
3. DELINEATING “RURAL” AND “URBAN” AREAS

The concepts of “rural” and “urban” now
exist as part of a continuum. While few
would argue about the extremes of that
continuum- - e.g., an isolated farming com-
munity in Texas at one extreme and New
York City at the other--where to draw the
line between urban and rural has become
more difficult. Many Federal policies, how-
ever, rely on dichotomous rural/urban desig-
nations. This section describes the two most
important dichotomous geographic designa-
tions: the Bureau of the Census’ urban and
rural areas (and populations), and the Office
of  Management  and  Budge t ’ s  (O  MB)
metropolitan statistical areas and residual
nonmetropolitan territory. Several geographic
classification schemes are then described that
portray the urban-rural continuum.

U.S. Bureau of the Census

According to the Census Bureau, urban
and rural are “type-of-area concepts rather
than specific areas outlined on maps” (50).
The urban population includes persons living
in urbanized areas (see below) and those
living in places with 2,500 residents or more
outside of urbanized areas. The population
not classified as urban comprise the rural
population; i.e., those living outside of ur-
banized areas in “places” with less than 2,500
residents and those living outside of “places”
in the open countryside. Census-recognized
“places” are either: 1) incorporated places such
as cities, boroughs, towns, and villages; or 2)
closely settled population centers that are out-
side of urbanized areas, do not have corpo-
rate limits, and have a population of at least
1,000.1 The rural population is divided fur-

1 The minimum populat ion of  these unincorporated
areas,  cal led census designated places,  is  lower  in
Alaska and Hawai i .

ther into farm (see below) and nonfarm pop-
ulations.

Urbanized areas consist of a central core
(a “central city or cities”) and the contiguous,
closely settled territory outside the city’s
political boundaries (the “urban fringe”) that
combined have a total population of at least
50,000 (48). The boundary of an urbanized
area is based primarily on a residential popu-
lation density of at least 1,000 persons per
square mile (the area generally also includes
less densely settled areas, such as industrial
parks) (49). The boundaries of urbanized
areas are not limited to preexisting county or
State lines; rather they often follow the
boundaries of small Census-defined geog-
raphic units  such as census t racts  and
enumeration districts. Many urbanized areas
cross county and/or State lines (see figure 1).

Figure 1--- Urbanized Areas
Urbanized area
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SOURCE : U . S .  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  Comnerce,  Bureau of  the
Census,  IICenSUS  and Geography-Concepts  and
P r o d u c t s ,  08 Factf i r ider  CFF No.  8  (Wash-
ington,  D C :  U . S .  G o v e r n m e n t  P r i n t i n g  O f -
f i c e ,  A u g u s t  1 9 8 5 ) .
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Table 1--- Urban and Rural Population by Size of Place (1980)

Number Percent
of places Populat ion o f  U s .

U . S .  t o t a l
Urban areas

Places of  1 ,000,000 or  more
P l a c e s  o f  5 0 0 , 0 0 0 - 9 9 9 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  2 5 0 , 0 0 0 - 4 9 9 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  1 0 0 , 0 0 0 - 2 4 9 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  5 0 , 0 0 0 - 9 9 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  2 5 , 0 0 0 - 4 9 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  1 0 , 0 0 0 - 2 4 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  5 , 0 0 0 - 9 , 9 9 9
P l a c e s  o f  2 , 5 0 0 - 4 , 9 9 9
Places of  less than 2,500
Other urban area a

Rural  areas
P l a c e s  o f  1 , 0 0 0 - 2 , 4 9 9
Places under 1,000
O t h e r  r u r a l  a r e ab

2 2 , 5 2 9

8 , 7 6 5
6

16
34

117
290
675

1,765
2,181
2 , 6 6 5
1 , 0 1 6

13,764
4 , 4 3 4
9 , 3 3 0

2 2 6 , 5 4 5 , 8 0 5

1 6 7 , 0 5 0 , 9 9 2
1 7 , 5 3 0 , 2 4 8
10,834,121
1 2 , 1 5 7 , 5 7 8
1 7 , 0 1 5 , 0 7 4
1 9 , 7 8 6 , 4 8 7
2 3 , 4 3 5 , 6 5 4
2 7 , 6 4 4 , 9 0 3
1 5 , 3 5 6 , 1 3 7

