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DATA
The data for this report are from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS). The 

ACS “is an ongoing survey that provides vital information on a yearly basis about our nation and 

its people. Information from the survey generates data that help determine how more than $675 

billion in federal and state funds are distributed each year” (https://www.census.gov/programs-

surveys/acs). While the decennial census is an attempt to count every person in the United States 

every ten years, little is learned about each person or “place” beyond the absolute count. The ACS, 

in contrast, is a sampling survey that provides estimates of population characteristics at various 

units-of-analysis on a wide range of topics including employment and religion to demography and 

housing. We use the ACS estimates in this report as we aim to provide rich insight into rural vs. 

non-rural (i.e., urban) as well as some analysis of the variability of indicators across rural counties. 

Because our emphasis is on highlighting rural demography, employment, education and housing 

characteristics, all reported data herein are five-year county estimates for two time periods, 2011-

2015 and 2016-2020. We use five-year county estimates for this report taking advantage of the 

sampling pooled over five years of data collection generating estimates at the county level. These 

five-year county estimates are robust for accurate population estimates even when the county is 

rural with a relatively small population. Smaller area-estimates (e.g., village, town, census block) 

or 1-year estimates can be hindered by large “margins of error.” This occurs when a small number 

of people are surveyed resulting in “place” where relatively small populations reside. This presents 

the likely possibility that the resultant population estimates could be inaccurate. For instance, 

there may be a town in which the decennial census documents that there are 100 residents, but 

the ACS only surveys 9 people over 5 years. Estimating the racial makeup, income levels, education 

levels, and housing characteristics of the 100 people may not be well-represented by the three 

completed surveys. In more populated areas, such as counties or suburbs, cities, the number of 

sampled respondents is greater and better represent the universe of people residing in the “place.”

For the purposes of this report, we define Rural Counties as those with at least 50% of the county 

population residing in “rural areas.” We define “rural areas” as all New York State “Minor Civil 

Divisions” (i.e., Towns and Cities) with less than 25,000 population. All counties with more than 

50% of their people residing in “rural areas” are considered Rural and counties with less than 50% 

of their residents living in rural areas are considered Urban. 

Additional details:

Data on computer access and broadband Internet subscriptions is not available from the 2011-

2015 ACS estimates.

“Percent of Total” columns are based on the relevant universe for the detailed characteristic. For 

example, the “Percent of Total” for the 65 and over population is the 65 and over population 

divided by the total population. The “Percent of Total” for the foreign-born population is the 

foreign-born population divided by the total population.

Data Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 5-year Estimates, 2011-2015 and 2016-2020.

    - Basic Demographics - Data Profile DP05

    - Social Characteristics - Data Profile DP02

    - Economic Characteristics - Data Profile DP03

    - Housing Characteristics - Data Profile DP04

    - Poverty Data for Individual - Table B17001

    - Poverty Data for Families - Table B17010

    - Computer Use and Internet - Table B28002, B28003

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs
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DEMOGRAPHICS
Population

The population estimates for New York State suggest 

an overall population of just over 19.5 million people 

with just over 15.3 million people in Urban counties and 

4.2 million in Rural counties (about 21.5%). Examining 

change-over-time in the 5-year estimates reveals an 

overall drop of 0.8%, but rural counties experiencing a 

loss of population twice the rate of the urban counties, 

-1.3% to -0.7%, respectively (see Table 1).

Age-Structure

Beyond the total population, it is important to examine the age-structure of the population (see 

Table 2). Overall, the number of children per county under the age of 18 decreased by 4.2%, with 

a drop of 4.8% in rural counties. The average number of retirees increased across the state: 14.2% 

for ages 65+ for all counties and 11.1% for 85 and over. The percentage of the total population in 

each age group varies substantially for rural vs. urban counties. Specifically, the proportion of the 

county populations that are children are similar for the urban vs. rural counties (21.0%) vs. 20.2%). 

The percent of the population 65 and over makes up 18.9% in rural counties vs. 15.9% in urban 

counties. The proportion of 85+ people is similar at 2.5% and 2.4% respectively. Not shown in the 

table, but important to note is that the working- and child-rearing age group (18-64) is 60.9% in rural 

counties and 63.1% in urban counties. In sum and on average, the rural counties have slightly smaller 

proportion of children and working-age people, and a greater proportion of retirement age people. 

TABLE 1 2011-2015 2016-2020 Change % Change

Total Population 19,673,174 19,514,849 -158,325 -0.8%

Urban 15,414,373 15,309,599 -104,774 -0.7%

Rural 4,258,801 4,205,250 -53,551 -1.3%

FIGURE 1

TABLE 2 Total Urban Rural

% Change % Change % of Total 
2011-2015

% of Total 
2016-2020 % Change % of Total 

2011-2015
% of Total 
2016-2020

Under 18 Years -4.2% -4.1% 21.8% 21.0% -4.8% 21.0% 20.2%

65 Years and 
Over 14.2% 14.5% 13.8% 15.9% 13.5% 16.4% 18.9%

85 Years and 
Over 11.1% 11.6% 2.1% 2.4% 9.2% 2.3% 2.5%

Minority 2.9% 2.1% 52.0% 53.4% 16.4% 11.5% 13.5%

In terms of minority enrollment (see Table 3), there are over 8 million people identified as racial minorities 

in the urban counties (53.4% of the non-rural county population in the recent 5-year estimate). In the 

rural counties, there was an increase from 488,000 to more than 568,000 between the two estimates. 

