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Unquestionable Decrease in Rural Population Over Time
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Surveying Rural Populations Through RDD



How Do RDD Surveys Define “Rural”?

“The use of different definitions of rural by Federal agencies reflects the multidimensional qualities 

of rural America” USDA, 2008.
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The U.S. Census Bureau

• Geographical areas using census blocks and block groups (Core Based Statistical 

Areas)

• Urban as areas of 50,000 or more people, urban clusters were at least 2,500 and less 

than 50,000 people, rural was everything else.

• These are based on very small geographic building blocks and aren’t limited to city and 

county lines.

• Everything that is not urban is defined as nonmetropolitan or rural.



OMG…OMB

• The OMB also relies on counties but also ties in “social and economic integration with 

the core as measured by commuting ties”

Metropolitan Statistical Areas have at least one urbanized area of 50,000 or more population, plus 

adjacent counties that have a high degree of social and economic integration with the core as 

measured by commuting ties (25%).

Micropolitan Statistical Areas have at least one urban cluster of at least 10,000 but less than 

50,000 population, plus adjacent counties that have a high degree of social and economic 

integration with the core as measured by commuting ties (25%).

• Each county in the U.S. is assigned one of the 9 codes. 



How Do Surveys Define “Rural”?
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The CDC’s 2013 NCHS Urban-Rural Classification 

Scheme for Counties

• CDC’s classified counties using 

1. Their status under the OMB delineation of metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) 

and micropolitan statistical areas

2. The population size of MSAs

3. The location of principal city populations within the largest MSAs

Rural are non-metro areas.





Advantages and Disadvantages of Different 

Measurement Variables

• Counties

• Zip Code Areas

• Census geography

Advantages: Stable

Disadvantages: County sizes vary

Advantages:  Easy to implement

Disadvantages: Can change

Advantages:  Most precise

Disadvantages:  Hard to implement



Can you survey the “rural” 
population via web or RDD?



Methodology
• Web survey conducted on SurveyMonkey

• 3,689 adults

• Fielded March 24-28, 2017



Regardless of definition, web nearly matches population 
on rural distribution

Department of Defense NCHS

Population SurveyMonkey 
Unweighted sample Population SurveyMonkey 

Unweighted sample

Urban 31% 29% 31% 32%

Suburban 23% 24% 46% 47%

Small Town - - 9% 9%

Rural 45% 48% 15% 12%

NOTE: excludes 1% of sample that did not have a valid zipcode



Methodology
• RDD phone survey conducted by the Pew Research Center

• Interviews conducted in English and Spanish

• 2,002 adults

• Fielded January 3-10, 2018



RDD phone sample also matches rural distribution 

Department of Defense NCHS

Population RDD Unweighted 
sample Population RDD Unweighted 

sample

Urban 31% 28% 31% 31%

Suburban 23% 23% 46% 44%

Small Town - - 9% 10%

Rural 45% 49% 15% 15%

NOTE: excludes 8% of sample that did not have a zipcode



Summary

• Large variances in what is a “rural” area (also suburban or urban)

• There is no one true definition, and each has advantages and disadvantages

• Even with changing methodologies and practices, web and RDD samples still show a diverse 
group of respondents when it comes to urbanicity, regardless of how “rural” respondents are 
defined



Degree of Rurality & Public 
Opinion

Eran Ben-Porath  |    @en_bp
ssrs
research. refined.



Defining 
Rurality

KFF/Post Rural Poll 2017:

“Rural” And “Small Town”
 Who is rural?  What’s a small town?

– Self-defined?

– Administrative definitions?

– By county?

– By zip code?



Comparing 
Self-report 
to Other 
Definitions

• On the SSRS Omnibus Poll (dual-frame RDD):
• 1,000 respondents

• Asked to self identify as Urban, Suburban, Small Town or 

Rural

• Asked for their zip code

• Matched to:

• CBSA: pop size of metro area, and proximity to 

central city

• CDC (2013) Metro definitions

• Share of county considered rural based on density of 

Census block within county

• Share of zip code considered rural based on density 

of Census block within county



Comparing 
Self-report 
to Other 
Definitions

% In Each Category Who Say 
They Are Rural:

Self-report is imperfect, but the three CDC categories 
seemed like a good match

CBSA-

Combined 

Rural

CBSA-

Small/Med 

Metro

CDC 

Noncore

CDC 

Micro.

