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Who lives in Rural America? :
Part I —Howdata shapes (andmisshapes) conceptions
of diversity in rural America
Misunderstandings of diversity in rural America inhibit us fromaddressing systemic racial
and ethnic inequities

Introduction
Racial and ethnic diversity is one of themost commonlymisunderstood aspects of rural America.
Nationalmedia depictions of white farmers and ranchers in theWest andMidwest, white coal
miners in Appalachia, or the “white working class” living in rural communities reinforce the
misconception that rural areas are homogeneously white. It is amisconception that ignores that 86
of the 100mostmarginalized counties in the country are rural, 60 of which are located in Tribal
lands or Southern regions with large Black populations. It is amisconception that renders invisible
the 14million Black, Hispanic or Latino, Asian, Native, andmultiracial people who live in rural
America (2020 census-nonmetro plus). It is amisconception that holds signi�icant consequences.

Misunderstandings of diversity in rural America can inhibit e�orts to support programming and
policies designed to increase the ability of rural communities to thrive. For rural communities to
thrive, national, state, and local leaders need to take e�orts to systematically address racial and
ethnic inequities that limit the freedom, safety, and opportunity of rural people of color.

There is an imperative to better understandwho lives in rural America today. In just the past few
years, billions of public and private dollars have been committed to building amore equitable
economy. The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA), the CHIPS Act, and the Inflation
Reduction Act (IRA) have committed hundreds of billions of dollars that will be invested by federal
agencies and state and local governments in healthcare, housing, energy, and economic
development. As part of these e�orts, the Biden administration has ordered federal agencies to
prioritize advancing racial equity in the design of these programs and the distribution of resources.
Similarly, companies and philanthropy havemade racial equity commitments ofmore than $200
billion.With these public and private commitments, hundreds of billions of dollars will be invested
in the coming years with a speci�ic focus on addressing racial equity.

Yet, if these historic investments are not informed by an accurate understanding of rural
demographics and how these communities have evolved over time in response to government
policies and settler-influenced power shifts, thenwe risk excluding rural communities and people
of color from the critical resources that are needed to strengthen communities and economies that
serve everyone.
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In Part I of the second story in our Rural Aperture Project,we seek to explain howandwhy such
flawed conceptions of rural America exist. In the accompanying second part, we strive to illustrate
the stories of the di�erent demographic groupswhomake up rural America—where they are, how
they came to be there, and how they have changed in the past decade— even as we acknowledge
that no story can capture the experiences of all the people in a demographic group.
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In Part I, wewill discuss �ive ways to look at data that can lead tomisconceptions about rural
demographics, alongwith �ive recommendations for using data e�ectively to advance rural racial
equity:

Howdata can lead tomisconceptions about
rural demographics

1. De�ining diverse places based on
national and urban benchmarks

2. Treating rural America as a single
region

3. Considering rural demographics at a
single point in time

4. Using thewrong de�inition of “rural”
5. Taking census data at face value

Recommendations for using data e�ectively
to advance rural racial equity

1. Focus on rural populations as a unique
entity, not on comparisons with urban
areas and the country as a whole

2. Adopt a regional approachwhen using
rural demographic data

3. Pay attention to demographic changes
over time

4. Account for who is and is not included
in di�erent rural de�initions

5. Go beyond the top-line numbers
6. Recognize that power and privilege

often trump populations numbers in
rural areas
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UNDERSTANDINGTERMSANDDEFINITIONS

Race and ethnicity:Race and ethnicity are central components of the U.S. Census Bureau’s
demographic data, and also central components tomany peoples’ identity. The census itself refers to
race as “a person’s self-identi�icationwith one ormore social groups,” and ethnicity as “determin[ing]
whether a person is of Hispanic origin or not.” More holistically, race is a socially constructed system
that encompasses the categories assigned to demographic groups, often based on observable physical
characteristics; while ethnicity refers to the social characteristics that people have in common, such as
language, religion, regional background, and culture. Discussions on de�ining race are complex and
multifaceted, andmore resources can be found here. Throughout this piece, whenwe say “diversity,”
we are referring to racial and ethnic diversity.

