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Rewriting the Rural Narrative:
Rural Living in 2025

Speak softly and carry statistics

Benjamin Winchester
Rural Sociologist
Extension Department of Community Development
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THE NARRATIVE

• There’s a brain drain
• We live in the middle of nowhere
• We are a sleepy town
• Everyone knows one another
• Nobody locks their doors
• The lucky few escape
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1900-1950

• Mechanization of agriculture

• Roads and transportation

• Educational achievement
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1950+

• Main street restructuring
• School consolidations

• MN 432 districts in 1990 to 337 in 2010

• Hospitals closings

1958 Interstate Highway
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The rural idyll

“Agriculture is no longer the mainstay of the rural economy.”
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The Media 
Idyll 

Persists

Who are you going to find in a small town when you 
travel to small towns in morning and afternoon?

Photo by Denise Peterson
http://www.dailyyonder.com/speak-your-piece-just-say-no-to-poverty-porn/2016/12/02/16407/
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Rural is changing, 
not dying.

Rumors of my death have been 
greatly exaggerated. –Mark Twain
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In the U.S. the rural population has 

increased by 11% 
since 1970.

As rural populations grow, residents get 

reclassified.

26% 19%
26%
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As rural populations grow, residents get 

reclassified.

26% 19%

Success is taken away from rural as urban areas have grown WIDER, not taller.

Population figures reduced by 
formerly nonmetro places 
now designated as metro.

(25% all counties since 1974)

https://read.dukeupress.edu/demography/article/57/5/1929/168384/Metropolitan-Reclassification-and-the-Urbanization

753 nonmetropolitan counties that were 
redefined as metropolitan between 1963 and 
2013 shifted nearly 70 million residents from 
nonmetropolitan to metropolitan America by 
2017. This represents 21% of the entire 2017 U.S. 
population. In fact, all the proport ionate  growth 
in  metropolitan America from 67% of the 
populat ion in  1970  to 86% in 20 17 resulted from 
metropolitan reclassificat ion.
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Total Population Infatuation
a.k.a. If you’re not growing you’re dying
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Total Population Infatuation

Wait, what?
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Avg. HH Size

Spouse passes

Population:  -1

Households: NC

With a fixed # homes, 
it is your DESTINY to 

lose 29% of your 
population.

Yes there is outmigration but demographics work against growth and 
even stability (stagnation). 

Why is my community not growing? It’s LOSING population!

1940:  3.6                  2018:  2.6
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Brain Drain

???
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Montana Movers Study, 2021

Nebraska Buffalo Commons 
Research 2012

Workforce Movers
University of Minnesota, 
2004, 2012, 2019
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Newcomers: Why?

Simpler pace of life

Safety and Security

Low Housing Cost



1616

Newcomers: Who?

MN 2019 MT 2021

Moved primarily for a job 41% 35%

Lived in the community before 25% 34%*

Have children in household 47% 39%

Household income >$50k 75% 78%

Source: 2020 University of Minnesota Extension Center for Community Vitality. Rural workforce 
movers study. Funded by the U. S. Department of Agriculture.

2021 Montana State University Extension Movers Study.

* Social 
housing 
supply?
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They choose rural age

30-49 
And also when they are 50-64

(since the 1970s)

The Rural Brain Gain
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Rural Living in 2023

Speak softly and carry statistics

Benjamin Winchester
Senior Research Fellow
Extension Center for Community Vitality
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Percent

Take advantage of the slower pace of life 71
To live closer to relatives 70
To find a less congested place to live 69
To live among people with similar values 68
To find lower priced housing 67
To find a safer place to live 67
To live in a smaller community 66
To find a lower cost of living 65
To find a good environment for raising children 65
To find a job that allowed a better work-life balance 61
To find a job that matches my skills 60
To take on a new job 58
To find a higher paying job 56
To live closer to friends 50
To find higher quality schools 49

Move Factors with 
Preference

Proportion of 
households that 
indicated it was 
important in some way.