9 , 3 6 7 , 8 2 6
1 , 2 6 0 , 2 4 6

1 2 , 6 6 2 , 7 1 8
5 9 , 4 9 4 , 8 1 3

7 , 0 3 7 , 8 4 0
3 , 8 6 3 , 4 7 0

4 8 , 5 9 3 , 5 0 3

100.0%
7 3 . 7

7 . 7
4 . 8
5 . 4
7 . 5
8 . 7

1 0 . 3
1 2 . 2
6 . 8
4 . 1
0 . 6
5 . 6

2 6 . 3
3 . 1
1 . 7

2 1 . 4

~Includes  urban residents  not  l iv ing in  Census-designated places.
I n c l u d e s  r u r a l  r e s i d e n t s  n o t  l i v i n g  i n  C e n s u s - d e s i g n a t e d  p l a c e s  a n d  r e s i d e n t s  o f  t h e  r u r a l  p o r t i o n  o f  e x -
t e n d e d  c i t i e s .

SOURCE: 1980 Census of Population, Volume 1 ,  Character ist ics  of  the Populat ion,  1981,  table  5 ,  p. 1 - 3 7 .

The 1980 Census identified 373 urbanized
areas in the United States and Puerto Rico
(52).2

The Census definition of urban areas has
changed considerably over time. Prior to
1900, the lower population limit for the size
of places considered urban was set at either
4,000 or 8,000. The limit was lowered to
2,500 residents in 1900(47). This definition
worked well until suburban development out-
side corporate boundaries became extensive.
To improve the definition, people living in
fairly densely populated areas (at least 1,000

z S i n c e  1 9 7 0 ,  r u r a l  a r e a s  h a v e  b e e n  r e c o g n i z e d
~ithin  c e r t a i n  c i t i e s  w h o s e  c o r p o r a t e  l i m i t s  i n -
c l u d e  l a r g e  a r e a s  l a c k i n g  u r b a n  d e v e l o p m e n t . The
r u r a l  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e s e  Ilextended  cities~ i s  a t
l e a s t  5  s q u a r e  m i l e s  i n  a r e a  a n d  h a s  a  p o p u l a t i o n
d e n s i t y  o f  l e s s  t h a n  1 0 0  p e r s o n s  p e r  s q u a r e  m i l e .
T o g e t h e r ,  s u c h  a r e a s  m u s t  c o n s t i t u t e  a t  l e a s t  2 5
p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  l a n d  a r e a  o f  t h e  l e g a l  c i t y  o r  i n -
c l u d e  a t  l e a s t  2 5  s q u a r e  m i l e s  ( 5 0 ) . In 1980 there
w e r e  8 7  e x t e n d e d  c i t i e s  w i t h  a  total o f  1 6 1 , 1 4 0
r u r a l  r e s i d e n t s  ( 4 1 ) .

persons per square mile) in the immediate vi-
cinity of cities of 50,000 or more population
were counted as urban instead of rural begin-
ning in 1950 (21). With the exclusion of
these suburban residents, the size of the 1950
rural population dropped from 62 million to
54 million (47).

The rural population has been divided by
the Census Bureau into the farm and nonfarm
populations. The farm population includes
people living in rural-areas on properties of 1
acre of land or more where $1,000 or more of
agricultural products were sold (or would
have been sold) during the previous 12
months .3 In 1987, the farm population was

3 F r o m  1 9 6 0  t o  t h e  m i d  1 9 7 0 s ,  t h e  f a r m  p o p u l a t i o n
c o n s i s t e d  o f  all p e r s o n s  l i v i n g  i n  r u r a l  t e r r i t o r y
o n  p l a c e s  o f  1 0  o r  m o r e  a c r e s ,  i f  a t  l e a s t  $ 5 0
w o r t h  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  w e r e  s o l d  frcnn t h e
place d u r i n g  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  1 2  m o n t h s . P e r s o n s
l i v i n g  o n  p l a c e s  o f  u n d e r  1 0  a c r e s  w e r e  a l s o  i n -
c l u d e d  i f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  s a l e s  t o t a l e d  $ 2 5 0  o r  m o r e
( 5 5 ) .
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Table 2. --Ten States With The Largest Rural
Population (1980)