Equity:Equity refers to the idea of treating people fairly, even if thatmeans not treating every person,
group, or community exactly the same. Taking on an equity lens “seeks to render justice by deeply
considering structural factors that bene�it some social groups or communities and harm others.”

Rural:As depicted in our �irst story on rural de�initions, rural can be a challenging term to de�ine. In
the context of this story, we use the nonmetropolitan de�inition to de�ine rural whenwe only have
access to county-level data, andwe refer to these as “nonmetro” areas.Whenwe have access to census
tract-level data, we use a combination of the nonmetro de�inition and tracts withinmetro counties that
are rural in character (based on the RUCA classi�ication).We refer to these as “nonmetro plus” areas to
indicate that we are including beyond just the nonmetro de�inition.Unless otherwise noted,weuse the
“nonmetro plus” de�inition in this storywhen referring to rural populations.

Howcandata lead tomisconceptions about rural America?
Data can be a powerful tool for bringing visibility to the presence, experiences, and historical
conditions of people in rural America. At the same time, wemust be careful about howwe look at
data. Theways in which data is collected, organized, and framed signi�icantly impacts the story that
data tells. The same set of data, seen through two di�erent lenses, can result in vastly di�erent
narratives. Indeed, the lenses throughwhichwe have examined rural demographic data have
largely contributed to ourmisconceptions of rural America.

1) De�ining diverse places based onnational andurban benchmarks
National demographic data is often used as a benchmark for comparing communities to target
economic and social programs aimed at advancing racial equity.When national demographic data
is cited by news outlets and reports, it shapes the national narrative about race and ethnicity — and
about what it means to be considered “diverse.”

National census data shows that the white (not Hispanic or Latino) populationmade up 58% of the
national population in 2020, compared to 75% in rural America (Figure 1). National data is often
used to de�ine which places are considered to be racially "diverse" or "nondiverse," which renders
rural America as relatively homogenous andwhite.
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Figure 1

WHYDONUMBERSANDPERCENTAGESONRURALPOPULATIONSVARY?

As described in our �irst story, there are often varying numbers that are usedwhen accounting for di�erent peoples
and places. One reason relates to the rural de�inition—whether it is the census, nonmetro, nonmetro plus, or
another de�inition entirely. Another reason is about how the population counts are actually being framed in the
census. Based on basicmath, onewouldmake us assume that all percentages of populations, when compared,
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should add up to 100%. But when it comes to population data, this is not always the case— and here are a few guiding
principles to help understandwhy:

● If we are comparing racial percentages to represent part of awhole population,we use census data that
represents “race alone, not Hispanic or Latino.” This is becausewhen representing an entire population, we
need to ensure that the categories aremutually exclusive. This is the case in Figure 1 abovewhere, for
example, we show that those who identify as white alone account for 75% of rural America.

● Whenwewant to ensure broader representation of anyonewho identi�ies as a particular race,we use
census data that represents “race alone or in combinationwith another race.” This enables us to paint a
more inclusive picture of individuals’ racial identities on a population level. When compared, these
percentagesmay not add up to 100% because they are not intended to represent one singular picture of a
population, and can lead to people being double counted across di�erent races. This is the case ofmany
visualizations in Part II,where, for example, we show that over 84% of rural people identify as white,
including those who are white andmultiracial.

However, this data does not take into account the large population of Black, Hispanic or Latino,
Native, and Asian people who live in rural America today. In 2020, therewere nearly 14million
rural people identifying as Black, Hispanic or Latino, Native, Asian, ormultiracial (Figure 2), a
population larger thanNewYorkCity and LosAngeles combined (2020 census).

Figure 2

Cities are also held up as amodel for understanding racial and ethnic diversity inAmerica, as
diversity has long been a de�ining feature of cities, and ideas of urbandiversity tend to be shaped
by largemetro areaswith at least 1million people.Using the largestmetro areas in the country,
like NewYork, Los Angeles, Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco, as the threshold for racial/ethnic
diversity can create a sense that there are two types of places: diverse places that look like the
biggestmetros in the country, and non-diverse places that are homogeneously white.When
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juxtaposedwith rural places, this urban lens contributes to the picture of amore homogenous,
white rural America.

