
The Rural American Market
A Special Report from THE MEDIACENTER

Renewed Prosperity
The headlines often tout that many parts of the US 
economy have returned, or even exceed, pre-Recession 
levels – GDP, employment, wage growth, housing, the 
stock market, etc. The majority of the US population 
that lives in urban and suburban communities has been 
enjoying this renewed prosperity for a number of years.

Rural America, however, has been the last major segment 
of the population and US geography to experience 
this renewal, the first signs of which didn’t appear until 
approximately 2014.

According to a 2016 report from the US Department of 
Agriculture (USDA), rural unemployment decreased as 
employment increased through the first half of 2016. A 
comparison of metro and non-metro counties, however, 
reveals that the recovery in rural employment has been 
slow and the unemployment rate remains above the metro 
and national average. 

US Employment Index*, 2012–First Half of 2016
Year Metro Non-Metro

2012 99.0 95.9

2013 99.7 95.7

2014 101.7 96.3

2015 103.4 97.0

First Half of 2016 104.7 97.5

US Department of Agriculture, November 2016 * index of 100=Q1 2008

US Unemployment Rate, 2012–First Half of 2016
Year Metro Non-Metro

2012 8.1 8.2

2013 7.3 7.6

2014 6.2 6.4

2015 5.2 5.7

First Half of 2016 4.8 5.4

US Department of Agriculture, November 2016

These drivers of local rural economies resulted in a 
2.0 increase in median annual earnings for 2015 and a 
significant decline in the poverty rate, from approximately 
18% for 2011 to less than 15% for 2015. Despite those 
improvements, non-metro counties have considerably 
lower median annual earnings and a higher poverty rate 
than metro counties.

Clearly, Rural America has not rebounded from the 
Recession as well as urban and suburban America, which 
impacts not only business, jobs and earnings growth, but 
also Rural Americans’ consumer shopping habits.

The purpose of this Special Report from THE MEDIACENTER 
is to enlighten you about the most-distant viewers of your 
TV station and what you and your clients need to know to 
reach this audience and attract a maximum amount of their 
retail dollars.
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Inside Rural America
As of July 2015, the population of the non-metro counties 
in the US was 46.2 million, which is just 14% of the total 
US population; however, they live on 72% of the total US 
land area. 

Although there was still a decline in the population of 
non-metro counties from July 2014 to July 2015 of a mere 
4,000, it was much less of a decline than the previous four 
years, which averaged a loss of 33,000 annually. 

This is a positive sign that Rural America is starting to 
benefit from economic recovery because a primary driver 
of population loss is the migration of young adults and 
families to metro counties where there are many more 
employment opportunities.

That being said, Rural America still faces a number of 
major challenges related to business, employment and 
wage growth as well as aging, housing, transportation 
and others that are explored in more detail on the next 
two pages. 

The Impact of Industry Types

It’s a mistake to think the rural economy is primarily 
farming. In fact, manufacturing; trade, transportation 
and utilities; services; and government employ a larger 
percentage of people than farms. 

Agricultural practices and technologies have made the 
average farm very productive and efficient. During the 
1970s, one American farmer could produce enough to feed 
73 people; by the second decade of the 21st century, that 
number had more than doubled, to 155.

Distribution of Non-Metro and Metro Employment by 
Industry Group, 2014

Industry Metro Non-Metro
Farming 1% 6%

Forestry, fishing, mining 1% 4%
Construction 5% 6%

Manufacturing 6% 11%
Trade, transportation, utilities 17% 17%

Services 57% 41%
Government 13% 16%

US Department of Agriculture, November 2016

Looking at which rural industries have the highest median 
incomes also reveals much about the state of the economy 
in Rural America.

Rural Median Earnings, by Industry, 2015
Industry Amount
Mining $60,500

Manufacturing $37,000
Finance, insurance and 

real estate $33,500

Information $32,000
Civilian employment $30,000

Professional, administrative 
and related $29,000

Agriculture and related $28,000
Recreation and related $13,000

US Department of Agriculture, November 2016
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Challenged by Change
Although some manufacturing jobs are returning to the 
US from other countries and President Trump has made 
returning more manufacturing jobs a cornerstone of his 
economic policies, truth be told, other, more powerful 
forces have caused the decrease of 7 million factory jobs 
since 1979’s peak of 19.5 million.

The primary driver is productivity and the effect of 
automation on productivity. Despite the significant loss of 
manufacturing jobs, manufacturing output, or productivity, 
increased 17.6% from 2006 to 2013. Automation allows 
fewer workers to produce more, and that process began 
decades ago.

This puts Rural America, which has almost twice the 
manufacturing jobs of Urban America, in an untenable 
position; and it is made abundantly clear in the two 
following tables.