Rural  populat ion Percent
S t a t e ( i n  1 , 0 0 0 s ) o f  S t a t e

Pennsylvania a
North Carol ina
Texas
Ohio
Michigan
New York
C a l i f o r n i a
Georgia
Indiana
I l l i n o i s

3 , 6 4 3
3 , 0 5 9
2 , 8 9 6
2 , 8 7 9
2,711
2 , 7 0 0
2 , 0 6 0
2 , 0 5 4
1 , 9 6 5
1 , 9 0 8

3 0 . 7
5 2 . 0
2 0 . 4
2 6 . 7
2 9 . 3
1 5 . 4
8 . 7

3 7 . 6
3 5 . 8
1 6 . 7

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the
C e n s u s ,  C o u n t y  a n d  C i t y  D a t a  B o o k :  1 9 8 3
(Washington, DC: U.S.  Government  Pr int ing
O f f i c e ,  1 9 8 3 ) .

estimated at 4,986,000, or about 8 percent of
the rural population and 2 percent of the to-
tal resident U.S. population. In contrast,
farm residents represented 30 percent of the
population in 1920(55).

According to the 1980 Census, 73.7 per-
cent of the U.S. population was urban, but
the proportion ranged from a low of 33.8
percent in Vermont to 100 percent in the
District of Columbia (51). Table 1 shows the
distribution of the 1980 urban and rural pop-
ulation by size of place. Over 85 percent of
the rural population live in places or areas
with fewer than 1,000 residents. Table 2
shows the ten States with the largest rural
populations. Table 3 shows the seven States
with more than one-half of their population
residing in rural areas.

The Census Bureau’s ‘urbanized” area
concept does not apply to towns, cities, or
population concentrations of less than 50,000.
Those living nearby, but outside of the limits
of smaller cities or towns are not counted as
being part of an “urbanized” area, even
though the “suburban” population may be
large and economically integrated with the
town. For example, the population surround-
ing the incorporated village of Hayward, Wis-
consin (county seat of Sawyer County), ex-

ceeds the 1,456 population of Hayward. The
res iden t s  o f  the  su r round ing  a rea  use
Hayward’s facilities such as a nursing home
and fire station but are not included in the
village population. This “undercount”  has
hampered the village’s ability to obtain grants
to improve area services (13). Numerous
areas such as Hayward, that are considered
“rural” by virtue of the fact that they are out-
side of an urbanized area and have a popula-
tion of 2,500 or less, would be considered ur-
ban if the population immediately surround-
ing the corporate area were included. Many
towns and villages have resolved this problem
by annexing surrounding developed territory
(12).

Table 3--- States With More Than One-Half
of Their Population Residing

in Rural Areas (1980)

Rural  populat ion Percent
State ( i n  1 , 0 0 0 s ) o f  S t a t e

Vermont 339 6 6 . 2
W e s t  V i r g i n i a 1 , 2 4 4 6 3 . 8
South Dakota 370 5 3 . 6
M i s s i s s i p p i 1 , 3 2 8 5 2 . 7
Maine 591 5 2 . 5
North Carol ina 3 , 0 5 9 5 2 . 0
North Dakota 334 5 1 . 2

SOURCE: U.S.  Department  of  Commerce,  Bureau of  the
Census,  Count Y a n d  C i t y  D a t a  B o o k :  1 9 8 3 ,
(Washington, DC: U.S.  Government  Pr int ing
O f f i c e ,  1 9 8 3 ) .

