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Overview 
The U.S. population in rural (nonmetro) counties stood at 46.1 million in July 2019, essen-
tially unchanged from 46.2 million in 2010.1 Prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
rural America showed modest signs of a strengthening economy but had underperformed 
compared with urban areas. Rural population grew by 0.02 percent in 2018-19, a small 
increase after 6 prior years of population decline, but still well below the urban increase rate 
of 0.6 percent. Rural counties added jobs every year during the past decade but at less than 
half the rate of urban counties during most years, including 2018-19 (0.6 percent growth in 
rural counties compared with 1.4 percent growth in urban counties). Rural poverty rates 
dropped from a 2013 rate of 18.4 percent to 16.1 percent in 2018, still well above the urban 
rate of 12.6 percent. 

Nonmetro population and economic trends lagged metro areas prior to 2020 

Indicator Nonmetro Metro

Percent

Population increase, 2018-19 0.02 0.6

Employment increase, 2018-19 0.6 1.4

Poverty rate, 2018 16.1 12.6

 
Sources: USDA, Economic Research Service using U.S. Census Bureau’s Population Estimates Program and Small Area Income and Poverty 
Estimates; Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Local Area Personal Income and Employment data. 
 
Given the dramatic turn of events starting in the winter of 2019-20, this edition of Rural 
America at a Glance focuses on recent conditions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the ensuing economic recession. With 14 percent of the adult population, rural areas had 
about 14 percent of total confirmed COVID-19 cases and 11 percent of all deaths as of 
November 1, 2020. However, the rural share of cases and deaths increased markedly over 
time as the virus spread. In the 3 weeks leading up to November 1 (i.e., the last 3 weeks of 
October), rural residents accounted for 21 percent of new cases. COVID-19 deaths became 
even more concentrated in rural areas, with rural residents accounting for 27 percent of the 
nation’s deaths from COVID-19 during the last 3 weeks of October. Several factors likely 
contributed to the higher recent rural share of COVID-19 deaths than cases, including a 
population that is older and living farther away from hospitals, more likely to have underly-
ing health issues, and less likely to have health insurance. Government restrictions on eco-
nomic activity, social distancing requirements, and other measures in response to the pan-
demic adversely affected certain sectors of the U.S. economy. In March and April, U.S. 
unemployment rates rose to levels not seen since the 1930s. Rural unemployment peaked at 
13.6 percent in mid-April, which was 1 point lower than in metro areas, and fell to 6.0 per-
cent by mid-September. The spread of the pandemic varied across rural counties, shaped in 
part by their dominant economic sector (e.g., recreation or manufacturing-dependent). In 
rural counties with a high proportion of jobs in meatpacking operations, COVID-19 cases 
peaked at the end of April at nearly 50 per 100,000 population, compared with roughly 5 
per 100,000 in other rural counties.

 1Rural areas are defined here using nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) counties. The terms “rural” and “nonmet-
ro” are used interchangeably as are the terms “urban” and “metro.” Statistics are calculated from county-level 
data using the 2013 nonmetro definition provided by the Office of Management and Budget. For more informa-
tion on these definitions, visit the Economic Research Service “What Is Rural?” topic page.  
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limit travel, and other measures applied well beyond initial outbreak sites to help limit the spread of the 
virus. Some of these restrictions and consumer decisions appear to have had less impact in nonmetro 
areas. By the week of September 12, the unemployment rate had fallen to 7.9 percent in metro areas and 
6.0 percent in nonmetro areas. Declining unemployment occurred as the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security (CARES) Act, other new Federal laws, and the Federal Reserve made trillions of 
dollars in funds available as part of efforts to address the recession. Several States also relaxed restric-
tions put in place to control the pandemic, and consumers began to increase spending. On any given 
date, the impact of the pandemic on unemployment rates varied across different county types and was, in 
part, tied to the dominant economic sector in local economies. In mid-August, nonmetro unemployment 
rates were highest in mining-dependent counties (7.8 percent) and lowest in farming counties (5.0 per-
cent). Nonmetro county economic types dependent on other industries experienced unemployment rates 
ranging from 6.4 to 7.0 percent.