Share of Net US Establishment Creation by County Size 
Class, 1992–2014

County Size 1992–
1996

2002–
2006

2010–
2014

Less than 100,000 32% 15% 0%
100,000–150,000 39% 36% 19%

150,000–1,000,000 16% 20% 23%
More than 1,000,000 13% 29% 58%

The Week (Economic Innovation Group, June 2016

Share of Net US Job Creation by County Size Class,  
1992–2014

County Size 1992–
1996

2002–
2006

2010–
2014

Less than 100,000 27% 20% 9%
100,000–150,000 36% 39% 26%

150,000–1,000,000 21% 19% 23%
More than 1,000,000 16% 23% 41%

The Week (Economic Innovation Group, June 2016

As factories become more automated with the 
introduction of robotics and artificial intelligence, workers 
require new and/or additional training to operate these 
systems. Providing this training to rural Americans 
could improve manufacturing job prospects; however, 
automation is expected to reduce the need for human 
workers in manufacturing and many job categories during 
the coming decades.

Aging in Rural America

As younger adults and families migrated from Rural 
to Urban America, as a result of the recession, the 
percentage of adults 65+ in Rural America increased 
dramatically from 2010 to 2015. During 2010, 12.5% of 
adults 65+ lived in urban counties and 13.6% in rural 
counties. By 2015, the shares were 13.4% and 17.0%, 
respectively, a 25% increase in Rural America.

This disparity is likely to increase, as the number of 
adults 65+ in the US will increase from approximately 
55 million during 2020 to approximately 88 million by 
2050. Rural Americans 65+ also had a lower median 
household income than their urban counterparts, $37,310 
vs. $39,202, for the period 2011–2015, thus reducing their 
available consumer dollars.
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Challenged by More Changes
Another major challenge for Rural America is the 
availability of public transportation. The table below 
compares which modes urban and rural populations use 
to commute to work. Note that the public-transportation 
mode has the most disparity, with a very small percentage 
of rural Americans. 

Americans Commuting to Work, 2014
Mode All of US Urban Rural

Car, truck or van – 
drove alone 76.5% 75.3% 81.9%

Car, truck or van – 
carpooled 9.2% 9.2% 9.3%

Public transportation 
(excluding taxicab) 5.2% 6.2% 0.5%

Walked 2.7% 2.9% 1.9%
Other means 1.8% 2.0% 1.3%

Worked at home 4.5% 4.4% 5.0%
Mean travel time to 

work (minutes) 26.0 25.8 27.0

Upper Great Plains Transportation Institute, November 2016

Another significant table of data reveals that many of the 
amenities or places to which Americans would travel to 
spend their consumer dollars are much more accessible by 
public transportation in urban and suburban communities 
than rural.

Amenities Accessible by Public Transportation, 2013
Amenities Accessible Urban Suburban Rural

Grocery store 73% 47% 27%
Personal services 71% 45% 25%
Retail shopping 74% 46% 25%
Entertainment 73% 46% 24%

Health care services 71% 44% 26%
Personal banking 71% 44% 26%

Household uses public 
transportation 31% 15% 4%

Upper Great Plains Transportation Institute, November 2016

Saved by the Online Marketplace

Just as with Americans of all ages and locations, rural 
Americans have discovered the convenience of shopping 
online. According to Kantar Retail, approximately 73% of 
rural consumers, or those who drive at least 10 miles for 
everyday shopping, made online purchases during 2016, 
compared to 68% during 2014.

Online shopping is certainly a beneficial alternative for 
rural Americans; however, it’s having a similar effect on 
local businesses as the rest of America. Many retail stores 
in Rural America are family-owned and independent, which 
makes them even more vulnerable to their neighbors 
shopping online than national chains with more locations in 
urban and suburban communities. 

Online shopping by rural Americans presents its own set 
of challenges. First, delivery services must travel greater 
distances, which has forced UPS and FedEx to charge 
extra for remote residential deliveries. Second, a much 
larger percentage of rural Americans do not have access 
to the standard broadband service of 25 Mbps/3 Mbps, 
restricting the number of rural Americans who can shop 
online quickly and conveniently. 

Americans Without Access to Fixed Advanced 
Telecommunications Capability, December 2014
Geographic Area Population % of Population

United States 33.98 million 10%
Rural 23.43 million 39%
Urban 10.55 million 4%

US Federal Communications Commission, January 2016
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The Long Reach of Media
As you are well aware, the TV coverage area for any 
metropolitan market extends beyond the MSA counties to 
the farthest rural counties within the GMA.

Data from The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 survey of the 
Columbus, OH market reveal that 22.3% of adults 18+ live 
in the non-metro area, with the remaining 77.7% living in 
the metro area. In addition, the data supports the notion 
that more rural Americans are Caucasian and older, with 
lower household incomes and less education.