The Office of Management and Budget:
Metropolitan Statistical Areas

A metropolitan statistical! area (MSA)4 is
an economically and socially integrated geo-
graphic unit centered on a large urban area.
In general terms, an MSA includes a large
population center and adjacent communities
that have a high degree of economic and so-

4  F r o m  1 9 5 9  t o  1 9 8 3 ,  HSAS uere cal[ed S t a n d a r d
M e t r o p o l i t a n  S t a t i s t i c a l  A r e a s  (SMSAS)  ( 5 3  F R
5 1 1 7 5 ) . T h e  t e r m  MSA i s  u s e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h i s
paper ,  even when referr ing to  1980 Census data.
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cial integration with that center (54). This
contrasts with Census’ urban area, which is
defined solely on the basis of where people
reside (i. e., population size and density).
MSAs are defined by OMB5 and are used by
Federal agencies for collecting, tabulating,
and publishing statistical data. Some Federal
agencies also use MSA designations to imple-
ment programs and allocate resources al-
though OMB does not define them with such
applications in mind. The business com-
munity uses MSA data and rankings ex-
tensively, for example to make investment
decisions and to assess the desirability of
markets (38).

The official standards that are used to
define MSAs are reviewed prior to each
decennial Census. 6 According to standards
adopted for the 1980 Census, an MSA must
have: 7

■ a city with 50,000 or more residents; or
■ an urbanized area (as defined by the

Census Bureau) with at least 50,000
people that  is  part  of  a  county or
counties that have at least 100,000
people.

In most areas, counties are the building
blocks of MSAs. In the six New England
States, MSAs are composed of cities and
towns, rather than whole counties.8 M S A s

s T h e  m e t r o p o l i t a n  a r e a  c o n c e p t  a p p e a r e d  i n  U . S .
C e n s u s  p u b l i c a t i o n s  a s  e a r l y  a s  1 9 1 0  b u t  Has n o t
widely  i n c o r p o r a t e d  o r  u s e d  u n t i l  t h e  1 9 5 0  c e n s u s
w h e n  t h e  c o n c e p t  w a s  g e n e r a l i z e d  t o  c o u n t y  l i n e s
(12,47) .

6 The Office of Management and Budget ’s  Stat ist ical
Pol  icy Off ice, Off ice of  Informat ion and Regulatory
A f f a i r s ,  r e v i e w s  a n d  r e v i s e s  MSAS w i t h  a d v i c e  f r o m
t h e  i n t e r a g e n c y  F e d e r a l  E x e c u t i v e  C o m m i t t e e  o n
M e t r o p o l i t a n  S t a t i s t i c a l  A r e a s  ( 5 6 ) .

7 S e e  a p p e n d i x  A  f o r  a  s u m m a r y  o f  t h e  1 9 8 0  MSA
standards.

8 New England USA standards are based primarily on
p o p u l a t i o n  d e n s i t y  a n d  c o m m u t i n g  p a t t e r n s  ( 5 6 ) .
T h e  s i x  N e w  E n g l a n d  S t a t e s  a r e  M a i n e ,  N e w  H a m p -
s h i r e ,  V e r m o n t ,  M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  R h o d e  I s l a n d ,  a n d
Connect icut .

often include more than one county; i.e., one
or more central counties containing the area’s
main population concentration and outlying
counties that have close economic and social
relationships with those central counties. To
be included in the MSA, the outlying coun-
ties must have a specified level of commuting
to the central counties and must also meet
certain standards regarding metropolitan
character, such as population density (see ap-
pendix A). Consolidated MSAs(CMSAs) are
large metropolitan complexes within which
individual components are defined, desig-
nated as primary MSAs (PMSAs) (see appen-
dix A).

Problems in MSA classification may oc-
cur when county boundaries do not conform
closely to actual urban or suburban develop-
ment. An MSA may inappropriately include
nonsuburban areas located in the outlying
sections of some counties. For example, in a
spatially large county with a concentrated
metropolitan area, a large, sparsely populated
area maybe included in the MSA. This
problem occurs more frequently in the West,
where counties are bigger than those in the
East. On the other hand, an MSA may ex-
clude suburban areas just across the county
line. For example, a county with a suburban
population that commutes to a neighboring
MSA may be excluded from that MSA be-
cause it also includes a large, sparsely popu-
lated section and therefore has a low average
population density. 9 While these problems
occur, they occur infrequently (56).

