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RURAL LEVEL OF LIVING INDEXES FOR COUNTIES 
OF THE UNITED STATES, 1940 

By Margaret Jarman Hagood, Senior Social Scientist 

The planning of agricultural programs calls for recognition of the wide differences 

Within the country - differences in levels of living as well as differences in 

agricultural resources and in types of farming. To meet the needs of agencies con- 

cerned with differences in levels of living of rural people, several indexes of 
level of livirig were developed during the last decade. These indexes were an 

attempt to indicate in sane simple form the relative level of living in each county 

of the United States for families on farms, as well as for other rural families nov 
living on farms. They have combined into one composite measure data provided by 
the 1930 Gensus on various items which represent goods, 9 services, or other sorts of 
satisfactions available to rural families. These indexes have served to indicate 
areas where programs for adjustment of population to agricuitural resources are 
needed. They have afforded a means of investigating the relationship of level of 
Living not only to type of farming and physical resources, but also to population 
characteristics such as migration, fertility, and mortality. 

To provide a more current measure of this important component of rural welfare for 
wartime and post-war planning, es well as for scientific analyses, data from the 
1940 Censuses of Population , “Pousing, and Agriculture have been combii.ed into an 

index of average level'of living for the rural-farm families of each county of the 
United States and into a similar index for the rural-nonfarm families. These 
indexes are Dased on the principle of using information on a few items which are 
representative of many othe PSe From a larger number of items available for countie 
from the 1940 Census, five items were selected for the rural-farm index and five 
for the rural—nonfarm ae on the. basis of an analysis of the relationships among 
the varlous items. 

For certain States, and for a national sample of 200 countics, the correlations of 
12 items were e analyzed to indicate a satisfactory grouping of items..and the appro— 
priate weights for combining them. The itens included in the indexes and the index 
formulas are as follows: 

Rural-fa: om index 

Percentage of occupied dwellings wnits with fewer than 1.51 persons per 
LOOM ae H ) 

Percentagve of dwelling units with radios*x — R ty & i ; a 

Percentage of farms with gross income of more than S600% -—~ TI 
et o f o. ep o4 4 A 

Percentace of farus reporting autos of 1936 or later models — A 
Median grade of school. completed by persons 25 years of age and 

overs -— 5 

*% Number reporting used as base 

The formula for combining data on those items into the rural-farm 

Level of living index is as follows: 

len i 
»467H iit «20 SIR “8 PEP ep rs o4 034 mi 4035158 ond wha ats 



Percentage of occupied dwelling units 
- per roomé -—) H- ea tLe i 
Percentage of dwelling units vith radios - - 
Percentage of Guy ye units with running vaterx —- We 
Percentage of rural-nonfarm occupied dwelling units with mechanical 

refrigerationx -—- lM i 

Median grade of school completed by persons 25 years ik age and 

overs -- § ' ; 

* Number reporting used as base 

The formula for combining data on these items into the rural—nonfarm 

level of living index is as follows: 

Loge = + 7L8H + e462R + 342 + .5O51f + 6.1048 — 77.6 
Use of the items listed: ‘to f ! 
woncent of level of Living be rural fonilies involves only those Eee However 

_ the definition of levol of living implied by the indcxes is more restricted tha 
a some of the current concepts of level of living which involve intangible values 

often varying from one region to another. The-level of living measured by these 

“indexes is a composite of many characteristics -— some of thom measurable, some 
nace not measurable -— which tend to be present when the index items are pese 
For example in a county where the median grade of school caapleted by rural pers 

; 25 years of age and over is relatively high, the mwropartion complcting college 
Peiccly bo high also, probably the proportion of ene) spent by persons in reading 

will be high, md we should cxpect to find greator than average degree of parti Sia 
pation in the Vartous organizations of the oo pone cs of the county Sint ie 

4 

¢ wil liked y beva , relatively p ereat proportion wi, 6) 

ease rae and the health conditions of the . 
food aig numerous associated charactcristics iat 

> many othe 5a Se making for a. QAO 

20) COUNDL ES 

Neat 

a lew. 1 ‘of ple tond to occur in ‘the sa 

fene items included in the index. 

ta on the items included: in.the indcéx have becn weighted aid combined in ‘su 

yas to form an index of the composite cnaractcristic which) the. group of it 
Zeeted can measure "best," that ig, can most satislactoriiy: discriminate be 

Ow and Nigh countics. This composite charactcristic is assumcd to be "level 
living." Stated an otacr “ers sieved: (or, living" is defined as that composi c 
haractcristic for Which data is these items afford an approximate measure, whe 

ombined by the indicatcd formulas, developed in such a. way as to insure that 
sountics receiving the sane index valuc will be as similar ag possible wth 7 
ct to cach of the itens included. Because the items chosen are representa 

of avery auch lerger grovp, countios which reccive’ the same, or nearly the s 
dex value will tond to bo alike with respect to the mueifpiarger group of 1b 

wolited to the itcas chosen. Weights for the items (expressed in standard devia 
its) wore dotorminced by tho principal component. solution of the matrix of their 
cre orréletions for a sories of 200 sample countics. 1/ . at 

ror an account of the dovelopnont of the indexes, sec "Development ie 
al-Farm Level of Living Index for Counties," by Margaret Jarman Hagood it 
dolog SN NOLe “Gy NOs 2; dune 19439. pp. 171-180 and "Rural Level of Livi 
OU dn Hotes, Rurel Sociology, Soptonbor 19436 | athe 



PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF COUNTIES OF THE UNITED STATES 
BY RURAL LEVEL OF LIVING INDEXES, 1940 
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RURAL 
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- The index values shown for counties in the table following are rel ra 
absolute measures of level of living. They show each county's position onl, 

relation to the mean of all counties of the United States, and not in relation 
any norm or accepted standard. For both the rural-farm index and the rural—n 

index, the scales have been set so that the average for all counties of the United 

States is 100. The units of the scale have been determined so that a unit on o 

scale is comparable to a unit on the other in ‘terms of the variation of all coun 

about the mean value of 100 for each series of index values. 2/ The scales hay 
been chosen so as not ta give negative values for any counties. On the rurale 
index, counties vary from a low of 3 to a high of 166, and on the rural—nontarm 
indéx, from a low of 4 to a high of 188. 

