improve in this study’s findings, further analysis should be done at the 

county level. Because of the high variation in geographic size a PUMA level analysis 

can overstate the effects of structural and social characteristics in rural areas. A smaller 
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unit of analysis is necessary to more precisely determine the true impact of social 

characteristics, particularly in respect to the presence of and access to non-profit 

organizations. It is not reasonable to compare the presence of a non-profit organization 

in the District of Columbia, which covers 68.3 square miles, to Wyoming, which is 

97,818 square miles in area. Having an equal number of agencies does not mean equal 

access.  

This also leads to questions of the legitimacy of the controls used in this model. 

Crime rate and human capital building organizations are possibly endogenous with 

poverty and therefore may not be appropriate controls. To develop a more ideal model 

a number of controls should be considered. A measure of relative isolation, perhaps in 

terms of broadband access, may be an important factor that this model fails to address. 

Also, a measure of the quality of educational institutions would be useful as a better 

education may lead to better outcomes. Being a first generation immigrant is highly 

correlated with poverty and as such, a measure of immigrants as percentage of the 

population should be included. Non-profit organizations are used as a proxy for social 

capacity and are not necessarily representative of strong social structure. Better 

measures of social capacity at a community level must be identified. Future studies 

may want to consider including local teen pregnancy rates, civic engagement in terms 
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of volunteerism or charitable giving, and length of incumbency to further define 

political climate. 

Finally, using the current measure of poverty is problematic. Future studies 

should incorporate recommendations from the National Academy of Sciences’ 

alternative poverty measure that takes into account geographic differences in the cost 

of living, modern expenses, and income from state and federal income-support 

programs. These recommendations will be incorporated into future U.S. Census 

Bureau’s reports as a Supplemental Poverty Measure but will not be used to calculate 

eligibility for benefits (Haq, 2010). The new measure is expected to increase the 

official poverty rate from 13.2 percent, or 39.8 million people, to 15.8 percent, or 47.4 

million (Haq, 2010). It is also likely to change the geographic distribution of poverty. 

Higher costs of living in the Northeast and West may increase poverty rates in those 

areas while reducing it in the South and Midwest where the cost of living is lower. 

These adjustments may help develop a better model than can more completely explain 

the difference in rural and urban poverty. 
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Appendix 

Table 1. Individual Characteristics by Metropolitan Status 

 All Urban Rural 
Demographic Characteristics 
Age 
 

52.21 
(17.74) 

51.98 
(18.29) 

53.32 
(16.15) 

Gender 
Male 
 
Female 
 

 
52.93 

(49.07) 
47.07 

(49.07) 

 
52.40 

(50.83) 
47.60 

(50.83) 

 
54.75 

(44.05) 
45.25 

(44.05)) 
Race 

White 
 
Black 
 
Hispanic 
 

 
78.19 

(40.59) 
14.19 

(34.30) 
6.64 

(24.30) 

 
75.54 

(43.74) 
15.73 

(37.05) 
7.84 

(27.37) 

 
85.70 

(29.27) 
8.74 

(25.00) 
2.00 

(12.38) 
Education 
 

11.01 
(2.20) 

11.00 
(2.32) 

11.04 
(1.86) 

Married 
 

47.94 
(49.11) 

46.96 
(50.79) 

51.29 
(44.24) 

# Children a 

 
1.86 

(1.05) 
1.88 

(1.09) 
1.80 

(0.93) 
# Children under 5 b 

 
0.34 

(0.65) 
0.34 

(0.66) 
0.36 

(0.61) 
Unemployed c 

 
4.69 

(21.65) 
4.67 

(22.17) 
4.80 

(19.89) 
Self Employed 
 

8.38 
(27.24) 

8.01 
(27.62) 

9.69 
(26.18) 
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(Table 1 continued)    
Industry Type 

Farm/Mining 
 
Government 
 
Manufacturing/Sales 
 
Services 
 

 
15.89 

(35.94) 
2.89 

(16.47) 
22.27 

(41.00) 
29.56 

(44.86) 

 
15.31 

(36.65) 
2.89 

(17.06) 
21.91 

(42.09) 
31.31 

(47.19) 

 
17.89 

(33.92) 
2.88 

(14.81) 
23.51 

(37.53) 
23.44 

(37.49) 
Work Disability 
 

17.28 
(37.17) 