CDC 

Small 

Town

County 

2/3+ 

Rural

Zip 

2/3+ 

Rural

“Rural” 40 18 51 37 30 44 34

“Small 

Town”
46 37 38 46 47 42 45



Looking 
Within 
Rurality

 How much variance between the rural categories?

 Do outcomes vary by HOW RURAL respondents’ county 
of residence is? [short answer: Yes]

 Why would that be?



Political 
Differences?

Small Towns Are Different than 
Rural/Micro.

Small Town Micro. Noncore

Dem 24 27 28

Rep 28 28 33

Ind 35 35 30

Lib 21 21 17

Cons 38 46 45

HRC- 2016 40* 31 28

Trump - 2016 48 59* 57

Trump App. 47 57* 59*



Cultural 
Similarity?

Similar in Perceptions of Self 
Relative to Various Groups

Small Town Micro. Noncore

Rural areas and small towns – very similar 32 38 41

Rural areas/small towns – very/somewhat 

similar
69 75 77

Big cities – very different 35 46* 44

Big cities – very/somewhat different 60 71 77*

Immigrants – very different 27 32 32

Immigrants – very/somewhat different 46 52 51



Rurality & 
Jobs

Noncore is Different than Small 
Town/Micro  

Small Town Micro. Noncore

Most Important Problem: Jobs 16 20 30*

Jobs in community: poor 28 34 44*

Experienced job loss (self or HH) 30 26 32

Jobs – better than 10 years ago 29* 28* 20

Friends/family moved for better 

jobs
37 44 46

Jobs – will get better 41 39 32



The Future

Noncore is Different than Small 
Town/Micro 

Small Town Micro. Noncore

Kids’ future standard 

of living : Better
43 40 49

Encourage young 

people to leave
55 54 71*



Density is 
Destiny?

 Jobs: Density (pop/sq-mile) is 
linearly correlated with:
– Jobs as MIP (+)

– Work satisfaction (-)

 Share of friends from another 
race:
– Density negatively correlated with share of friends 

that are different race than respondent 



What Does 
Any of This 
Mean?

 The small-town/rural continuum is nuanced

 Different definitions may better fit different 
questions
– Or at least yield different responses

 Be sure to specify rural definitions

 Consider weighting by density within rural 
categories



Exploring the Rural/Urban Divide: Role of 
Partisanship and the Politics of Place



Why the Rural/Urban Divide?

Population density 
was a powerful 
predictor of vote 
share. 



Why the Rural/Urban Divide?
Hillary Clinton did 
worse in rural areas 
than Obama, Kerry, 
Gore, Clinton, or 
Dukakis



But….. the more things change, the more they 
stay same
• Urban/Rural Divides have long been a factor in U.S. politics. 
• Thomas Jefferson (writing to James Madison in 1787): 

I think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries as long as 
they are chiefly agricultural; and this will be as long as there shall be 
vacant lands in any part of America. When they get plied upon one 
another in large cities, as in Europe, they will become corrupt as in Europe

• William Diamond (1941, p 305) writing about the election of 
1896 concluded:  

The conflict of urban and rural populations must, therefore, be given its 
place as a factor in American history-a factor which has been perhaps as 
important as the frontier and the westward movement.”

• “What’s the Matter with Kansas?” (2004) 
• “The Politics of Rural Resentment” (2016)



Two Questions

• Trump’s Rural Vote: Is the rural/urban divide reflective of other 
attitudes that happen to be associated with place of residence? And, 
can we discern differences based on place relative to identity?

• Rural/Urban Divides Overtime: Is this anything new? Does this 
reflect change in partisan commitments over time?  



Trump’s Rural Vote: 
Identity v. Place  

Kaiser/Post Survey of Rural 
America

• Random sample of 1,686 
adults ages 18 and over

• Conducted April 13- May 1, 
20017. 

• 1,070 from rural counties
• 307 from suburban counties
• 303 from urban counties



Identity versus Place 

r=.55

Place: based on 
county 
designation.

