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The Concept ofRural and the Rationale forMultiple Definitions

Everyone has generaideaaboutwh at def i nes t h e thessideas offerane r
not wellarticulated Some &amples of expressions of these general notions incl\déere the
far msifaraggaesdo t hat ar e | ocfamaeldl aporathgersisiao m t h
characterizations. Theperceptionyvary from person to persoRor examplesomeone who
lives in the center of a cityaythink thata farming aredive miles outgde of the cityis arural
area while a logger who lives in a remote forested area may think of it as urban.

Although these vaguely defined definitiooisrural are adequate to serve the needs of the lay
person, they are not specific enougle used irthe administration of public programs or in
conductingresearchlt is important to consider both usgace the definitions used in public
programs ar&orrowed from the research literatur®r researcherghe definition of rural
begins with a theoretical understanding of rural areashanchanner in whicthey differ from
urban areas, both socially and economically. Among the characteristics thaekave
entertained in the theoretical conception of rural are: (1) population2)zmpulation density,
and(3) thesocial and economic tigkatthe populatiormaintains withmoreurban centers.
Thesecharacteristics need to beore clearly definedothat they can be measured consistentl
and accurately.

Each ofthese characteristitgs been used to operationalizedkénition of ruraland in
devel oping the mul tAltmwugbhadng marenthawnedefmison o f i
introduces someonfusion, there are advantages associated with the opportinis#iectfrom
several definitionsResearchers can choose the definition ltlagtthebest fit with the research
guestion being posed,an a more practical levehe definition for which daareavailable.
Researchrsoften use one dhe definitionsusedby the U.S CensusBureay sincesignificant
guantities of data amdassified by these definitionSomeof thedefinitionscurrently in usanay
reflect one of théhreecharacteristics ifavor of others, whil@thersincorporate a combination
of characteristics

Similar tothedefinitionsused in researchhe definition of rural in the administration afifglic
programsalsohas to be weltlefined Since organizationand agencies ab¢ federal, state, and
community levelsare involved in the administration of these programs, it is not surprising tf
several definitionglsoareused inthese applications. Most organizations healed onU.S.
Census Bureabasedlefinitions becausef their availabilityand the availability of associated
data

One size does not fit aDifferent programs use different definitioasd the definition that is
usedmay exclule some areas for which the program was intenakde at the same time,
includng otherarea thatwere not targeted by the prograNeverthelessit would be
administratively prohibitivedr a sponsoring agendp use multiple definitions, allow fanany
exceptionsor make decisions amnad hocor caseby-case basis.

Thegeneral scenario can be summarized as follows. In everyday life, we use a very gene
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conception abouwhereruralis. This conception is not wellefined, varies from person to




person, but has a common basi$iere are a variety of definitions thataised in both scidéfic
researcland the administration of public programs. These definitions are based on the
theoretical understanding of rural which distinguishes urban from rural on the basis of: (1)
population size(2) population density, an(8) the social and economic ties that the populatian

maintains with urban centers. Consequently, there is more than one answer to the question,

ARural, where is it anywatageted progrdms orisengggedrint
scientific reseanh, it is unarguably beneficial to be familiar with the sevpaaisibleanswers to
that question, that i$p be aware ofthe different definitions of ruraurrentlyin common usage

Click herehttp://ims2.missouri.edu/rac/amirurad/ see if your location is considered to be rurgl
and eligible for several federal programs.

Rural: Where Is It Anyway?
The Most Frequently Use®efinitions of Rural

There are twassentiafeatures common tall definitionso f i rFareahldefidition thereis
a (1) unit of analysis an®) one or moreriteriausedto classifythose unitsThe unit of analysis
is a common geographic usiich as @aounty, a municipality, a ZIP Code, a school district, a
cengss tract, or some other geographic unit. It is impottiamite that different definitions use
different units to define areas as rurBhe criterion is the characteristic on which the rural
designation is madir the unit of analysisThis could be thpopulation density of the unit, the
population size of the unit, the commuting patterns of residents of th@usdme other
criterion. In some cases a combination of criteria may be used.