About three-quarters (76.6 percent) of
the U.S. population lived in the 275 MSAs
des igna ted  a s  o f  1983 .10 T h e s e  M S A s
represent only 16.2 percent of the total U.S.

9 See a p p e n d i x  B  f o r  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  c r i t e r i a  u s e d
in  inc luding out ly ing count ies  in  an USA.

10  By  June  30 , 1 9 8 8 ,  intercensal  p o p u l a t i o n
e s t i m a t e s  o r  s p e c i a l  c e n s u s  p o p u l a t i o n  c o u n t s  h a d
been used to  add seven newly  qual i f ied HSAS and to
d e s i g n a t e  t h r e e  n e w  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  w i t h i n  e x i s t i n g
MSAS ( 1 2 ) .
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Table 4--- Ten States With The Largest
Nonmetropolitan Population (1986)

Nonmetropol i tan Percent
S t a t e p o p u l a t i o n  ( i n  1 , 0 0 0 s ) o f  S t a t e

Texas
North Carol ina
Ohio
Georgia
I l l i n o i s
Kentucky
M i s s i s s i p p i
Pennsylvania a
Michigan
Indiana

3 , 2 0 9
2 , 8 4 7
2 , 2 7 7
2 , 1 8 2
2 , 0 3 3
2 , 0 3 3
1 , 8 3 7
1 , 8 3 0
1,811
1 , 7 6 0

1 9 . 2
4 5 . 0
2 1 . 2
3 5 . 7
1 7 . 6
5 4 . 5
7 0 . 0
1 5 . 4
1 9 . 8
3 2 . 0

SOURCE : U . S .  B u r e a u  o f  t h e  C e n s u s ,  S t a t i s t i c a l
Abstract  of  the United States:  1988,  108th
e d .  ( W a s h i n g t o n ,  D C :  1 9 8 7 ) ,  t a b l e  3 3 .

land area (figure 2.--MSA map). Seventy-
seven percent of U.S. counties (2,422 of 3,139
counties and county equivalents) are non-

11 Table 4 shows the 10 Statesmetropolitan.
with the largest nonmetropolitan populations.
Table 5 shows the 15 States with more than
one-half of their population residing in non-
metropolitan areas.

Before 1970, an MSA’s “recognized large
population nucleus” had to include a central
city of at least 50,000 population or twin
cities with a total population this large. Now
there is no minimum population size for an
MSA’s central city, and it is easier to include
contiguous populations in the urbanized area
(6). With the relaxation of MSA criteria,
some of the 58 MSAs designated following
the 1970 and 1980 censuses are demographi-
cally dissimilar from those MSAs meeting
earlier standards. For example, of the 33
MSAs newly designated after the 1980 census
that lacked a city of 50,000 or more resi-
dents, 25 had rural population percentages
that were closer to nonmetropolitan norms (62
percent) than metropolitan norms (15 percent)
(6). Furthermore, many of these do not have
facilities and services traditionally associated

11 T h e r e  were 717 metropol i tan comties  ( e x c l u d i n g
Ne~ England)  as  of  June 30, 1988 (12).

Table 5--- States With More Than One-Half
of Their Population Residing in Non-

metropolitan Areas (1986)

Nonmetropol i tan Percent
S t a t e p o p u l a t i o n  ( i n  1 , 0 0 0 s ) o f  S t a t e

Idaho
Vermont
Montana
South Dakota
Wyoming
M i s s i s s i p p i
Maine
W e s t  V i r g i n i a
North Dakota
Arkansas
Iowa
Alaska
Kentucky
Nebraska
New Mexico

416
619
508
361

1 , 8 3 7

1 , 2 1 7
426

1 , 4 3 9
1 , 6 2 9

2 , 0 3 3
848
776

8 0 . 7
7 6 . 9
7 5 . 6
7 1 . 8
7 1 . 2
7 0 . 0
6 3 . 9
6 3 . 4
6 2 . 7
6 0 . 7
5 7 . 1
5 6 . 0
5 4 . 5
5 3 . 1
5 2 . 5

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, S t a t i s t i c a l  A b -
s t r a c t  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s :  1 9 8 8 ,  1 0 8 t h
e d .  ( W a s h i n g t o n ,  D C :  1 9 8 7 ) ,  t a b l e  3 3 .

with metropolitan areas, such as hospitals
with comprehensive services, a 4-year col-
lege, a local bus service, a TV station, or a
Sunday paper (6).

