
Methods
To conduct the analysis on Pennsylvania’s rural

population, the Center looked at two, 30-year time
periods – 1970 to 2000 and 2000 to 2030 – and used
the following data sources:

U.S. Census Bureau: State- and county-level popula-
tion data from 1970 to 2000; state-level population
projections for 2000 to 2030; and county-level data
on housing units and population by race from 1970
to 2000.
Pennsylvania State Data Center: County-level
population and age cohort projections from 2010 to
2030, which are based on a cohort-component,
demographic-projection model that accounts for the
components of population change. It includes natural
increase (births minus deaths) and net migration (in-
migration minus out-migration). More information
on this model and its limitations is available on the
Pennsylvania State Data Center’s website at http://
pasdc.hbg.psu.edu/.
Pennsylvania Department of Health: County-level
data on the number of live births and deaths from
1970 to 2000.
U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis: County-level data
on employment and personal per capita income from
1970 to 2000. The personal income data were
adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U with
2000=100.

A 60-Year Perspective
on Pennsylvania’s Rural Population

How has Pennsylvania’s rural population changed over the past 30 years and what kind of changes might it
expect in the future? A 60-year analysis of population data and population projections by the Center for
Rural Pennsylvania revealed that Pennsylvania’s rural population is likely to grow slowly and unevenly, and
that the average age of its residents will increase.
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Findings
Rural Pennsylvania Population Change
1970 to 2000

• In 1970, Pennsylvania’s 48 rural counties were
home to 3.05 million residents. By 2000, that number
increased to 3.39 million, an increase of 11 percent.

• Rural Pennsylvania experienced uneven population
growth over this period. Adams, Butler, Centre,
Monroe and Pike counties accounted for 73 percent of
this growth and 14 counties lost population.

• Rural population change was significantly corre-
lated with changes in the number of minorities,
employment, and housing units. This suggests that, as
population increased, so did the number of minorities,
employment and the number of new homes.

• The population increase was driven by a combina-
tion of births and in-migration. During this period,
there were 227,900 more births than deaths. Rural
Pennsylvania also experienced three migration waves
over the 30-year period. During the first wave, from
1970 to 1980, rural counties gained about 92,200 new
residents; during the second, from 1980 to 1990, rural
counties lost about 110,300 residents because of out-
migration; and during the third, from 1990 to 2000,
rural counties gained nearly 101,500 people. The net
result of these three waves was a gain of more than
83,000 residents.

• During the last rural migration wave (1990-2000),
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the distribution of new residents was not widespread.
Adams, Butler, Monroe, Pike and Wayne counties
became home to nearly 70 percent of new residents.

2000 to 2030
• In 2030, rural counties are projected to have a total

population of 3.57 million, an increase of 5 percent
from 2000.

• The population growth will again be uneven, as 20
rural counties are projected to have a population gain
and 28 counties are projected to have a population loss.
The counties that are projected to gain population –
Butler, Monroe, and Pike – will account for 52 percent
of the growth.

• There is no significant correlation between popula-
tion change and the natural rate of population change
(births minus deaths). This suggests that most of the

future population growth will be
driven by in-migration rather than
increasing births.

Urban Pennsylvania
Population Change
1970 to 2000

• In 1970, 8.73 million people
lived in Pennsylvania’s 19 urban
counties. In 2000, the population
increased 2 percent to 8.88 million.

• The slow growth among urban
counties was largely the result of
population losses in Allegheny and
Philadelphia counties. Excluding
these two counties, the remaining 17
urban counties had a combined
population increase of 17 percent.

Definitions
Rural and Urban

A county was considered rural when its population density (number of persons per square mile) was below
the statewide average. A county with a population density at or above the statewide average was considered
urban. In 2000, the statewide population density was 274 persons per square land mile. From 1970 to 2000,
the number of rural and urban counties did not change (48 and 19, respectively). From 2000 to 2030, only
one county, Monroe, is projected to change from rural to urban. For this analysis, Monroe is classified as a
rural county. No county is projected to change from urban to rural during this period.

Natural Population Change and Migration
Natural population change is calculated by subtracting the number of live births from the number of

deaths. It is possible to have either positive or negative natural population change. Migration is determined
by subtracting the total population change from the natural population change. If the resulting number is
positive, in-migration occurred. If the number is negative, out-migration occurred.

Data Limitations
Population projections are just that—projections. Economic shifts, changes in immigration law, and many

other factors could fundamentally change these projections. At the county level, these projections become
even less reliable due to changes in housing development, and business growth and decline. Despite these
limitations, the projections provide a useful window for examining Pennsylvania’s future population changes.