Acommonway that local diversity ismeasured is by looking at themix of racial and ethnic groups
in an area. In 2020,more than 40% of people living in a largemetro area lived in a county where no
one racial or ethnic groupmade up themajority of the population. Those living in the urban core
were evenmore likely to live in an areawhere neither white nor non-white people represented a
majority (2020 census-CDC). On the other hand, in 2020, 90% of rural Americans lived in a county
with awhitemajority population (2020 census-nonmetro). On the surface, this way of looking at
diversity reinforces the narrative around a lack of racial and ethnic diversity in rural America.

Yet, this framing overlooks two realities that are di�erent between rural and urban areas.

First, more than half of rural Black, Hispanic and Latino, andNative people live in counties where
theymake up a disproportionately large percentage of the local population. For example,

● The rural Black population accounts for only 8% of the total rural population but, more than
half of rural Black people live in a county where the local Black population is greater than
30%.

● The American Indian and AlaskanNative (AIAN) populations account for only 2% of the total
rural population, butmore than half of rural AIAN people live in a community where the
local AIAN population is greater than 18%.

● The rural Hispanic population account for 9% of the total rural population, butmore than
half of rural Hispanic or Latino people live in a county that is 18%Hispanic or Latino.

Second, the rural Black, Asian, Hispanic or Latino, andNative populations inmajority-white
countiesmake up a small portion of the population in these counties, and are often overlooked
(Figure 3).

Nearly 1million people of color live in predominantlywhite areas, representing 8%of the total
non-white rural population.Overall, rural Black, Hispanic or Latino, Asian, andNative people are
21 timesmore likely to live in a county that is predominantly white compared to people living in
metro areas.Non-white people living in these areas are oftenmade invisible by their small
numbers, both in the national conversation about race and ethnicity, and evenwithin the
communitieswhere they live.
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Figure 3

Rural people of color live in a wide array of demographic contexts, which contributes to a distorted
understanding of rural America when national and urban benchmarks are used to de�ine diversity.
Understanding these realities is critical to incorporating rural areas into a broader understanding
of race and ethnicity in America.

2) Treating rural America as a single region
While we don’t treat NewYork, Atlanta, San Francisco, NewOrleans, andWashington, D.C. as
belonging to a single “region” ofmetropolises, we often treat rural America— including Appalachia,
theMississippi Delta, the Ozarks, the Oklahoma Panhandle, andNative reservations— as such. This
sweeping (and erroneous) oversimpli�ication ignores the dramatic diversity of experiences among
rural people. Indeed, rural diversity is far greater at the local and regional level as compared to the
rural areas nationally.

NOTE: Our plan is to include an interactive dot densitymap of the rural population by race & ethnicity.
We have a version that is currently under development that you're welcome to try out. In the �inal

version, users will be able to check on and o� layers. Be aware that it may take up to aminute to load
the current version. View themap

For example, the diverse rural communities we described in the previous section tend to be
regionally concentrated, and thus, are easily overlookedwhen taking a national perspective. The
rural Black population is highly concentrated in the South: Over 80% of the rural Black population
lives in 15 Southern states, compared to 55% of the non-rural Black population (2020 census)
(Figure 4).

Similarly, the rural Hispanic and Latino populations aremore concentrated in certain parts of the
country than in others. Texas is home to only 7% of the total nonmetro population, butmore than
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25% of nonmetro Hispanic and Latino populations (2020 census). Use the interactivemap above to
seewhere di�erent racial and ethnic groups are concentrated around the country.

Figure 4

These regional patterns are rooted in historical connections, policies, and practices that have
shaped rural populations,which you can learnmore about in our accompanying Part II. Over the
20th century, internalmigration and immigration from abroad reshaped American cities as
changing social and economic dynamics attracted people of color to urban areas. These dynamics
ofmigration and immigration did not have the same impact on rural areas due to both cultural
connections that certain groups have to speci�ic regions of the country, as well as policies and local
practices that limited people of color frommoving between rural areas.