This is a 16.4% change and represents 13.5% of the population in these rural counties. 

TABLE 3 Urban Rural

% of Total 2011-2015 % of Total 2016-2020 % of Total 2011-2015 % of Total 2016-2020

Number of 
Minorities 8,014,419 8,180,205 488,237 568,347

 % Minority 52.0% 53.4% 11.5% 13.5%

 % Change 2.1% 16.4%
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Disabilities and Senior Citizens

While the above figures included all people and households, here we examine the number 

and change in the number of people in the civilian non-institutional population (see Table 4). 

This includes “persons 16 years of age and older residing in NY State, who are not inmates of 

institutions (e.g., penal and mental facilities, homes for the aged), and who are not on active 

duty in the Armed Forces” (https://webapps.dol.gov/dolfaq/go-dol-faq.asp?faqid=111&topicid=6). 

Specifically, we see both urban (-0.7%) and rural (-1.1%) county populations decreasing slightly. 

Within this group, the estimates of the number of persons with a disability has increased 3.7% 

to 1.67 million in urban counties and 1.6% to 555,000 in rural counties. This represents 11% of the 

non-institutionalized population in urban counties and 13.5% of the persons in rural counties. The 

number of persons aged 65 and over has increased substantially (14.9% in urban and 14.4% in rural 

counties), now representing 15.5% of urban counties and 18.8% of rural counties. 

TABLE 4 Urban Rural

Number % Change Number % Change

Civilian Non-Institutional Population 15,173,612 -0.7% 4,106,175 -1.1%

With a Disability 1,671,383 3.7% 555,761 1.6%

Age 65 and Over 2,355,098 14.9% 772,158 14.4%

EMPLOYMENT & INCOME
Employment by Sector 

Three-quarters (75%) of workers in rural NY are 

employed in the private sector (see Figure 2), 

though the number of private sector jobs has 

declined by 4.7% between our two estimates 

(see Table 5). This contrasts with a growth of 

3.8% of private sector jobs in urban counties. 

Nineteen percent of people in rural counties 

are working in government positions (including 

public education and local, county and state 

government). Government positions have 

decreased in rural counties by 2.1% though 

increased in urban counties by 5.6%. Self-

employed workers make up 6.3% of workers in 

rural counties, with the number of self-employed 

workers decreasing by 5%. In urban counties, 

5.5% of workers are self-employed, a decrease of 

1.1% across the urban counties. 

TABLE 5 Urban Rural

% of Total 
2016-2020 % Change % of Total 

2016-2020 % Change

Private Wage and Salary Workers 79.3% 3.8% 74.8% -4.7%

Government Workers 15.1% 5.6% 18.7% -2.1%

Self-Employed Workers 5.5% -1.1% 6.3% -5.0%

FIGURE 2

https://webapps.dol.gov/dolfaq/go-dol-faq.asp?faqid=111&topicid=6
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Family Income and Poverty

Rural counties have a smaller proportion of 

residents in the lowest income level  (<$35,000), 

but a greater proportion of people in the 

middle-class income level between $35,000 

and $100,000. At the high end, only 9% of rural 

residents earn more than $200,000. In urban 

counties, more than 16% earn this highest level 

of income (see Figure 3). 

The number of families with incomes less than 

$100,000 decreased by more than 120,000 

across all the rural counties, with the largest 

change in the number of families in the lowest 

income group (<$35,000) dropping 26.3% 

with a total of ~61,000 fewer families in the 

rural counties. However, of the just over 1 

million families in rural counties, there was an 

increase of 22,700 families in the $100,000 to 

$149,000 group, increase of 25,600 families 

in the $150,000 to $199,999, and 31,700 in 

the group earning more than $200,000 (see 

Figure 4 & Table 6). So, while nearly 70% of 

all families in rural counties are in the low- 

and middle-income groups (<$100,000), this 

group is shrinking, the highest income 30% is 

growing. The proportions of rural households with incomes over $200,000 is growing but lags the 

proportion of high-income earners in urban counties. See map (Figure 6) to examine the variation 

across rural counties in the change in the number of families earning more than $200,000 in the 

time-period of our two estimates. It is plausible that high-income families moved from urban to 

rural regions because of COVID-19 motivations.

These numbers, by themselves are good news, 

but we must further examine the age-structure 

of these income groups which would reveal 

that these areas have a growing number of 

retirees, but families with young children 

disproportionately in counties with low-income 

groups. It must be noted, however, that given 

the sampling of the ACS, the county-level 

estimates in some low population and rural 

counties, should be viewed with caution. There 

is error in these estimates, with greater error 

associated with smaller populations.