It is commorto definet h e  urlearo finst. Those areas nelassified as urbaare considered
to berural. Consequentlyrural is a residual categorylost definitions are simple dichotomies
That is, all units are classified as either urban or rural. Other definitsamultiple categories
indicating the degge or type of ruraMany times these multiple category definitions are
calculated and then collapsed itihe twocategorie® f urbéro andfirural o

Definition 1: Metropolitad Non-Metropolitan

The most frequently used definition of rural has beemtmemetropolitandefinition. A

metropolitan area is a county or a group of counties that includes a city and the densely settled

areas surrounding it; anything outside of this area is considered to imeeti@politan.
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAye defined and areas within the MSAs are labeled
metropolitan while those areas outside of MSAs are labelednadropolitan Metropolitan is

ci
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commonly consi der ed a nmetrdpditaneid centmoriywconsideredoandw h i | e

| ab el edaMetiopolitan Sthtistical Areaare defined as anrbanized areéor combined
urbanized areas)f 50,000 or more population plus adjaceotntiesthat hare a high egreeof
social and economic integratigas measured by commuting di@ath thecoreurbanizedarea
The MSA always includes the county in which the urbanized area is located.


http://ims2.missouri.edu/rac/amirural/

MSAs are defined by the federal Office of Management and Bi@jéB) and periodically
updated. The latest update occurred in 2013. Most know this definition througle thidJuS.
Census Bureau data and considén ibea Census definition. The 2013 updegsulted in
significant changes for the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, including the addition of the
Gettysburg, Chambersbukyaynesborpand Bloomsburdgerwick MSAs.

In the past decade, there have been some complementary classifications added to the basic MSA
categorizationThis multitude of classification schemeanresult insome confusioffor the user
which canbe minimized if one considers them todmnplementarand not affecting the

original MSA categorizatiorilhe Micropolitan Statistical Area one of these additionsA
Micropolitan Statistical Areas an area includingt least one urban cluster of at least 10,000 but
less than 50,000 population, plus adjat territory that has a high degree of social and economic
integration with the core as measured by commutingBieth Metropolitanand Micropolitan
Statistical Areas are delineated in terms of whole courtiesddition several adjuncts to the

MSA have been addedhcluding the Metropolitan Division (part of an MSA that could
conceivably stand alone) and therbinedStatisticalAreawhichis a combination of adjacent
metrometro or metramicro areas

Figure 1 shows the metropolitan and froatropoitan areas of Pennsylvania using the OMB
definition.

Click herehttp://www.census.gov/population/metto/o access t he U. S. Censu
on Metropolitan and/icropolitan Statistical Areas.

Definition 2: CensudJrbanized Area, Urban Clustedrban and Rural

TheU.S.Census Bureau definas urban areasa densely settled core of census tracts and/or
census blocks that meet minimum population density requirenuemtdinedwith adjacent
territoryincluding less densely settled areas that connect two parts of the denselyeettlda
gualify as an urban area, the territory must encompass at leasp2dl® This classification
includes botfUrbanized Areas (UAs) of 50,000 or more pleandUrban Clusters (UCs) of at
least 2,500 and less than 50,000 pedpis.important to note that the building block of urban is
the census tract or the smaller census hladian need not be an entire courityRralo is

defined as the residualei,bany ar eas n arband Consayuently urateahcormpasses
all population, housing, and territory not included within an urban area.

Figure 2 shows the urban and rural areas of Pennsylvania using the U.S. Census definition.
Click herehttp://www.census.gov/geo/reference/ua/urbaat2010.htmlto access the U.S.

Census Bur e athe@8040 CGerstisdrbaneand ®Rural Classification and Urban Area
Criteria

Definition 3: RuralUrban Commuimg Areas (RUCAS)

TheRuraltUrban Commuting Area codes, known as RUGAsCensus traebased
classification scheme thabmbinedJrbanized Area and Urban Cluster definitions with work


http://www.census.gov/population/metro/
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commutingpatterns The result is aetailed rural and urban status classification scheme that
highlightscommuting patternd’heoriginal census traebased RUCA classificatiorsve been
mapped and converted t&Z# Codegeography. Most people use the ZIP Code version rather
than the origial census tract version.

The classification was developed in the 1990s as a collaborative project between the Health
Resources and Service Administration's (HRSA) Office of Rural Health Policy (ORHP), the
Department of Agriculture's Economic Researchvier(ERS), and the University of
Washington6s WWAMI Rural Health Research Cent
expected soon, the current databased on 2000 U.S. Census data.

The scheme has 10 major categories (a more detailed classifeatitmthat includesecondary
commuting flows). The categories are as follows:

Metropolitan area core: primary flow within an urbanized area (UA)

Metropolitan area high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a UA
Metropolitan area low commuting: primaryWal0% to 30% to a UA

Micropolitan area core: primary flow within an Urban Cluster of 10,000 to 49,999 (large
ucC)

Micropolitan high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a large UC
Micropolitan low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a large UC

Small town core: primary flow within an Urban Cluster of 2,500 to 9,999 (small UC)
Small town high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a small UC

Small town low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a small UC

0. Rural areas: primary flow to a tract outside a UAJGr
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Such a detailed classification can be useful for some research purposes, but for administrative
purposest is too detailed. Consequently, RUCA codes 4 through 10 are considered to be rural
for the purposes of grants administered through the Fed#ie¢ Of Rural Health Policy, as

well as for many other applications.

