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GROWING PAINS IN RURAL AMERICA ...
A LOOK AT THE ISSUES FACING

SMALL COMMUNITIES AS THEY GAIN
(OR LOSE) POPULATION . ..

N-1887-NICHD, Demographic Forces Reshaping
Small Communities in the 1980s, by Peter A.
Morrison and Kevin F. McCarthy, 31 pp., $4.00

Most smaller U.S. communities are growing—but
how much growth can they stand?

And if they aren't growing—if, in fact, their
population is slipping away—how can they best
manage the challenges posed by shrinking size?

These are among the questions addressed in N-1887,
which examines the demographic and socioeconomic
changes that are reshaping the fortunes of small
communities in the aftermath of reduced federal aid
and strengthened local autonomy.

The report notes that local autonomy forced on small
communities by declining federal aid is a mixed
blessing. Local governments have been freed of
many  federal  dictates that  accompanied
intergovernmental transfers of funds. But they are
also in line for less federal money to provide new
facilities and what often are essential public services.

At the same time, recent years have seen a turnabout
in the flow of population, with people leaving large
metropolitan areas and heading for outlying fringe
suburbs and small rural communities once thought of
as isolated from the economic mainstream.

This often unanticipated growth experienced by
smaller communities has not been universal. About a
fifth of all nonmetropolitan counties are not growing.
The Corn Belt, for example, and the Mississippi Delta
continue to experience widespread declines in
population.

Nor is population change all of a piece. Some
smaller communities, mostly in the Sunbelt states, are
filling new industrial parks and generating more jobs.
Others are meeting the needs of growing numbers of
nonworkers—the retired and semi-retired—for
housing and recreation.



All of this means that population changes in
nonmetropolitan areas have proven extraordinarily
diverse, posing different and increasingly difficult
problems that call for new ways of thinking about
local government roles and responsibilities and,
perhaps, a new policy at the federal level. As yet,
such a policy remains indistinct, and localities will
have to formulate their own individual strategies for
building on whatever advantages their regional
settings afford, or overcoming whatever liabilities
those settings may impose.

Declining communities are a case in point.

Decline, the authors note, isn’t a graceful process. A
pronounced loss of people means a shrinking tax
base, an anemic economy, and the splitting of
generations in families as young people seek their
fortunes elsewhere. As the community loses
taxpayers, the per capita costs of providing existing
services will spiral upward faster than the capacity of
remaining residents to cover those costs. One
alternative the report suggests: consolidation of
services such as police, fire, and sanitation and
cofinancing with neighboring communities or larger
government units.

What about rapidly growing communities?

Traditionally, population growth has been viewed as
a healthy sign. But not always. Rapid growth strains
existing facilities and pressures local governments to
build new ones and otherwise finance higher service
levels.

Planning for future growth is further complicated by
its unpredictability. In an era of increasing
population diversity, it is virtually impossible for local
governments to predict the volume and type of
population change over a ten- or twenty-year time
horizon.

To satisfy their planning needs, the authors suggest
that local governments make better use of
technologies that can facilitate the application of data
and analysis to local areas. Possible solutions
include: pooling resources with similar communities
to hire circuit-riding experts who will service a
number of communities; strengthening regional



organizations to provide planning and technical
assistance to multi-community areas; and working
with private-sector sources, such as public utilities.

The report says that uncertainty about future
population also suggests that a key consideration for
small communities should be flexible current outlays
instead of ‘lumpy” investments. For example, an
expanding community may have outgrown its sewage
disposal plant yet fear it may be undertaking too
much public indebtedness by building a major new
facility. Such a community might better expand
capacity by adding small-scale waste treatment
systems incrementally (like adding neighborhood fire
stations). This “modular” investment strategy could
be scaled to accomodate a future population whose
size cannot be accurately foreseen.

Another strategy for the growing small community:
contracting out for certain municipal services. By
doing so, it can defer major capital outlays until the
future becomes clearer. It can rent bookmobiles
instead of building branch libraries. Or it can hire a
private firm to assist with garbage collection rather
than invest in a fleet of new trucks.

These are only a few of the ways local governments
can help themselves cope with demographic
diversity—and uncertainty—in the years ahead. The
report is not intended to provide an exhaustive list of
solutions to the problems of nonmetropolitan growth
(or decline). Rather, it suggests what the problems
are and how to find solutions under the new
federalism. According to the authors, the outlook is
for continued diversity in rural America as growth
emerges or accelerates in some places while others
stand still or decline. "The demographic forces
reshaping the fortunes of small communities are like
deep ocean cutrents,” the authors conclude. “As local
governments find themselves challenged to move
under their own power in directions of their own
choice, all will need navigational assistance to help
them chart a course that is realistic and desired. A
rural development strategy should provide that
guidance and direction.”

In addition to the population’s rearrangement among
regions and the growing popularity of smaller com-



munities, there are other demographic developments,
national in scope, that the report says all communi-
ties, large and small, should be alert to.

One trend is the shrinking size, increasing number,
and growing variety of households.

We have entered an era of shrinking household size,
the study says. A typical household of the 1960s—a
married couple and their three teenagers—may well
be spread out over several households today. The
statistical result is that there are more households to
count than before, but of diminished size. Also,
households are changing in composition. Families
are having fewer children. One-parent families are
more commonplace. And some people are simply
opting to live alone. For local officials, this means
that the time-worn method of inferring changes in
population size by counting occupied dwelling units
won’t work anymore; and while the trend toward
smaller (but more numerous) households generally
will intensify pressure on local housing markets, it
will have very different effects on the demand for
public services.