As a result, understanding rural Black, Native, Hispanic and Latino, and Asian populations requires
an understanding of the historical context which has shapedwhere they live in rural America. For
example, while themetropolitan Black population has increasingly spread throughout the country,
the rural Black population remains concentrated in the South— consistent with its distribution 150
years ago (Figure 5).We explore these historical contexts inmore detail in Part II.
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Figure 5

3) Considering rural demographics at a single point in time
When considering the diversity of rural America, often a single point in time is used. This
contributes to thismisunderstanding that rural America is homogeneously white because it fails to
account for how changing demographics challenge this stereotype.

For example, in the past 10 years, measures of diversity in rural America have increased. Between
2010 and 2020, the share of the rural population identifying as a race other thanwhite and
non-Hispanic increased from 21% to 25% (2010 & 2020 census). Three dynamics have contributed
to this (Figure 6):
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● The ruralwhite population declined. This trend reflects broader national shifts, but the
decline has been larger in rural areas. Between 2010 and 2020, the rural white population
fell by 5.2%, nearly double the national rate (2010 and 2020 census). Several factors
contributed to this change, including an agingwhite population, brain drain, and rising
whitemortality rates in rural America.

● Hispanic populations grew.Between 2010 and 2020, the rural Hispanic population grew by
more than 900,000 people.While this growth tended to be concentrated in certain areas—
with rural areas of California and Texas accounting formore than 20% of the growth— all
but one state (Arizona) saw an increase in the rural Hispanic population over the past 10
years.

● More rural people identi�ied asmultiracial in the 2020 census. In the 2020 census, a new
questionwas introducedwhich provided respondents greater flexibility in identifying their
race. As a result, between 2010 and 2020, the number of rural Americans identifying as
multiracialmore than doubled, with nearly 4million rural Americans identifying asmore
than one race.

Considering rural demographics at a single point in time neglects the fact that rural populations are
changing and evolving, and reinforces the stereotype as unchanging and homogeneously white.
Understanding diversity in rural America requires not only considering a single point in time, but
looking at how diversity is changing, andwhat is driving those changes.

Figure 6
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4) Using thewrong de�inition of rural
Aswe explored in the �irst piece of the Rural Aperture Project, the de�initionwe use to count rural
America is critical to understanding its population.

The rural de�inition used can have a signi�icant impact on howwe view diversity in rural America.
For example, when considering the rural populationwith the commonly used nonmetro de�inition,
10.8million people identi�ied as Black, Native, Asian, or Hispanic or Latino in 2020. Yet, one of the
shortcomings of this de�inition is that it undercounts people who live in places that are “rural in
character” withinmetropolitan counties. If we correct for that by including these areas alongwith
nonmetro counties— a de�initionwe refer to as “nonmetro plus” — there weremore than 14million
people in rural America identifying as Black, Native, Asian, or Hispanic or Latino in 2020.

Figure 7

The di�erence in de�initions impacts all groups, butmost signi�icantly Hispanic and Latino
populations. Hispanic and Latino populations are 41% larger when using the nonmetro plus
de�inition compared to the nonmetro de�inition. This shift has themost signi�icant impact on
California, where the rural population is three times larger when using the nonmetro plus
de�inition instead of the nonmetro de�inition.

5) Taking census data at face value
The volume and accessibility of data about U.S. demographics has expanded signi�icantly over the
past twenty years. Underlying the data is a complex system of collecting and reporting. The nuances
of data collection and reporting can contribute tomisunderstanding if they are not considered
while interpreting the data. These issues can be particularly impactful in rural areas, where
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nuances can have outsized impacts in theway data is presented and interpreted. Below are two
examples for how this can play out:

Example 1: Failing to account formultiracial populationsmakesNative populations invisible.
Demographic datamost often reports populations that identify as a single race. For those who
identify asmultiracial, the census provides an alternative population count based on race that
disaggregates the “two ormore races” category and reports populations based on people who
identify as a single race, whether with that race alone or in combinationwith others. This data is
less commonly used because people are counted inmultiple groups, yet, this data is critical to
understanding rural demographics: The two ormore races category representsmore than 4% of
the rural population.