A few counties that have not qualified
for MSA status on the basis of demographic
characteristics have become designated as
MSAs through the Federal legislative process.
Specif ical ly,  s ince 1983,  one new MSA
(Decatur, Alabama) has been created (com-
prising two counties)12 and the boundaries of
two existing MSAs have been enlarged by
statute (62).13 The proponents of the bill to
create the Decatur, Alabama MSA argued that
“MSA status would encourage a measure of
economic recovery to this area... without any
additional financial burden on the Federal
Government” (45). Hospitals located in the
newly designated MSA of Decatur, Alabama
are expected to receive an additional $3 mil-
lion per year in Medicare reimbursements be-

IZ Publ ic  Lau 1 0 0 - 2 5 8 .

13 Publ ic  Law 100-202,  Sec.  530 and
PWlic  Law 99-500.
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cause of this change from nonmetropolitan
(rural) to metropolitan status. The increase in
Medicare outlays for these two counties
would in aggregate decrease reimbursement to
other hospitals because the total amount of
funding for the Medicare program was not
changed by this act (44).

The MSA definition is designed strictly
for statistical applications and not as a
general-purpose geographic framework. In
fact, according to official standards, “no Fed-
eral department or agency should adopt these
statistical definitions for a nonstatistical pro-
gram unless the agency head has determined
that this is an appropriate use of the classifi-
cation” (56). The OMB does not take into ac-
count or attempt to anticipate any nonstatisti-
cal uses that may be made of the MSA
definitions and will not modify the defini-
tions to meet the requirements of any non-
statistical program (62). Nonetheless, Federal
agencies often use MSA designations to im-
plement their programs. Table 6 contains a
partial list of Federal programs that use
MSAs for the administration of programs or
the distribution of funds.

Table 6--- Selected Federal Depart-
ment/Agencies Using MSA Designations for
the Administration of Programs or the Dis-

tribution of Fundsa

Department  of  Agr icul ture
Farmers Home Administration
Rural  Housing Assistance

Department  of  Educat ion
Higher  Educat ion Assistance
Federal  Impact  Payments for  Educat ion
Sumner Food Service Program

Department of Health and Human Services
Federal  Grants for  Residency Train ing
Aid to  Organ Procurement  Organizat ions
Medicare Prospective Payment System
Juveni le  Del inquency Treatment  Grants
Provis ion of  Services to  Medicare Benef ic iar ies

by Heal th  Maintenance Organizat ions (HMOs)
Department of Housing and Urban Development

Enterpr ise Zones
Public Housing Development
Community  D e v e l o p m e n t  B l o c k  G r a n t  P r o g r a m
Urban Development Action Grants
Assisted Housing Fair  Market  Rents
Rental Rehabilitation Awards

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  t h e  I n t e r i o r
Recreat ion Areas
Wastewater Treatment Works Grants

Department of Labor
Job Train ing Partnership Act

%ost U S A  a p p l i c a t i o n s  l i s t e d  Mere  i d e n t i f i e d  b y
searching the U.S. Code and the Code of Federal
R e g u l a t i o n s  (CFR)  for  the term 1’MSA.  IC T h i s  l i s t
is  not  caqwehensive.

SOURCE: Bea,  K. , llMetrwlitan  S t a t i s t i c a l  A r e a
Standards: A p p l i c a t i o n s  i n  F e d e r a l
P o l i c y , w  ( C R S  D r a f t ) ,  1 9 8 9 ;  U . S .  D e p a r t -
ment of Commerce, OFSPS, “Report  on the
Inpct  o f  S t a n d a r d  M e t r o p o l i t a n  S t a t i s t i -
ca l  Areas on Federa l  Programs,ll  1978.