Data sources: U.S. Census Bureau and Pennsylvania State Data Center

Figure 1: Rural Pennsylvania Population
1970 to 2030 (projected)
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• Urban population change was
significantly correlated with changes in
housing units and employment. This
suggests that, as population changed, so
did the number of new homes and
employment.

2000 to 2030
• Projections show that, by 2030, 9.62

million people will live in urban Penn-
sylvania, an increase of 730,000 resi-
dents, or 8 percent, from 2000.

• Thirteen of Pennsylvania’s 19 urban
counties are projected to see a popula-
tion increase from 2000 to 2030. The
fastest growing county is Chester, with a
60 percent increase. Seven urban
counties are projected to lose popula-
tion. The largest declines are expected in
Allegheny and Beaver counties, each with a loss of 11
percent or more.

United States Population Change
1970 to 2000

• In 1970, there were 203.3 million people living in
the U.S. In 2000, this number increased to 281.4
million, a gain of 78.1 million people or 38 percent.

• Five states doubled their population: Alaska,
Arizona, Florida, Nevada and Utah. Pennsylvania had a
4 percent increase and was the nation’s 46th fastest
growing state. The four states that grew slower than
Pennsylvania were Iowa, New York, North
Dakota and West Virginia.

2000 to 2030
• Projections show that, by 2030, 363.6

million people will live in the U.S., a 29
percent increase from 2000, or 82.2
million residents.

• The fastest growing states are pro-
jected to be Arizona, Florida, Nevada and
Texas. Each is expected to see a 60 percent
or more increase in population. Pennsyl-
vania is projected to have a 4 percent
population gain and will be the nation’s
45th fastest growing state. Three of
Pennsylvania’s neighboring states are
expected to have a slower population
growth: New York (3 percent), Ohio (2
percent) and West Virginia (-5 percent).

Elements of Population Change
Children and Youth (Under 20 Years Old)

• In 1970, 37 percent of rural Pennsylvanians, or 1.1
million people, were under 20 years old. In 2000, 26
percent of rural Pennsylvanians, or nearly 884,500
people, were under 20 years old.

• From 1970 to 2000, there was a 21 percent decline
in the number of people under 20 years old. This
decline was driven, in part, by a declining birth rate
and by baby boomers (those born between 1946 and
1964) moving from their teenage to adult years.

• From 2000 to 2030, the number of children and

Data sources: U.S. Census Bureau and Pennsylvania State Data Center

Figure 2: Urban Pennsylvania Population
1970 to 2030 (projected)

Data sources: U.S. Census Bureau and Pennsylvania State Data Center

Figure 3: Percent Change in Population in the U.S., and
in Rural and Urban Pennsylvania Counties

1970 to 2030 (projected)
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youth is projected to decline. In 2030, 22 percent of
the rural population is projected to be younger than 20
years old. From 2000 to 2030, the number of people in
this age cohort is projected to decline 9 percent. In
urban counties, the number of children and youth is
projected to increase 2 percent.

Working Age Adults (20 to 64 Years Old)
• In 1970, 52 percent of rural Pennsylvanians, or

1.59 million people, were between 20 and 64 years old.
In 2000, 57 percent of rural Pennsylvanians, or nearly
1.95 million people, were working age.

• From 1970 to 2000, there was a 23 percent increase
in working age adults in rural Pennsylvania. According
to data from the Pennsylvania Department of Labor
and Industry, the number of people in the rural labor
force during this period increased 38 percent. The
difference is partly a result of out-of-state and urban
commuters working in rural counties.

• The number of working age adults in urban coun-
ties grew slower (10 percent) from 1970 to 2000 than
in rural counties (23 percent). The urban county labor
force also grew slower than the rural labor force (22
percent and 38 percent, respectively).

• From 2000 to 2030, the number of working age
rural adults is projected to decline 3 percent. In urban
counties, the number is projected to decline 1 percent.

Senior Citizens (65+ Years Old)
• In 1970, there were 346,100 senior citizens (65+

years old), or 11 percent of the population, in rural
Pennsylvania. In 2000, there were 556,400 senior
citizens, or 16 percent of the population, in rural
Pennsylvania.

• From 1970 to 2000, there was a 61 percent increase
in the number of rural senior citizens. Some rural
counties, however, had a much larger increase. In
Adams, Butler, Centre, Monroe, Pike and Union
counties, the number of senior citizens more than
doubled.

