
 
 

Give to AgEcon Search 

 
 

 

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library 
 

 
 

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search. 

 
 
 

Help ensure our sustainability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AgEcon Search 
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu 

aesearch@umn.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C. 

https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu


9

F I N D I N G S
RURAL AMERICA

Nonmetro Labor Markets Remain Soft
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F I N D I N G S

In 2004, the U.S. economic recovery that began in November 2001
became broad-based, with most domestic sectors exhibiting moderate
to strong growth. Construction, especially residential construction, and
strong housing markets boosted overall economic growth. In addition,
low inflationary expectations, low interest rates, and weak credit
demand by businesses produced the lowest mortgage rates since the
early 1960s. In nonmetro areas, homeownership rates have reached
record highs, continuing to exceed metro rates for most households.
The strong housing market raised demand for building materials, con-
tributing to job gains in nonmetro areas where many plants are located.

Nonmetro as well as metro areas, however, continue to struggle
with soft labor markets. After more than 2 years of economic expan-
sion, hiring has been slow to recover. The nonmetro unemployment rate
rose slightly to 5.8 percent in 2003, from 5.6 percent in 2002.The metro
unemployment rate also rose slightly (to 6.0 percent in 2003 from 5.8
percent in 2002). Between 2002 and 2003, average weekly earnings fell
0.5 percent (to $555) in nonmetro areas, and 0.3 percent (to $699) in
metro areas, after adjusting for inflation. But 2004 has brought some job
growth, with increases in some manufacturing jobs for the first time
since 1998.

Between April 2000 and July 2003, nonmetro America added
580,000 people, averaging 0.4 percent population growth per year.This
is lower than the current metro growth rate (1.3 percent) and half the
nonmetro average during the “rural rebound” of the 1990s. Still, in 2002-
03, the annual nonmetro growth rate rose from the previous year, the
first such increase since 1994-95, possibly indicating that the nonmetro
population downturn may have ended. Rapid population growth in some
nonmetro counties, especially those adjacent to metro areas, is due to
migration.

But even as some counties gain population, others lose population.
Around 600 nonmetro counties lost population during the 1990s, and
well over 1,000 nonmetro counties have lost population since 2000.
Population loss affects all regions, but is particularly widespread in the
Great Plains.

Karen Hamrick, khamrick@ers.usda.gov

This article is drawn from . . .

Rural America At A Glance, 2004, edited by Karen S. Hamrick,AIB-793,
USDA/ERS, September 2004, available at: www.ers.usda.gov/
publications/aib793/

2000                   01                 02                  03                   04

Percent

Unemployment rates rose slightly between
2002 and 2003

6.5

6.0

5.5

5.0

4.5

4.0

3.5

0

Source: Seasonally adjusted rates calculated by ERS using 
Bureau of Labor Statistics data.
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