Non-Metro vs. Metro* Demographic Comparison, Fall 2016
Metric Non-

Metro Metro

Adults, 18–49 51.6% 60.2%
Adults, 50+ 48.3% 39.8%

Caucasian American 94.1% 77.3%
African American 0.9% 14.0%
Latino American 1.4% 3.5%
Asian American 0.2% 3.4%

Income: $50K or less 47.4% 38.9%
Income: $50K+ 52.5% 61.0%

High school graduate or less 48.5% 27.5%
Some college, degree, advanced 

degree 50.9% 72.2%

Based on The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 Columbus, OH survey

A media day analysis from The Media Audit for these two 
target groups also provides some interesting comparisons 
and contrasts. Of particular note is that radio not only 
captures the largest percentage of non-metro adults 18+, 
but also indexes much higher than metro adults. Although 
essentially the same percentage of non-metro and metro 
adults is on the Internet daily, the non-metro audience also 
indexes significantly higher. 

Media Day Analysis of Non-Metro and  
Metro Adults 18+, Fall 2016

Media

Target Market 
Percent

Minutes 
Indexed to 

Market
Non-
Metro Metro Non-

Metro Metro

Newspaper 6.2% 8.0% 93 103
Radio 22.0% 16.5% 139 89

Broadcast TV 13.4% 14.2% 108 98
Local cable 11.5% 12.6% 105 99
Satellite TV 5.4% 6.0% 103 98

Internet (no email) 22.0% 22.5% 111 97
Email 10.2% 11.9% 100 100

Billboards 9.3% 8.2% 124 93
Based on The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 Columbus, OH survey

TV for Rural America

RFD-TV is the cable channel for Rural America, accessible 
by more than 50 million homes in rural and urban markets. 
Being seen in urban markets is important to founder 
Patrick Gottsch, because the channel has two goals: 
representing the interests of Rural America and serving as 
a catalyst to reconnect the city with the country. 

According to Gottsch, too many national brands and 
retailers overlook the opportunities in Rural America, 
especially since rural consumers have a higher median 
net worth than the US on average, $278,442 and 
$227,551, respectively. 



The Rural American Market
A Special Report from THE MEDIACENTER

Entering the Digital Mainstream
“Rural Americans are approximately twice as likely as 
those who live in urban or suburban settings never to use 
the Internet.”

This is the conclusion of data from a 2016 Pew 
Research Center survey. In addition, older Americans 
and those with lower household incomes and less 
education are more likely not to be online, which also 
matches with rural demographics. 

US Adults Who Do Not Use the Internet, March–May 2016
Metric Percent

Adults, 18–49 5%
Adults, 50–64 16%
Adults, 65+ 41%

Income: <$49,999 35%
Income: $50K+ 9%

High school or less 57%
Some college, college+ 9%

Urban 12%
Suburban 11%

Rural 22%
Pew Research Center, September 2016

According to a July 2015 study from the US Department of 
Commerce, 86% of online rural residents used email while 
92% of urban residents did. Similarly, a smaller percentage 
of rural Americans use online video or voice conferencing 
than their urban counterparts, 28% and 38%, respectively. 

In the following table, rural Americans use of social media 
has increased more than urban Americans, but less 
than suburban Americans, from December 2012 through 
November 2016.

Social Media Use by Community Type, 2012–2016
Month/Year Urban Suburban Rural

December 2012 56% 55% 47%
September 2013 66% 63% 55%

January 2014 63% 64% 53%
July 2015 64% 68% 58%

November 2016 69% 71% 60%
% points change +13 +16 +13

% change +23.2% +29.1% +27.7%
Pew Research Center, January 2017

Returning to The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 survey for 
Columbus, OH shows that there isn’t much difference in 
Internet e-commerce and social media use among adults 
18+ living in metro and non-metro areas, except for the 
use of Pinterest in non-metro areas.

Selected Internet Use of Non-Metro and  
Metro Adults 18+, Fall 2016

Internet Use

Target Market 
Percent

Minutes 
Indexed to 

Market
Non-
Metro Metro Non-

Metro Metro

12+ e-commerce 
purchases past year 36.0% 36.3% 99 100

Logged on YouTube 
past month 74.3% 74.7% 100 100

Logged on Facebook 
past month 79.3% 76.2% 103 99

Logged on Twitter 
past month 36.0% 39.1% 94 102

Logged on Pinterest 
past month 44.8% 36.8% 116 95

Logged on Instagram 
past month 31.8% 35.4% 92 102

Logged on Snapchat 
past month 27.2% 25.0% 107 98

Logged on Amazon 
past month 72.8% 76.3% 96 101

Based on The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 Columbus, OH survey
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The Rural Consumer
American, whether they live in urban, suburban or rural 
areas buy the same essential consumer products, but 
there are some significant differences for some products 
and planned purchases. The table below indicates that car 
dealerships that sell foreign makes can expect virtually no 
traffic and purchases from consumers living in the non-
metro areas of the Columbus, OH market.