The indexes were developed for counties and are strictly appropriate only for — 
counties. However, values are shovm also for States, these values being simply t 

arithmetic mean of the corresponding indexes for the counties of each State. Be 
cause counties vary in size, the index value for a State or for the United States © 
is not necessarily equal to the value which wouid be obtained by entering the 3 

appropriate State or. national data for the equation. 

The scales for the rural-farm and rural-nonfarm indexes were made comparable so t 
for each county the two values could be combined to form a composite index for th 
total rural population of the county. The composite index for each county is an ~ 
average of the two indexes weighted together according to the proportions rural— — 
farm and rural—-nonfarm persons comprise of the total rural population of the: goun 
For States and for the United States, .the composite rural index show, es7a: thes 

case of the other two indexes, is simply the arithmetic mean of the corresponding 
index values for all counties in the tate or the Nation. 

Counties of the United States diffcr widely in the ayerage level of living attain 
by their rural families. Even though county averages vary less than do individuae 
rural families, nevertheless, county variation is striking with respect to items 
which have been used. to indicate rural level of living. As many as 97 percent 6. 
the farms of certain countics had gross incomes of $600 or sore in £939, wheres 

fewer than 5 percent reached this level in. other counties. Over 95 pércent of the 
rural—farm homes of some counties had radios in 1940; fewer than 10 percent had 
‘them in others. The median grade of school completed by rural persons’ 25 years 

% age and over varied from as low as 1 to more than 12 in the counties of the Una 
"States. Such differences reflect the marked inequalities existing among areas wi 

' ‘respect to level of living. : 

County variation with respect to. level of living is indicated in the accompanyi 
chart. +he distribution of counties of the United States by their values on the 

“tural—farm level of living index indicates a definitely bimodal form, with thew 
larger peak centered at about 118 and the smaller peak at about 82. This is due 

primarily to the great difference between the South and the rest of the Nation w 
‘respect to rural—farm level of living, the mean for the counties in the three 
southern Census divisions being 82 and the inean for the counties in the other ~ 

» divisions being 115, The distribution of counties by rural—nontarm level of 14 
shows an extended flat top, which is likewise the result of combining Southern © 
counties which have a tiean of 83 with those of the rest of the Nation, which he 
amean of 114. Saal 

iy 

s 

2/ One standard deviation unit is equal to 24 points on the scale for the mr 
farm*and on that for the rural-nonfarn index. si 



Rural level of living index valucs presented here for counties are not directly 
comparable with those computed on tho basis of 1930 data. Soveral recsons prevent 

Comparisons of absolute valucs, the chief reason being a difference in the principle 

OC yoomoiming date’ on itcns and of choosing an index scale. In previous, indexes of: 
Neiete Sss ae ‘ ; : 
Secititor nature, the principle generally used has been that of avcraging relatives 
Gweighted or unweighted) formed as the ratio of a county's value to that of the 

* 1 5) 

‘ United States. “the method used here for the rural-farn and rur2l-nonfarm indexes 

actuelly combines measures in their "standard score" form, whereas the scaling 

Poopuea 1s likewise determined with regard to the variation of countics so thet the 

standard score of a county is equal to 1/24 of the difference between its index 
Velue-and lOO. Other differences make nonconpsrable even. the ranks of counties on 
inese indexcs: and on the 1930 indexes. In the 1930 rural-farm indexes, voriocus 

data on facilities and equipment were used’ from the Census of Agriculture, which 
provided such. informtion only eb-ut operator's dwellings rather than about all 

rurai—far:: dwellings. This would tend to give counties with relatively large propor- 

feons of dwellings of farm laborers a higher position in a ranking of countics than 
Goes the 1940 index, which includes housing and facilities information for all rural 
term dwelling units, However, a comparison of the areas which wore low on the 1930 
Gnaex With those which are low on the 1940 index indicates a striking sinilarity of 

pattern, which is not obscured by the differences in the two indexese 
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Rural Level of Living Indexes, 1940 

ewe 

: Level of living : Level of living 
a a index value coy) INU 

Area : : :Com— Area : : :Com- 

; sRural-:Rural- sposite sRural+:Rural— sposit 

sfarm snonfarm:rural :farm s:nonfarmsrural 

a 

UNITED STATES 100 ~=—-:100 HSI ps GAN SA 
Alabama (Continued) 

» Alabama 64 Poetry Ob wndes — 38 54 40 

Autauga 58 5D oY Macon 50 98 56 
Baldwin 84, 73 73 Madison 70 69 70 
Barbour Ma 66 57 Marengo Dak 61 Le 
Bibb 62 80 vat Marion 65 96 § 
Blount ToL 84, 78 Marshall 80 107 SL 
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