The single-race approach disproportionately impactsNative people. In 2020,more than 55% of
rural Native American and AlaskaNatives, andmore than 60% of the rural Native Hawaiian and
Paci�ic Islander population reportedmore than one race (Figure 8). Thismeans that over 1.2million
rural people identifying as Native American and AlaskaNative are unrecognized— or “made
invisible” —when using single-race data (2020 census).

Figure 8

Example 2: Thewaywe analyze census data around incarcerated individuals impacts our
understanding of rural Black populations.Over the past decade, the growth in rural prisons and
jails has led to a growing population of incarcerated people in rural communities. Black people are
disproportionately imprisoned in the U.S., andmany Black people aremoved from their homes to
be incarcerated in rural jails and prisons.

When incarcerated people are counted by the census, they are counted based onwhere they are
incarcerated, not where they are from.When data on the total population is reported using data
from the census or American Community Survey, incarcerated populations can have a large impact
on populations in rural areas that have jails or prisons. Using data from the 2020 ACS, we estimate
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that incarcerated people represented 7% of the rural Black population (CORI calculation using 2020
ACS), including those from rural areas, as well as thosemoved to and incarcerated in rural areas.

At the local level, the e�ect on local demographic data can be signi�icant. An extreme example of
this dynamic can be found in Forest County, Pennsylvania, one of the least-populated counties in
the state and the site of Forest State Penitentiary. The 2020 American Community Survey reported
a Black population in the county of 1,555, representing 22% of the total population. Yet, nearly the
entire Black populationwas incarcerated.

The impact can even be observed at a regional level. Outside of the rural South, incarcerated people
made up 25% of the rural Black population, and nearly 40% of the rural Black population in the
Northeast (Figure 9).

In rural areas where populations are small, nuances to theway that the census counts and reports
populations can have an outsized impact on demographic data. This can contribute to
misconceptions about the demographics of rural places. Thosewho use data tomake decisions
about programs, policies, and resource distribution should be aware of these nuances to ensure
that resources get where they are neededmost.

Figure 9

Recommendations for using data to advance rural racial equity
How can e�orts bemade to advance programs and policies that correct systemic and historic racial
injustices and ensure equitable opportunity for all rural people? It begins with leveraging data to
deepen understandings of race and ethnicity in rural America.When themisconception that “rural
America is homogeneously white” renders people of color invisible by data, practice, or policy, it
simultaneously privileges the voices, experiences, and concerns of only a subset of the population,
and neglects to a�ord rural people of color the resources and attention necessary tomeet the
needs of everyone in a given community.
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As governments, philanthropies, and corporationsmake historic advancements in addressing
issues around racial equity, there are several practices that we recommend for using data to
advance these e�orts:

1. Focus on rural populations as aunique entity, not on comparisonswith urbanareas and the
country as awhole

The context and dynamics that shape race and ethnicity in rural America are di�erent than in
urban America. Using national and urban benchmarks to compare rural demographics has the
e�ect ofmaking rural Black, Hispanic and Latino, Asian, andNative populations invisible, and
contributes to the stereotype that rural America is homogeneously white.

Using national or urban benchmarks for targeting racial equity e�orts or setting eligibility for
funding can have the unintended consequence of deepening inequities. Asmore government
agencies and philanthropies seek to advance racial equity, there is increasing use of
diversity-based benchmarks for targeting programs and fundings. Systems that use broad
measures of diversity and national benchmarks to target programs or investments to advance
racial equity can have an unintended e�ect of excluding large portions of the Black, Hispanic or
Latino, Native, and Asian populations living in rural America.

Consider an organization that wants to provide workforce development grants to communities to
help people of color pursue high-paying jobs. To target the program tomore diverse areas, the
organization decides to set the program eligibility for counties that are “more diverse than the
country as a whole” using the share of the non-white population as the threshold.