16.26 
(37.55) 

20.87 
(35.97) 

Poverty Status 
 

16.50 
(36.49) 

16.03 
(37.34) 

18.14 
(34.10) 

 
Notes: this person-weighted sample is comprised of heads of households who have a high school 
diploma or less from the 2007 Integrated Public Use Microdata Series extract of the American 
Community Survey (N = 561,372 for the total population, 472,169 of which are urban residents and 
88,976 are rural residents). Standard errors are in parentheses. 
a. The average number of children per household is only measured for households where children 
are present. 
b. The average number of children 5 years of age and younger per household is only measured for 
households where children are present. 
c. The unemployment rate is measure for adults under 65 years of age. 
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Table 2. Contextual Characteristics by Metropolitan Status 

 All Urban Rural 
Structural Characteristics 
Age 

0-17 years 
 
18-24 years 
 
25-44 years 
 
45-64 years 
 
65 + years 
 

 
24.65 
(2.73) 

9.86 
(2.00) 
28.04 
(2.56) 
24.64 
(2.20) 
12.81 
(3.21) 

 
25.03 
(2.82) 

9.83 
(2.09) 
28.62 
(2.56) 
24.35 
(2.30) 
12.17 
(3.24) 

 
23.30 
(2.03) 

9.97 
(1.74) 
26.02 
(1.60) 
25.65 
(1.66) 
15.06 
(2.17) 

Race 
White 
 
Black 
 
Hispanic 
 

 
84.62 

(13.14)  
12.80 

(14.00) 
13.24 

(15.53) 

 
83.55 

(13.10) 
 13.99 

(13.26) 
15.46 

(16.81) 

 
88.37 

(12.70)  
8.64 

(12.05) 
5.49 

(8.46) 
Unemployment Rate 
 

5.31 
(1.37) 

5.18 
(1.34) 

5.76 
(1.31) 

Industry Type  
Farm/Mining  
 
Manufacturing  
 
Government  
 
Services  
 

 
10.61 

(30.28) 
33.91 

(46.54) 
18.45 

(38.13) 
44.41 

(48.84) 

 
2.34 

(15.37) 
23.06 

(42.86) 
13.20 

(34.44) 
49.87 

(50.88) 

 
39.55 

(43.28) 
71.81 

(39.82) 
36.80 

(42.68) 
25.35 

(38.50) 
Region 

Northeast 
 
South 
 
Midwest 
 
West 
 

 
18.05 

(37.81)  
  38.78 
(47.90)  

23.66 
(41.78)  

19.51 
(38.95) 

 
20.67 

(41.21)  
36.70 

(49.05)  
21.09 

(41.52)  
     21.54 

(41.83) 

 
8.90 

(25.20) 
46.06 

(44.12) 
32.62 

(41.49) 
12.42 

(29.19) 
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(Table 2 continued)    
Natural Amenity Scale 
 

1.10 
(3.02) 

1.41 
(3.29) 

-0.02 
(1.83) 

Policy Type 
Housing Stress  
 
Low Education 
 
Non-Metro Rec. Area 
 
Persistent Poverty 
 
Population Loss 
 
Retirement Area 
 

 
45.23 

(48.93) 
21.51 

(40.40) 
9.56 

(28.91) 
9.65 

(29.03) 
16.88 

(36.83) 
20.82 

(39.91) 

 
48.64 

(50.86) 
14.23 

(35.56) 
2.16 

(14.80) 
3.30 

(18.17) 
9.84 

(30.31) 
15.46 

(36.79) 

 
33.31 

(41.71) 
46.97 

(44.17) 
35.43 

(42.33) 
31.83 

(41.23) 
41.50 

(43.61) 
39.56 

(43.28) 
Government Expenditures a 

 
  1370.58 
(1203.32) 

      1345.19 
(1334.48) 

1459.26 
(748.55) 

 
Notes: data is comprised of county level data collapsed to the PUMA level from County 
Characteristics, 2000-2007. Standard errors are in parentheses. 
a. Direct Government Expenditures are measured per person. 
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Table 3. Social Characteristics by Metropolitan Status 

 
 

Notes: crime rate and political climate data are based on the County Characteristics 2000-2007, non-
profit data is based on the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS). Non-profit organizations are 
measure per 10,000 people. Standard errors in parentheses.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 All Urban Rural 
Social Characteristics 
# Non-Profit Organizations  

