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Main Objective

Refocus on rural America—necessary to 
insure a spatially inclusive approach to studying 

social mobility



Opportunities
Rural America is on America’s political and 

legislative policy agenda



Why?

• Trumpism and disaffected/resentful/forgotten rural voters.
• Growing spatial rural-urban inequality—concentrated poverty, 

intergenerational poverty, employment, family patterns, 
health outcomes, and life expectancy. 

• The 3 D’s:  Depopulation, Death, and Diversity.
• Research on comparative rural communities—”when you’ve 

seen one rural community you’ve seen one rural community.”
• The boundaries that separate rural and urban America are 

fluid and ambiguous—a new “rural-urban interface.”



Challenges

The research community must work toward 
mainstreaming rural-oriented work as opposed 

to relegating it to the backwater as unimportant 
or, worse, falling prey to conventional 

stereotypes about rural people and places





Rural data needs
Augmenting sample sizes

• Imprecise estimates and the power of the test
• Data suppression (e.g., differential privacy)
• Rural heterogeneity requires larger samples
• Tracking/retention as respondents move
• Depth versus breath (e.g., Three Cities study, 

Fragile Families, Los Angeles Family and 
Neighborhood Survey[L.A.FANS])

• Administrative infrastructure and data (e.g., 
government and schools)

• Place-effects for place-based interventions



Sharkey and Faber
Annual Review of Sociology (2014, 560) 

The current preoccupation with urban 
neighborhoods “has distracted attention from 

the larger question of how different dimensions 
of the residential context, which operate at 

multiple geographic and social scales, become 
salient in the lives of individuals and families” 

(emphasis added).



Rural Measurement
Building a consensus

• What is rural? Binary or gradient? What? 
• Core-based units based on counties
• What should be measured in rural areas?
• Administrative boundaries defining rural and 

urban people and places change over time 
(e.g., CPS).

• Mobilities: Spatial and social mobility co-occur
• Rural regions, commuting zones, rural 

neighborhoods





Conclusion
Rural youth and young adults face constraints to 

upward intra- and inter-generational mobility

• They lack resources from family, government, and the 
economy (e.g., living wage, work supports, childcare).

• They face cultural obstacles—systemic racism, xenophobia, 
and sexism that affect schooling and economic outcomes.

• Individual and collective wellbeing in rural areas often work at 
cross-purposes (e.g., moving to opportunity).  

• Do we invest in rural places or rural people?



Contact information:
Daniel T. Lichter 

dtl28@cornell.edu


	Challenges and Opportunities for Studying Mobility in Rural Areas�
	Main Objective
	��Opportunities�Rural America is on America’s political and legislative policy agenda��
	Why?
	Challenges
	Slide Number 6
	�Rural data needs�Augmenting sample sizes�
	Sharkey and Faber�Annual Review of Sociology (2014, 560) 
	Rural Measurement�Building a consensus
	Slide Number 10
	��Conclusion�Rural youth and young adults face constraints to upward intra- and inter-generational mobility�
	�Contact information:�Daniel T. Lichter �dtl28@cornell.edu