Source: 2020 University of 
Minnesota Extension Center 
for Community Vitality. Rural 
workforce movers study. 
Funded by the U. S. 
Department of Agriculture.
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Middle of 
Everywhere

Social Life
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National Center for Charitable Statistics, U.S. Census Bureau 

Social Life is Not Dying
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Source: 2020 National Center for Charitable Statistics

2020
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Source: National Center for Charitable Statistics

41% of all nonprofits have been created since 1990!
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SHIFT in Engagement

Broad geography
Narrow focus

Action: the small

Narrow geography
Broad focus
Action: consensus
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Supply and Demand, 2020

Demand:
Total
Orgs

Supply:
Pop Age 

18 +

Org
Demand

National Rank
Overall/ 

Just NPs

Iowa 28,210 2,450,103 1 in 15 4 / 2

Kansas 18,940 2,229,316 1 in 20 11 / 15

Minnesota 35,246 4,389,033 1 in 21 13 / 12

Montana 10,817 850,123 1 in 13 2 / 1

Nebraska 14,999 1,476,127 1 in 17 7 / 8

North Dakota 7,933 596,093 1 in 13 1 / 7

South Dakota 7,782 660,650 1 in 15 6 / 5

Wisconsin 35,326 4,612,300 1 in 22 14 / 13

In North Dakota, 1 in 13 adults must serve as a leader in a 
governmental or nonprofit position. TOP DEMAND IN U.S.

Assumes 5 positions per government and 6 per nonprofit.
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POPULATION PER ORGANIZATIONAL ROLE, 2020
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Rank of Organizational Demands, 2020

1 in 13 North 
Dakota adults must 
serve as an elected 
or appointed 
government or 
nonprofit leader.
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Middle of Everywhere

Jobs and the Economy
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Megaregions

http://discovery.dartmouth.edu/megaregions/
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REGIONAL CENTERS

Economic growth in regional centers
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https://onthemap.ces.census.gov/

Decoupling of Home and Work, 2022: Across North Dakota, 
62% work in their home county, down from 70% in 2002.
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Diversifying the rural economy
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TELECOMMUTING

Question: Do you typically telecommute or work 
remotely for a company not located in your region? 
(of those in workforce)

Respondent 14%
Spouse 16%

21% of Households have a 
member that telecommutes!

Source: 2020 University of Minnesota Extension Center for Community Vitality. Rural workforce 
movers study. Funded by the U. S. Department of Agriculture.
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We live in a REGIONAL 
COMMUNITY.

in the Middle of Everywhere
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MIDDLE OF EVERYWHERE

How can we make local decisions while at the 
same time respect the reality of lives?

The REGION is the primary unit of interest

Mayor, how do you market your town if you 
don’t know what’s going on around you?
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THE COMMUNITY IS WELCOMING OF NEW 
RESIDENTS BY THOSE LIKELY TO STILL LIVE IN 
COMMUNITY IN 5 YEARS

The Community is Welcoming
Likely to 

Live Here 
in 5 Years

Strongly agree 86%
Agree 77%
Disagree 68%
Strongly Disagree 44%
All respondents 78%

Source: 2020 University of Minnesota Extension Center for Community Vitality. Rural workforce movers study. Funded by the U. S. Department of Agriculture.
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resident recruitment
Community Development

Economic Development

Tourism

On the Map – Over the Edge – Welcome Home
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Source: U. S. Census Bureau: 2010 Decennial Census

Baby 
Boomers

That was more than a decade ago, where is the supply!?



3939

http://www.freddiemac.com/research/insight/20190206_seniors_age_millennials_wait.page?
https://familymattershc.com/the-united-states-of-aging-survey/
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http://www.freddiemac.com/research/insight/20190206_seniors_age_millennials_wait.page?https://familymattershc.com/the-united-states-of-aging-survey/
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(contains City of Carrington)
Circled ages: fewer (if any) children
It’s hard to welcome people in when 

there’s nowhere for them to live.

Labor shortage is confused 
with housing shortage.
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47% of newcomer households 
have children

Housing Substitutions: Death brings rebirth

OUT IN
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Community Housing 
Succession

Maybe one of the best things 
you can do for the future of your 
community is to ensure there is 

somewhere for people to live.
Elevate the conversation:
Seniors / families
Councils / commissioners
Employers / youth
Economic Development / talent pipeline
Real estate agents/ property managers
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© Regents of the University of Minnesota.  All rights reserved.
The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity educator and employer. In accordance with the Americans with Disabilities  
Act, this PowerPoint is available in alternative formats upon request. Direct requests to 612-624-1222.

Thank you.
benw@umn.edu
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