Figure 3 shows the urban and rural areas of Pennsylvania using the RUCA definition.

Click herehttp://depts.washington.edu/uwruta/access the WWAMI Rural Health Research
Cent er dUdbanRoammating Area (RUCAS) website

Definition 4: The Center for Rural Pennsyl va
Districts, and Municipalities

In Pennsylvania, a rural definition thatgaining some favor is one developed by the Center for
Rural Pennsylvania. The Center for Rural Pennsylvania's definition of rural and urban is based
on population densitwherebycounties and school districtsth population densities less than

the Commawealth as a wholare classifieds rural, and those with densitegual to olgreater

than the Commonwealth as a whole as urban. The population density of Pennsylvania in 2010
was 284 persons per square mier municipalitiesthe classification haan additional criterion.

The definition for municipalities is: A municipality is rural when the population density within


http://depts.washington.edu/uwruca/

the municipality is less than the statewide average density of 284 persons per square mile, or the
total population is less than 2,50fhless more than 50 percent of the population lives in an
urbanized area as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. All other municipalities are cotwidered
beurban.

Figure 4 shows Pennsylvania using the Center for Rural Pennsylvania definition ofnatban a
rural with the county as the unit of analysis. Figure 5 shows Pennsylvania using the Center for
Rural Pennsylvania definition with the municipality as the unit of analysis and Figure 6 shows
Pennsylvania using the Center for Rural Pennsylvania definiith school districts as the unit

of analysis.

Click herehttp://www.rural.palegislature.us/demographics rural urban.hiod#cess the
Center f or Ru websiteaRdahe mergndtionaomthea dednitions of rural and
urban

Other Definitions

In addition tothesecommonly used definitions, other rural definitions have been developed over
the years. One of the most frequently usgtie RuralUrban ContinuunCodeclassification,
commonly known as Beale Codes. This is a scheme that distinguishes metropolitan counties by
the population size of their mepolitanarea, anchonmetropolitan counties kiieir degree of
urbanization and adjacency to a metro a@her ad-hocdefinitions are in use, as well as,
locally-specific definitions.

What Definitions Do Rural Health Programs Use?

All of the definitions described have been used as eligibility requirements for publicly sponsored
programs. Users of this site dikeely most interested in programs related to rural hesithin
funding opportunities available through the fed@#ice of Rural Health Policy (ORHRyhich

treas all nonmetro counties as rurddutusesRUCA codesin metropolitan counties to idefiti
additional rural area®Vhile use of the RUCA codes has allowed identification of ramahsn
metropolitan counties, there are some that are extremely large and where use of RUCA codes
alone fails to account for distance to services and sparse popula response to these

concerns, ORHP has designated 132 large area censusrtatictsally)with RUCA codes 2 or

3 (usually consideretb beurban)as rural.These tracts are at least 400 square miles in area with
a population density of no more tha5 peopleThis is called the Goldsmith modificatiofihe

ORHP definition includes about 2@rcentof the population and 9dercenwof the area of the

United States

Programs not administered by ORHKRB¢ch as those that support #stablishment of &al
Health Clinics, may use other definitions. Users are strongly encouraged to check eligibility
requirementg$or each program.

Click herehttp://ims2.missouri.edu/rac/amirurédl see if your loation is considered to be rural
and eligible for several federal programs.



http://www.rural.palegislature.us/demographics_rural_urban.html
http://ims2.missouri.edu/rac/amirural/

Figure 1: Map of Pennsylvania Using the Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
Definition for Metropolitan -Non-Metropolitan (2013)
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Figure 2: Map of Pennsylvania Using the U.S. Census Bureau Urban and Rural Definition

for Rural (2010)
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Figure 3: Map of Pennsylvania Using theRural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA)
Definition for Rural and Urban (2010)
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Figure 4. Map of Pennsylvania Using theCenter for Rural Pennsylvania Definition
(County asUnit of Analysis, 2013
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Figure 5: Map of Pennsylvania Using the Centefor Rural Pennsylvania Definition
(Municipality as Unit of Analysis, 2013)
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Figure 6: Map of Pennsylvania Using the Center for Rural Pennsylvania Definition
(School District as Unit of Analysis, 2013)

Source The Center for Rural Pennsylvania
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