Arts 
 

Education 
 

Environment 
 

Health 
 

Human Capital 
 

Religious Institutions 
 

 
3.42 

(1.85) 
5.07 

(3.48) 
1.39 

(1.22) 
2.99 

(1.93) 
12.97 
(8.27) 

5.27 
(2.97) 

 
3.25 

(1.84) 
4.83 

(3.40) 
1.24 

(0.76) 
3.04 

(2.07) 
11.83 
(7.76) 

4.81 
(3.03) 

 
4.01 

(1.75) 
5.87 

(3.59) 
1.89 

(1.91) 
2.82 

(1.47) 
16.96 
(8.62) 

6.86 
(2.24) 

Crime Rate 
 

3.68 
(1.83) 

4.02 
(1.92) 

2.48 
(0.10) 

Political Climate 
 

51.66 
(13.27) 

49.43 
(13.80) 

59.42 
(8.80) 
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Table 4. OLS Regression Results of Poverty  

 Demographic  
Characteristics 

Only 
(1) 

Demographic & 
Structural 

Characteristics 
(2) 

Demographic,  
Structural & Social 

Characteristics 
(3) 

Intercept           0.6108 
(0.0094)*** 

0.4965    
 (0.0613)*** 

0.55893    
 (0.0602)*** 

Urban              -0.0276 
(0.0021)*** 

-0.0024   
  (0.0027) 

-0.0036    
 (0.0028) 

Age             -0.0035 
(0.00007)*** 

-0.0035    
 (0.00007)*** 

-0.0035   
  (0.00007)*** 

Female              0.0540 
(0.0015)*** 

0.0535   
  (0.0015)*** 

0.0536   
  (0.0015)*** 

Black               0.0885 
(0.0031)*** 

0.0876    
 (0.0033)*** 

0.0875     
(0.0033)*** 

Hispanic                0.0263 
(0.0039)*** 

0.0223    
 (0.0036)*** 

0.0223   
  (0.0036)*** 

Education           -0.0192   
  (0.0004)*** 

-0.0186   
 (0.0004)*** 

-0.0186 
   (0.0004)*** 

Married            -0.1236   
 (0.0017)*** 

-0.1235    
 (0.0017)*** 

-0.1234   
  (0.0017)*** 

# Children              0.0258   
  (0.0008)*** 

0.0254   
 (0.0008)*** 

0.0254  
(0.0008)*** 

# Children under 5            0.0600  
  (0.0022)*** 

0.0602    
 (0.0022)*** 

0.0602    
(0.0022)*** 

Unemployed              0.1843    
 (0.0048)*** 

0.1831   
  (0.0048)*** 

0.1830   
  (0.0048)*** 

Self-Employed             0.0551    
 (0.0023)*** 

0.0549    
 (0.0023)*** 

0.0549    
 (0.0023)*** 

Farm/Mining Industry  -0.1497     
(0.0028)*** 

-0.1485    
 (0.0028)*** 

-0.1483   
  (0.0028)*** 

Government Industry           -0.1885    
 (0.0034)*** 

-0.1877    
 (0.0034)*** 

-0.1877    
 (0.0034)*** 

Manufacturing Industry    -0.1419   
(0.0023)*** 

-0.1405   
  (0.0023)*** 

-0.1404   
  (0.0023)*** 

Service Industry       -0.1129   
  (0.0026)*** 

-0.1114   
  (0.0026)*** 

-0.1114     
(0.0026)*** 

Work Disability             0.1161  
   (0.0022)*** 

0.1154    
 (0.0022)*** 

0.1154   
  (0.0022)*** 
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(Table 4 Continued) 
% Age 18-24          0.3557    

 (0.0700)*** 
0.3704 

(0.0721)*** 
% Age 25-44  0.0149    

 (0.1009) 
-0.0604 
(0.1010) 

% Age 45-64  -0.0497  
 (0.0777) 

-0.0701 
(0.0821) 

Age 65+         0.3443 
 (0.0692)*** 

0.2979 
(0.0685)*** 

% Black        -0.0003    
 (0.0001)** 

-0.0005 
(0.0001)*** 

% Hispanic           0.0009  
  (0.0002)*** 

0.0008 
(0.0002)*** 

Unemployment Rate          0.0066     
 (0.0014)*** 

0.0057  
(0.0014)*** 

Farm/Mining Economy  0.0021   
(0.0033) 