Unemployment in nonmetro areas was highest in mining counties, lowest in farming 
counties

U.S. unemployment rates by county economic type and metro status, week including August 12, 2020 
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Note: Data are not seasonally adjusted.

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using 
data from U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics Program (accessed October 29, 2020).

This pattern is consistent 
with national industry trends.  
The leisure and hospitality sector 
declined 42 percent between 
February and April, the largest 
percentage decline in employ-
ment in any major sector during 
this period. Employment in agri-
culture declined only 1.2 percent 
during the same period, helping 
to explain the lower unemploy-
ment rate in farming-dependent 

counties. High rates of COVID-19 cases in many nonmetro areas were associated with economic activi-
ties that did not shed jobs, most notably farming and meatpacking.

COVID-19 Cases in Meatpacking-Dependent Counties
Just over 500,000 people work in the meatpacking industry in the United States. Many plants are in 

cities such as Sioux Falls, SD, where meatpacking is just one of many major employers. However, sever-
al other plants are in much smaller municipalities such as Dakota City, NE, and Worthington, MN, 
where meatpacking is the primary employer in the county. In 56 counties in the United States—49 non-
metro counties and 7 metro counties—meatpacking is estimated to account for more than 20 percent of 
all county employment. 

While these counties make up 2.5 percent of all rural counties and 0.6 percent of urban counties, 
they represent 19.0 percent and 2.9 percent, respectively, of all meatpacking employment in the United 
States. The employment dependence of these counties on a single industry makes meatpacking a unique 
manufacturing industry in the United States. A manufacturing industry accounts for at least 20 percent 
of county employment in only 91 other counties. Motor vehicle parts manufacturing, for example, 
employs at least 20 percent of the workforce in 12 counties compared with meatpacking’s 56 counties; 
other industries have even less geographic concentration. Beginning in mid-April, the confirmed number 
of cases of COVID-19 in meatpacking-dependent counties began to outpace those seen in all other coun-
ties across the country. 

The 2-week moving average number of new daily cases rose in meatpacking-dependent counties 
through the remainder of April, reaching a peak of nearly 50 cases per 100,000 population by the end of 
the month, more than 10 times the prevalence seen in other rural counties. Even though cases in meat-
packing-dependent counties started to decline in May, they remained significantly higher compared to 
other rural counties, falling to just under 7 times the number of average daily cases per 100,000 popula-
tion by the end of May. Partial plant closures and increased social distancing protocols were implement-
ed at meatpacking plants across the country starting in late May. These measures appear to have slowed 
infection rates, as June saw a sharp reduction in cases in meatpacking-dependent counties. As the pan-
demic began to spread more widely throughout rural America in July, rates in meatpacking-dependent 
counties leveled off and then declined slightly in August. Both meatpacking-dependent and other rural 
counties saw modest declines in the 2-week moving average number of new daily cases per 100,000 
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through mid-September. Since September 15, all rural counties have seen a surge in average new 
cases per 100,000. This surge in rural new cases does not appear to be driven by new outbreaks in the 
meatpacking industry, as meatpacking-dependent counties have maintained an almost identical pat-
tern to other rural counties for the 4 most recent months of data. 

COVID-19 case rates remained much higher in meatpacking counties compared to 
other nonmetro counties from May through mid-July

Two-week moving average of new daily COVID-19 cases per 100,000 population since March 1, 2020, 
in nonmetro counties with 20 percent or more employment in meatpacking compared to all other rural 
counties in the United States
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Sources: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from Johns Hopkins University U.S. County Level COVID-19 Tracking Map (downloaded November 
2, 2020); U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census population estimates for 2019; and Imputing Missing Values in the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
County Business Patterns, F. Eckert, T.C. Fort, P.K. Schott, and N.J Yang, National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper #26632-2020.
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In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, 
and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity 
(including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, 
or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity conducted or funded by USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint 
filing deadlines vary by program or incident.

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should 
contact the responsible Agency or USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. 
Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English.

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027, found online at How to File a Program Discrimination 
Complaint and at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the 
complaint form, call (866) 632-9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil 
Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or (3) email: program.intake@usda.gov.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.

ERS Website and Contact Person 
Information on rural America can be found on the ERS website. For more information, contact 

John Cromartie at John.Cromartie@usda.gov.
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