If the organization set the threshold for counties that have populations that aremade up of 50% or
more people of color, there would be 223 qualifying rural counties.While these areas would be
more diverse, they would represent less than one-third of the rural Black andHispanic or Latino
populations, and around half of the rural Native populations (Figure 10).

Evenwhen decreasing the threshold to 40% to alignwith the national share of the population of
color, just around half of the rural Black, Native, andHispanic or Latino populations would be
included. Lowering the threshold even further to 22% to alignwith the rural average leaves out
almost half of the rural Asian population, andmore than 25% of the rural Hispanic or Latino
population because these populations tend to live in rural counties with a higher share of white
populations.
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Figure 10

Data should be used to bring visibility — not invisibility — to rural Black, Native, Hispanic and
Latino, and Asian populations. Eligibility requirements and systems for allocating resources should
be based on the speci�ic context of rural America. Instead of using national and urban benchmarks
as the starting point for de�ining diversity, benchmarks should be used to deepen understanding of
how the experiences of BIPOC people living in rural America are similar and di�erent to the rest of
the country so that appropriate programs and policies can be designed to serve them.

2. Adopt a regional approachwhenusing rural demographic data
Rural America is often treated as a single region in research and analysis, but in reality it ismade up
ofmany regions that di�er in terms of demographics, economics, resources, and environment.

The distinctive geographic patterns across demographic groups in rural Americameans that
di�erent racial and ethnic groups are impacted di�erently both by the unique economic and policy
dynamics surrounding them. For example, Medicaid expansion has been a policy with regional
variation in the states that have and have not adopted and implemented the expansion. Many of the
states that have not expandedMedicaid are in the South, disproportionately impacting low-income
rural Black people compared to other groups. In 2020, just 39% of the rural Black population lived in
a state withMedicaid expansion (Figure 11). Conversely, more than 75% of the Asian, Native
American and AlaskaNative, andNative Hawaiian and Paci�ic Islander populations live in states
that expandedMedicaid. These regional di�erences can have important implications for designing
programs and policies that address racial equity, such as voter identi�ication and federalminimum
wage laws.
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Figure 11

3. Pay attention to demographic changes over time
One of the consequences of the stereotype that rural America is homogeneously white is that it
implies that it does not change. In reality, rural America is a very dynamic place, with a constant
flow of peoplemoving in and out. These dynamics impact data on rural demographics both at a
national level and a local level, and considering changes over time should be central to using data to
understand rural demographics, and to designing programs and policies. As wewill exploremore
deeply in Part II, Hispanic and Latino populations have grown in rural areas over the past decade.
Across the country, the Hispanic and Latino peoplemoving into these areas have served as a lifeline
for rural communities experiencing population declines among other groups. Considering
demographics over time can also bring attention to and raise questions about the diversity of
experiences within racial or ethnic groups. For example, the experiences, opportunities, and
challenges faced byHispanic and Latino peoplemoving into rural areas are very di�erent from the
experiences, opportunities, and challenges of Hispanic and Latino people living in rural
communities where Hispanic and Latino people have been rooted for generations.

Considering changes over time challenges us to update our assumptions about theway
demographic data is interpreted. As the 2020 census showed,millions of people in rural America
identify themselves asmultiracial, but were not previously counted by the census. This update
challenges past interpretations and stereotypes about rural demographics, and helps us deepen
our understanding of racial identity among the rural populations.
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4. Account forwho is and is not included in di�erent rural de�initions
The population that is counted as rural is based on the de�inition that we use for rural America.
Di�erent de�initions can tell di�erent stories about rural America. It is critical to understandwho is
and is not being counted using di�erent rural de�initions.

While the nonmetro de�inition is a commonly used de�inition of rural America, we show that the
populations counted as rural across groups grow by at least 20%when using the nonmetro plus
de�inition, which aims to include rural communities located inmetropolitan counties alongwith
nonmetropolitan counties. The impact ismost signi�icant among rural Hispanic and Latino
populations, which ismore than 40% larger when using the nonmetro plus de�inition compared to
the nonmetro de�inition. As we discussed inDe�ining rural America: The consequences of howwe
count, the populations that are caught in themiddle of rural de�initions aremost likely tomiss out
on access to resources from government and philanthropies.Whether one is using data for
research or for designing programs and policies, it is critical to be intentional about the choice of
rural de�inition, and account for who is and is not included based on the de�inition in use.