0.0026 
(0.0032) 

Manufacturing Economy           0.0032     
(0.0021) 

0.0041 
(0.0022)* 

Government Economy            -0.0008 
(0.0022) 

0.0003 
(0.0023) 

Service Economy        0.0008    
 (0.0022) 

0.0002 
(0.0021) 

South                -0.0352 
(0.0139)*** 

-0.0529 
(0.0175)*** 

Mid-West             0.0030 
(0.0126) 

-0.0023  
(0.0148) 

West                -0.0353 
 (0.0090)*** 

-0.0489     
(0.0123)*** 

Amenity Scale        -0.0003 
(0.0008) 

-0.0002 
(0.0008) 

High Housing Stress        -0.0034 
(0.0028) 

-0.0037 
(0.0027) 

Low Educational 
Attainment           

 0.0110 
(0.0030)*** 

0.0122 
(0.0032)*** 

Non-Metro Recreation 
Area         

 0.0044 
(0.0030) 

0.0050 
(0.0032) 

High Population Loss            0.0074 
 (0.0029)*** 

0.0070 
(0.0028)*** 
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(Table 4 Continued) 
Persistent Poverty          0.0202 

(0.0045)*** 
0.0198 

(0.0045)*** 
Retirement Destination  -0.0056 

(0.0022)*** 
-0.0036 
(0.0023) 

Government 
Expenditures a        

 0.0030  
  (0.0008)*** 

0.003  
   (0.0008)*** 

Crime Rate              0.1434 
(0.0986) 

Political Climate           -0.0003 
(0.0001)*** 

Art Institutions           -0.0020 
(0.0008) 

Human Capital 
Organizations      

  0.0006 
(0.0002)*** 

Educational Institutions           -0.0008 
(0.0003)*** 

Environmental 
Organizations         

  -0.0014 
(0.0006)*** 

Health Organizations          0.0007 
(0.0010) 

Religious Institutions            -0.0005 
(0.0005) 

State Fixed Effects b Yes Yes Yes 
 
N = 559,975. Standard errors in parentheses. Default category is white male living in the northeast. ***, 
**, * indicate that the variables are statistically significant at the 1% level, 5% level and 10% level, 
respectively. 
a. Government expenditures are per 10,000 people. 
b. Pumas that are entire states - Alaska, Delaware, DC, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont 

and Wyoming - are dropped from the state fixed effects  
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Table 5. OLS Regression of Poverty by Metropolitan Status 

 Individual Demographics 
 

(1) 

Demographic & Structural 
Characteristics 

(2) 