Selected Consumer Purchases of Non-Metro and 
Metro Adults 18+, Fall 2016

Purchases

Target Market 
Percent

Minutes 
Indexed to 

Market
Non-
Metro Metro Non-

Metro Metro

Plan to buy new car/
van/truck/SUV 10.6% 9.3% 111 97

Plan to buy domestic 
car/van/truck/SUV 12.4% 11.4% 107 98

Plan to buy foreign 
car/van/truck/SUV 0.5% 4.7% 13 125

Plan to buy home 
next 2 years 14.0% 12.2% 111 97

Plan to remodel 
home next year 19.0% 14.8% 120 94

Plan to buy new 
furniture next year 18.6% 19.2% 98 101

Plan to buy new bed/
mattress next year 23.7% 18.5% 121 94

Weekly supermarket 
spend: $100+ 57.8% 62.0% 95 102

Weekly supermarket 
spend: $150+ 39.8% 40.4% 99 100

Based on The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 Columbus, OH survey

When it comes to various activities, it’s no surprise that 
a much higher percentage of adults 18+ in non-metro 
counties participated in hunting and fishing, but more 
surprising is the higher percentage and index of those 
who participated in golf. One factor may be that more golf 
courses are closer to non-metro than metro populations.

Selected Activities of Non-Metro and  
Metro Adults 18+, Fall 2016

Activities

Target Market 
Percent

Minutes 
Indexed to 

Market
Non-
Metro Metro Non-

Metro Metro

Attended movie theater 
past 4 weeks 18.1% 24.1% 80 106

Frequent restaurant 
diner: 4+ times past 2 

weeks
9.4% 11.4% 86 104

Participated in lawn/
gardening past year 52.2% 43.7% 115 96

Participated in hunting/ 
fishing past year 25.6% 14.6% 150 86

Participated in 
snowsports past year 3.5% 3.3% 104 99

Participated in golf 3+ 
times past year 7.8% 5.5% 131 91

Based on The Media Audit’s Fall 2016 Columbus, OH survey
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You Have the Digital Edge
As a TV account executive with the experience and 
knowledge to help guide your clients’ decisions about 
using TV and digital media in their advertising programs, 
you’re in an advantageous position to maximize their 
reach into the rural consumer market. 

Rural America may be changing and facing many 
challenges, but the families and individuals who live there 
have the same consumer needs as urban/suburban 
dwellers. Help your clients develop promotional ideas and 
advertising messages that will attract more of them to their 
stores and businesses.

Sources: US Department of Agriculture Website, 1/17; US News & World 
Report Website, 1/17; Howstuffworks.com Website, 1/17; The New Yorker 
Website, 1/17; Fortune Website, 1/17; Housing Assistance Council Website, 
1/17; The Week Website, 1/17; US Census Bureau Website, 1/17; Upper Great 
Plains Transportation Institute Website, 1/17; The Wall Street Journal Website, 
1/17; US Federal Communications Commission Website, 1/17; The Media Audit 
Website, 1/17; Media Village Website, 1/17; Pew Research Center Website, 
1/17; MediaPost Website, 1/17.
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Consider these promotional ideas for your 
metro-area clients:

■ Stores/retailers can provide a discount to 
any customer who drove from a non-metro 
county, based on the distance from their 
home, such as a $0.50/mile discount for any 
purchase greater than XX.

■ Stores/retailers and shopping malls located 
in suburban counties/communities at the 
transition point into the rural counties can 
promote a Rural America or Country Cousins 
weekend. Invite farmers/food producers to 
participate in a farmer’s market. Feature crafts 
and other locally sourced products from rural 
counties. Be the catalyst to help bring the 
city and country together, as Patrick Gottsch, 
founder of RFD-TV, is trying to accomplish 
with his cable channel.

■ Encourage metro-county stores/retailers to 
devote some portion of their social media 
schedule to share content, photos and videos 
that would specifically appeal to residents in 
rural counties. Offer free shipping on their first 
online order to help defray the extra fee UPS 
and FedEx often adds to rural deliveries.

■ As more rural consumers become followers 
of metro-county stores/retailers on their social 
media feeds, invite one or more to become 
the store’s “rural ambassador,” sharing 
content and photos and videos with their rural 
friends and neighbors of their shopping trips 
to the store.