Another typical trend is the shift of wives into paid
employment. Slightly over half of all married
women in the U.S. work for pay, and much of the
employment growth in nonmetropolitan areas has
been among rural women.

The implications are important and far reaching. A
second salary helps boost household spending and
cushions the blow when either spouse loses a job,
which may in turn lessen out-migration from rural
areas. But even more important, dual-earner house-
holds are “busier” households. To conserve their
scarcest resource—time—working couples may be
willing to “buy” time for themselves by paying for
services they would ordinarily “produce” at home,
like childcare and after-school recreation programs
for their children.

A third demographic current in American life is illus-
trated by the pressures of a changing age profile.
The report speculates that these pressures—
fluctuating service demands and strains on local
housing markets and municipal retirement
programs—may be more profoundly feit in non-
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metropolitain cities, which are today experiencing the
sharpest rises in the population’s median age. Look-
ing ahead, the ranks of the elderly will begin to
expand sharply just 30 years from now when the
baby boom generation begins to turn 65—and that
development will intensify stresses on the health care
system as well as retirement programs that are
funded on a pay-as-you-go basis.

Preparation of N-1887 was supported by The
National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development and is available directly from Rand.
Copies may be obtained from the Publications
Department, The Rand Corporation, 1700 Main
Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA
90406-2138, or by telephoning (213) 393-0411
Extension 686.

The report was also published in The Southwestern
Review of Management and Economics, Vol. 3 (2),
1983; reprints are available from Peter A. Morrison,
Director, Population Research Center, The Rand
Corporation, 1700 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa
Monica, CA  90406-2138.  Telephone: (213)
393-0411, Extension 362.

Also available upon request: SB-1041, a bibliography
of abstracts of other population studies published by
Rand.



RAND
POPULATION RESEARCH CENTER

The Center draws on the expertise of Rand’s 500
professional staff, supplemented by consultants from
universities. The principal researchers conducting the
Center’s program are:

Rand Professional Staff
Peter A. Morrison Social demography, Director

Allan F. Abrahamse Statistics

Julie DaVanzo Economic demography
Arleen Leibowitz Economics

Lee A. Lillard Economics

Daniel A. Relles Statistics

Toni Richards Statistical demography
William Rogers Statistics

James P. Smith Economics

Linda ]. Waite Sociology

Academic Associates

Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr. Sociology, University of
Pennsylvania

Calvin Goldscheider Sociology, Brown University

Frances K. Goldscheider Sociology, Brown University

John G. Haaga Nutritional Science, Cornell University

S. Philip Morgan Sociology, University of Pennsylvania

Susan C. M. Scrimshaw Public Health, UCLA

Michael P. Ward Economics, Unicon Research
Corporation

Michael J. White Sociology & Public Affairs, Princeton
University



RELATED PUBLICATIONS
from Rand’s Population Research Center

Kevin F. McCarthy and Peter A. Morrison, “The
Changing Demographic and Economic Structure
of Nonmetropolitan Areas in the U.S. " Interna-
tional Regional Science Review, 2(2), 1977.

Peter A. Morrison and Allan F. Abrahamse, “Is
Population Decentralization Lengthening Com-
muting Distances?” Population Research and Policy
Review, 1983.

Peter A. Morrison, “Forecasting Population of
Small Areas: An Overview,” in Population Fore-
casting for Small Areas Oak Ridge Associated
Universities, Oak Ridge, TN, 1977.

Reprints of Journal articles
available on request from the Center.







THE RAND BOARD OF TRUSTEES

Donald H. Rumsfeld, Chairman, The Rand Board of Trustees

Harold Brown, Chairman, Johns Hopkins Foreign Policy
Institute of the School of Advanced International
Studies

Solomon J. Buchsbaum, Executive Vice President,
Customer Systems, Bell Laboratories

Frank C. Carlucci, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer,
Sears World Trade, Inc.

William T. Coleman, Jr., Partner, O’Melveny & Myers
Michael Collins, President, Michael Collins Associates
Richard P. Cooley, Chairman of the Board, Seafirst Corp.

James C. Gaither, Partner, Cooley, Godward,
Castro, Huddleson & Tatum

Carla A. Hills, Partner, Latham, Watkins & Hills

Walter . Humann, President, Hunt Investment
Corporation

Charles F. Knight, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer,
Emerson Electric Company

Walter E. Massey, Vice President of the University of Chicago
for Research and for Argonne National Laboratory

Michael M. May, Associate Director at Large, Lawrence
Livermore National Laboratory

G.G. Michelson, Senior Vice President for External Affairs,
R.H. Macy & Co., Inc.

Newton N. Minow, Partner, Sidley & Austin

Lloyd N. Morrisett, President, The John and Mary R. Markle
Foundation

J. Richard Munro, President and Chief Executive Officer,
Time Inc.

Donald B. Rice, President and Chief Executive Officer,
The Rand Corporation

Paul G. Rogers, Partner, Hogan & Hartson

Brent Scowcroft, Vice Chairman, Kissinger Associates, Inc.

Gustave H. Shubert, Senior Vice President,
The Rand Corporation

Dennis Stanfill, President, Stanfill, Doig & Co., Inc.

Charles J. Zwick, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer,
Southeast Bank, N.A.

November 1985



THE RAND CORPORATION
POPULATION RESEARCH CENTER
1700 MAIN STREET, PO. BOX 2138
SANTA MONICA, CA 90406-2138





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [300 300]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