Demographic, Structural 
& Social Characteristics 

(3) 
 Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural 
Age -0.0035 

(0.00004)*** 
-0.0037  

(0.00008)*** 
-0.0035 

(0.00004)*** 
-0.0037 

(0.00007)*** 
-0.0035 

(0.00004)*** 
-0.0037   

(0.0001)*** 
Female 0.0498 

  (0.0012)*** 
0.0694 

  (0.0024)*** 
0.0494 

(0.0012)*** 
0.0690 

(0.0023)*** 
0.0494 

  (0.0012)*** 
0.0689  

(0.0023)*** 
Black 0.0881 

  (0.0015)*** 
0.1011 

  (0.0040)*** 
0.0860 

(0.0016)*** 
0.1039 

(0.0042)*** 
0.0858 

  (0.0016)*** 
0.1039    

(0.0042)*** 
Hispanic 0.0278 

  (0.0021)*** 
0.0190 

  (0.0075)*** 
0.0233 

(0.0021)*** 
0.0157 

(0.0076)** 
0.0231 

  (0.0021)*** 
0.0156 

 (0.0076)** 
Education -0.0187     

(0.0002)*** 
-0.0212   

(0.0005)*** 
-0.0180 

(0.0002)*** 
-0.0207 

(0.0005)*** 
-0.0180   

(0.0002)*** 
-0.0207 

(0.0005)*** 
Married -0.1174   

(0.0012)*** 
-0.1452 

 (0.0022)*** 
-0.1170 

(0.0012)*** 
-0.1454 

(0.0022)*** 
-0.1169 

  (0.0012)*** 
-0.1454  

(0.0022)*** 
# Children 0.0261 

  (0.0006)*** 
0.0239 

  (0.0012)*** 
0.0257 

(0.0006)*** 
0.0236 

(0.0012)*** 
0.0257 

  (0.0006)*** 
0.0235   

(0.0012)*** 
# Children Under 5 0.0606 

  (0.0014)*** 
0.0581 

  (0.0028)*** 
0.0609 

(0.0014)*** 
0.0583 

(0.0057)*** 
0.0609 

  (0.0014)*** 
0.0583   

(0.0028)*** 
Unemployed 0.1863 

  (0.0028)*** 
0.1743 

  (0.0057)*** 
0.1850 

(0.0028)*** 
0.1732 

(0.0057)*** 
0.1850 

  (0.0028)*** 
0.1731  

(0.0057)*** 
Self-Employed 0.0552 

  (0.0020)*** 
0.0570 

  (0.0038)*** 
0.0549 

(0.0020)*** 
0.0576 

(0.0038)*** 
0.0549 

  (0.0020)*** 
0.0567   

(0.0038)*** 
Farm/Mining 
Industry 

-0.1516 
 (0.0020)*** 

-0.1427   
(0.0039)*** 

-0.1497 
(0.0020)*** 

-0.1420 
(0.0039)*** 

-0.1495 
  (0.0020)*** 

-0.1421   
(0.0039)*** 

Government 
Industry 

-0.1868 
  (0.0034)*** 

-0.1968   
(0.0067)*** 

-0.1859 
(0.0034)*** 

-0.1957 
(0.0067)*** 

-0.1859 
  (0.0034)*** 

-0.1958 
(0.0067)*** 

Manufacturing 
Industry 

-0.1392 
  (0.0018)*** 

-0.1522 
  (0.0035)*** 

-0.1376 
(0.0018)*** 

-0.1502 
(0.0034)*** 

-0.1374 
  (0.0018)*** 

-0.1502    
(0.0035)*** 

Service Industry -0.1163 
  (0.0017)*** 

-0.0987          
(0.0034)*** 

-0.1147 
(0.0017)*** 

-0.0976 
(0.0035)*** 

-0.1147 
  (0.0017)*** 

-0.0977    
(0.0035)*** 

Work Disability 0.1149 
  (0.0016)*** 

0.1174 
  (0.0029)*** 

0.1143 
(0.0016)*** 

0.1167 
(0.0029)*** 

0.1143 
  (0.0016)*** 

0.1167  
(0.0029)*** 

% 18-24 yrs old   0.4575 
(0.0423)*** 

-0.2811 
(0.0968)*** 

0.4395 
 (0.0505)*** 

-0.2272 
 (0.1059)** 

% 25-44 yrs old   0.1363 
(0.0429)*** 

-0.6148 
(0.1304)*** 

0.0054 
(0.0512) 

-0.5664   
(0.1330)*** 
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(Table 5 Continued)      
% 45-64 yrs old   -0.0018 

(0.0526) 
-0.4008 

(0.1301)*** 
-0.0636 

 (0.0623) 
-0.3754 

(0.1429)*** 
% 65+ yrs old   0.4685 

(0.0526)*** 
-0.1229 
(0.0986) 

0.3729 
  (0.0415)*** 

-0.1092 
 (0.1007) 

% Black   0.000003 
(0.00007) 

-0.0013 
(0.0002)*** 

-0.0003 
  (0.0001)*** 

-0.0012   
(0.0002)*** 

% Hispanic   0.0010 
(0.00008)*** 

0.0001 
(0.0002) 

0.0009 
  (0.0001)*** 

0.0001 
(0.0002) 

% Unemployment    0.0048 
(0.0007)*** 

0.0088 
(0.0014)*** 

0.0043 
  (0.0007)*** 

0.0091  
(0.0015)*** 

Farm/Mining 
Economy 

  -0.0128 
(0.0040)*** 

0.0096 
(0.0028)*** 

-0.0105 
  (0.0041)*** 

0.0079  
(0.0030)*** 

Manufacturing 
Econ 

  0.0017 
(0.0017) 

0.0017 
(0.0032) 

0.0030 
  (0.0017)* 

0.0014 
(0.0033) 