Identity: Based 
on survey 
response “Do you 
consider the area 
where you live to 
be rural, small 
town, suburban, 
or urban?”

37.9% of respondents in urban counties considered the are they lived in to be  urban while 
46.2% described these areas as suburbs. 



Rural defined as place

rural (place)

Education

Party Identification

sex (female)

age

Born Again

Reverse Discrimination

Immigrant Not Doing Enough

Own Gun

Christianity Under Attack

-1 0 1 2 -1 0 1 2

rural2A rural2B (1) Rural falls out of the model 
once we include other 
attitudinal variables. 

(2) Born again falls out of the 
model once include in the 
attitudinal variables. 

(3) Place as connected to set 
of attitudes.



Rural Identity

rural (self-id)

Education

Party Identification

sex (female)

age

Born Again

Reverse Discrimination

Immigrant Not Doing Enough

Own Gun

Christianity Under Attack

-.5 0 .5 1 1.5 -.5 0 .5 1 1.5

rural1A rural1B Rural identity, 
however, remains a 
predictor even after 
including other 
attitudes.



The Changing Relationship of 
Rural Location and Partisan 

Affiliation





Conclusions
• As a place, the rural/urban divide matters because it is associated 

with a specific set of attitudes.
• But.. rural identity (or self-placement) matters more than designation 

by county.  

• The relationship between community size and partisan affiliation has 
changed over time as rural communities have become more 
Republican. 

• The same relationship does not hold with political ideology, 
suggesting that this reflects shifts in partisan commitments but not 
issue positions or ideology.  



TELLING THE FULL STORY OF RURAL 
AMERICA WITH SURVEY RESEARCH, 
FOCUS GROUPS AND JOURNALISM

A collaboration between The 

Washington Post and the Kaiser 

Family Foundation

Emily Guskin, Scott Clement and 

Liz Hamel



HOW WE STUDIED THE POPULATION

Survey
Focus 

groups
Follow-up 
interviews



FOCUS GROUPS



FOCUS GROUP LOCATION SELECTION
To understand more about the rural population we 
decided to hold two focus groups in a rural county, one 
of Trump voters, one of people who voted for anyone 
else.

We examined dozens of rural counties, narrowing down 
to counties that were far from a city and counties who 
voted for Obama in 2008 and 2012, but then flipped to 
Trump in 2016.

Ashtabula County, Ohio fit what we were looking for:
 50 miles from Cleveland, on Lake Erie and the border of 

Pennsylvania

 Obama won by 14 points in 2008 and 13 points in 2012

 Trump beat Clinton by 19 points and was first presidential 
candidate to speak in the county since JFK

 90 percent of the county is white

 Median household income is just above $40,000

 Population just under 100,000



FOCUS GROUP

The firm we hired to recruit was unable to find enough people. A voter registration 
database proved a useful source for contacts with some indication of political leaning 
and 2016 turnout. 

Using tools like Google Maps and Facebook, we identified a community deli that 
offered to close early for us to host focus groups.

Participants agreed to be filmed during the focus group.

A Washington Post film crew came to town ahead of us to film B roll and get 
acquainted with the community. 



FOCUS GROUP FACILITY

Photo courtesy of Aunt Neen’s Deli & 

Bakery Facebook page



FOCUS GROUP

https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/national/meet-residents-of-rural-america-who-fear-theyre-being-forgotten/2017/06/16/e16c483c-

514d-11e7-b74e-0d2785d3083d_video.html?utm_term=.185dc669ea84



WHAT WE 
LEARNED FROM 
FOCUS GROUPS

Individuals’ feelings and opinions beyond quantitative results

People feel left behind, some would move away if they could

Feelings there are no jobs, or at least no good jobs

Anxiety about drug use, specifically heroin and painkillers

Concerns about immigration, race and public assistance all jumbled 
together

Sense that immigrants are working for less and taking advantage of 
system

Sentiment that everyone is government assistance and that the system is 
being abused

Trump voters still like him, but concerned about his tweets and his making 
up facts

Non-Trump voters think Trump will bring us into a war

People in cities are ruder, keep to themselves 



MAIN STORIES PUBLISHED USING 
POLL DATA
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