5. Go beyond the top-line numbers
Too often, only the top-line numbers are consideredwhen using data to understand rural
demographics. This practice contributes tomisunderstandings about rural populations, and can
lead to poor policy and programdesign because critical di�erences between andwithin the top-line
race and ethnic groups are not accounted for. There are several ways that the census can help data
users go beyond the top-line numbers:

● Account for peoplewho selectmore than one race.Aswe discussed, using census data that
reports populations based on people who identify as a race alone or in combinationwith
others is critical to understanding race and ethnicity in rural America. This data is
particularly important for getting accurate counts of the rural Native and Asian populations.

● Disaggregate demographic data on race and ethnicity to bring attention to critical
di�erences between andwithin groups. For example, the Asian group de�ined by the census
includes a vast array of countries, cultures, and languages. The Asian populationwithin rural
America represents this diversity, and disaggregating the data brings critical insights about
the di�erent backgrounds and experiences of rural Asian people that are critical to
designing e�ective policies and programs.

● Understandhow racial and ethnic groups are constructed in the census.Nuances in the
way the census asks questions and reports populations can lead tomisinterpretations of
demographic data. For example, changes in theway the census asked people about their
race led to a signi�icant increase in people identifying asmultiracial in the 2020 census.
Additionally, the fact that total population counts include incarcerated individuals can have
a signi�icant impact on the demographics of rural communities. Understanding these
nuances, and incorporating this understanding into interpretation of rural demographic
data is critical.

6. Recognize that power andprivilege often trumppopulation numbers in rural areas.
Despite often comprising a large portion of the population in rural areas, Black, Hispanic, and
Native American communities can still lack power and influence over how local decisions aremade
or resources are used. This is due to a history of local elites prioritizing their own interests and
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disregarding the needs and concerns of these communities. To address this imbalance and ensure
that policies and programs bene�it all members of these communities, it is important to consider
theways in which power and privilege have historically been used to perpetuate inequality, and to
work toward increasing the representation and influence of Black, Hispanic, Native American, and
Asian populations in decision-making processes related to resource allocation in their
communities.

CONCLUSION
Rural America is home to a diverse range of racial and ethnic groups. By understanding the
complex relationships between race, ethnicity, geography, history, and demographics, we canmake
better decisions to improve the lives of all rural Americans.

Demographic data and data visualizations are a critical tool to advancing racial equity. In this piece,
we’ve used data to give representation to people that are often overlooked or left out of the rural
narrative.We’ve provided context to the historic and current day forces that shape the rural places
and communities where di�erent groups live, and explored the intersection of race, ethnicity, and
place in rural America.We hope that the insights gained from a close consideration of the
demographics of rural America can help designmore e�ective programs and policies to advance
racial equity.We encourage you to delve into Part II: The geography of race and ethnicity in rural
America to explore howwe put our “good data practices for advancing racial equity” into use.

About our project partners

MDC:MDC is a nonpro�it organization that partners with Southern leaders and communities to
catalyze systemic change and allowsmore people to thrive, and o�ers research and analysis,
community change and advisory services that can help communities create an “infrastructure of
opportunity” — the aligned systems and supports that can boost everyone, particularly those who’ve
been left behind, to higher rungs on the economic ladder.

Thrive Rural:A small group of RobertWood Johnson Foundation grantees is working collaboratively
towards a future where communities andNative nations across the rural United States are places
where each and every person belongs, lives with dignity, and thrives. This work is one piece of that
e�ort. Formore information, please visit ThriveRural.org.

RobertWood Johnson Foundation: TheRobertWood Johnson Foundation is committed to improving
health and health equity in the U.S. In partnership with others, it is working to develop a Culture of
Health rooted in equity that provides every individual with a fair and just opportunity to thrive, no
matter who they are, where they live, or howmuchmoney they have.
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