Figure 4

FIGURE 3

FIGURE 4

FIGURE 5

TABLE 6 Urban Rural

Less Than $35,000 19.4% 15.9%

$35,000 to $99,999 35.5% 44.7%

$100,000 to $149,999 18.3% 20.9%

$150,000 to $199,999 10.7% 9.3%

$200,000 or More 16.2% 9.3%
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EDUCATION & HOUSING
Education Level

The education level of people over age 25 in New York’s rural counties differ from those in Urban 

counties. On average, there is a greater proportion of residents with less than a 9th grad education 

in urban areas than rural, but a greater proportion of people in rural areas have Associates degrees 

than in urban communities. However, having a bachelor’s degree or an advanced degree is more 

common in urban than rural counties. More than 39% of people in urban areas have at least a 

bachelor’s degree compared with 30% in rural counties. As for change between the two estimates, 

we see a drop of 7% and 8.4% in the proportion of the rural and urban populations with less than 

a 9th grade education, respectively. The rate of growth of bachelor’s degrees is comparable, but 

rural counties trail urbans in the growth of advanced degrees, 12.2% to 13.6%.

The proportion of residents with a 

bachelor’s degree or higher across 

New York State is about 35% but 

varies considerably by county 

(see Figure 6). Examining the 

map, rural counties consistently 

have lower education levels than 

do the counties with large cities 

(e.g., Erie County, 36%; Monroe 

County, 40%, and Onondaga 

county 37%). Rural counties 

typically have rates around 18% 

to 25%. One exception in the rural 

areas is Tompkins County (home 

of Cornell University and Ithaca 

College). Rural counties nearer 

to New York City and Northern 

Vermont are higher than the 

typical rural county. 

Urban Rural

N 2016-
2020 N Change % Change % of Total 

2016-2020 N Change % Change % of Total 
2016-2020

Less Than  
9th Grade 
Education

737,201 -67,460 -8.4% 6.9% 83,405 -6,325 -7.0% 2.8%

Associates 
Degree 844,790 41,068 5.1% 7.9% 364,436 23,807 7.0% 12.3%

Bachelor’s 
Degree 2,362,764 208,287 9.7% 22.1% 492,512 42,912 9.5% 16.6%

Advanced 
Degree 1,845,626 221,339 13.6% 17.3% 412,567 44,807 12.2% 13.9%

FIGURE 6
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HOUSING MEASURES
 

In comparison to the 6.3 million housing units in 

urban counties, rural counties have just over 2 million 

housing units. These numbers both increased by 2.3% 

(urban) and 2.5% (rural) between the two estimates. 

Housing units in urban counties have a vacancy rate 

about 9% while rural counties have a vacancy rate of 

18%. Our data do not shed insight into whether the 

vacancies are the result of abandoned or condemned 

units and/or second or vacation homes or some other 

reason. Approximately 33% of housing units in urban 

counties were built prior to 1940, with 28% in rural 

counties. Rates of home ownership are substantially 

higher in rural counties when compared to urban 

counties. About 78% of housing units in rural counties 

are owner occupied in contrast to the 48% owner-

occupied in urban counties. Conversely, only 26% 

of units are renter occupied in rural counties when 

compared with the nearly 52% in urban counties. 

Housing cost (rent/mortgage) greater than 30% 

household income is a greater burden in urban vs. 

rural counties (30% vs. 20%). Greater than 50% of 

income is closer, with 52% (urban) vs. 46% (rural). 

FIGURE 7

FIGURE 8Conclusions

We suggest an important set of conclusions from this analysis. While we make these generalized 

conclusions, we also provide data to indicate substantial variation across rural counties exists. 

1. Rural counties are losing population. 

2. Rural populations are, on average, older than their urban neighbors.

3. We find modestly higher disability rates in rural counties than in urban counties.

4. Rural county populations have lower educational levels when compared to urban counties. 

5. Rural counties have lost more employment opportunities than urban counties. 

6. We find higher levels of homeownership in rural areas, though vacancy rates are twice as high 

in rural counties than urban. 

A set of interactive maps and tools can be found here: 

https://public.tableau.com/shared/BKCXRG8D6?:display_count=n&:origin=viz_share_link 

https://public.tableau.com/shared/BKCXRG8D6?:display_count=n&:origin=viz_share_link
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Allegany 100%

Cattaraugus 100%

Cayuga 65.72%

Chautauqua 77.04%

Chemung 67.62%

Chenango 100%

Clinton 100%

Columbia 100%

Cortland 100%

Delaware 100%

Dutchess 100%

Essex 100%

Franklin 100%

Fulton 100%

Genesee 100%

Greene 100%

Hamilton 100%

Herkimer 100%

Jefferson 77.37%

Lewis 100%

Livingston 100%

Madison 100%

Montgomery 100%

Niagara 62.73%

Oneida 59.75%

Ontario 100%

Orleans 100%

Oswego 100%

Otsego 100%

Putnam 65.32%

Rensselaer 69.03%

Saratoga 71.85%

Schoharie 100%

Schuyler 100%

Seneca 100%

St Lawrence 100%

Steuben 100%

Sullivan 100%

Tioga 100%

Tompkins 69.96%

Ulster 100%

Warren 57.28%

Washington 100%

Wayne 100%

Wyoming 100%

Yates 100%
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