Government 
Economy 

  -0.0004 
(0.0017) 

0.0064 
(0.0026)*** 

0.0019 
(0.0021) 

0.0051 
(0.0027)* 

Service Economy   0.0010 
(0.0016) 

-0.0060 
(0.0032)* 

0.0005 
(0.0016) 

-0.0054          
(0.0032)* 

South   -0.0134 
(0.0102) 

0.0842 
(0.0168)*** 

-0.0021 
  (0.0107) 

0.0852 
(0.0184)*** 

Mid-West   -0.0364 
(0.0126)*** 

0.0332 
(0.0169)** 

0.0209 
(0.0129)* 

0.0310 
 (0.0192) 

West   -0.0053 
(0.0146) 

-0.0027 
(0.0248) 

-0.0009 
(0.0147) 

0.0045    
(0.0266) 

Amenity Scale   -0.0011 
(0.0005)** 

0.0034 
(0.0013)*** 

-0.0011 
  (0.0005)** 

0.0041    
(0.0014)*** 

High Housing 
Stress 

  -0.0077 
(0.0019)*** 

0.0098 
(0.0036)*** 

-0.0074 
  (0.0019)*** 

0.0099 
(0.0036)*** 

Low Education   0.0167 
(0.0022)*** 

-0.0008 
(0.0037) 

0.0182 
  (0.0023)*** 

-0.0012 
 (0.0038) 

Non-Metro 
Recreation  

  0.0129 
(0.0041)*** 

0.0005 
(0.0031) 

0.0139 
  (0.0042)*** 

-0.0012 
(0.0032) 

High Population 
Loss 

  0.0118 
(0.0022)*** 

0.0058 
(0.0029)** 

0.0123 
  (0.0023)*** 

0.0056 
    (0.0029)* 

Persistent Poverty   0.0344 
(0.0036)*** 

0.0085 
(0.0036)*** 

0.0310 
  (0.0037)*** 

0.0078 
  (0.0037)** 

Retirement 
Destination 

  -0.0064 
(0.0020)*** 

-0.0045 
(0.0033) 

-0.0037 
     (0.0021)* 

-0.0047 
 (0.0034) 
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(Table 5 Continued)      
Government 
Expenditures a 

  0.0021 
(0.0005)*** 

0.0084 
(0.0021)*** 

0.0013 
(0.0006)** 

0.0087 
(0.0021)*** 

Crime Rate     0.1334 
(0.0579)** 

-0.2478 
 (0.1564) 

Political Climate     -0.0003 
  (0.0001)*** 

0.0001 
(0.0002) 

Arts Organizations     -0.0024 
  (0.0005)*** 

-0.0013 
 (0.0014) 

Human Capital 
Orgs 

    0.0006 
  (0.0001)*** 

0.0005 
(0.0005) 

Education Orgs     -0.0012 
  (0.0003)*** 

-0.0002 
 (0.0003) 

Environmental 
Orgs 

    0.0014 
(0.0016) 

-0.0009        
(0.0006) 

Health 
Organizations 

    0.0022 
  (0.0006)*** 

-0.0005 
 (0.0016) 

Religious 
Institutions 

    -0.0003 
(0.0003) 

0.0001 
(0.0008) 

State Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
 
N = 417,530 for columns (1) and (2). N = 116,183 for columns (2) and (4). Standard errors in 
parentheses. Default category is white male living in the northeast. ***, **, * indicate that the variables 
are statistically significant at the 1% level, 5% level and 10% level, respectively. 
a. Government expenditures are per 10,000 people. 
b. Pumas that are entire states - Alaska, Delaware, DC, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont 

and Wyoming - are dropped from the state fixed effects  

 

Table 6. Decomposition Results 

 Individual Demographics 
 
 

(1) 

Demographic & Structural 
Characteristics 

 
(2) 

Demographic,  
Structural & Social 

Characteristics 
(3) 

Raw Gap 0.0225 0.0226 0.0226 
 Explained Unexplained Explained Unexplained Explained Unexplained 

Rural as 
Reference Group 

-0.0044 
(-19.53%) 

0.0269 
(119.53%) 

0.0205 
(90.79%) 

0.0021 
(9.21%) 

0.0196 
(86.84%) 

0.0030 
(13.16%) 
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