• In urban counties, there was a 47 percent increase
in senior citizens between 1970 and 2000.

• The number of rural senior citizens is projected to
increase 58 percent from 2000 to 2030. This increase
will be driven by baby boomers, who, in 2030, will be
66 to 84 years old. In 2030, 25 percent of rural
Pennsylvania’s population will be 65 years old and older.

• In urban counties, the number of senior citizens is
projected to increase 47 percent from 2000 to 2030. In
2030, 22 percent of Pennsylvania’s urban population
will be 65 years old and older.

Summary
This analysis identified three significant patterns in

rural Pennsylvania’s population over the next 30 years:
slow growth, uneven growth, and an aging population.

Slow Growth
In the 60-year span of 1970 to 2030, rural

Pennsylvania’s population is projected to experience a
gain of 17 percent, or 515,000 new residents. In
comparison, the U.S. population is expected to grow 79
percent, for a gain of 160.2 million residents.

Low birth rates and low in-migration rates are two
factors affecting rural Pennsylvania’s population.
Together, these two factors have created a downward
trend where, each year, there are fewer and fewer young
women in their childbearing years.

Uneven Growth
While rural Pennsylvania, as a whole, is projected to

have slow growth from 2000 to 2030, some counties
will experience faster growth rates and others may
experience population losses. For example, 10 rural
counties are projected to have an increase of more than
20 percent (10 will have a population increase of 0
percent to 19 percent) while 28 rural counties are
projected to have a decline.

With some exceptions, rural counties in eastern
Pennsylvania will likely see an average increase of about
19 percent from 2000 to 2030, while rural counties in
the west will see a 3 percent decline. This east/west
population split is not a new pattern. From 1970 to
2000, rural counties in the east had an average popula-
tion increase of 28 percent while those in the west had a
2 percent increase.

This uneven population growth could affect the types
of issues rural counties face in each region. For some
counties, issues such as land use, housing and farmland
preservation will continue to be important. For others,
economic development, improved social services, and
health care for an aging population may require more
attention.

Aging Population
Pennsylvania is, and will continue to be, an “aging”

state. This is especially true in rural counties. By 2030,
rural Pennsylvania is projected to have more senior
citizens than children and youth.

From 2000 to 2030, the number of people under 20
years old is projected to decrease 9 percent, while the
number of people 65 years old and older is projected to
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increase 58 percent. These changes
have a distinct regional pattern.
Rural counties in eastern Pennsyl-
vania are projected to have a 4
percent increase in children and
youth and a 72 percent increase in
senior citizens; rural counties in
western Pennsylvania are projected
to have an 18 percent decline in
children and youth and a 49
percent increase in senior citizens.

The aging population will likely
affect rural schools, volunteer
organizations, and employers.

Discussion
What do these population

projections mean for rural Penn-
sylvania? Below are eight areas in
which population changes may
affect rural Pennsylvania.

Economic Development
With a declining number of

working age adults, some busi-
nesses may face labor shortages as
there will be a smaller labor pool
from which to draw. In turn, some
businesses may relocate or invest in
more automation.

To address the needs of an older
population, the mix of rural
businesses may change. For
example, businesses that cater to
children and young families may
find fewer and fewer customers,
while those that address the needs
of the elderly may see an increase
in clientele.

Education
The projected decline in the

number of rural children and
youth will be most keenly felt by
school districts. With fewer
students, school districts will need
to make difficult decisions on
whether to keep school buildings
open. In addition, some districts
will see their fixed costs (transporta-

Figure 4: Pennsylvania Population by County,
1970 to 2030 (projected)

Data sources: U.S. Census Bureau and Pennsylvania State Data Center
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tion, teachers, etc.) remain the same or increase even
though they have fewer and fewer students each year.

The decline in children and youth will also affect
colleges and universities. Although the impact will not
be as immediate as it is on school districts, colleges and
universities will likely find their pool of traditional
student applicants becoming smaller. As a result, some
higher educational institutions will need to be more
aggressive in reaching out to non-traditional and out-
of-state students.

Health Care
In the future, maternity wards may be far less busy

than geriatric wards. This will likely cause a shift in the
types of medical professionals needed. In rural counties,
recruiting these professionals may be more difficult as
the demands for their services increase across the entire
state and nation.

Home health care may become increasingly impor-
tant as families try to keep elderly relatives in their
homes as long as possible.

Social Services
As rural Pennsylvania’s population ages, many older

residents may increase their dependency on public
transportation and other shared transportation services
to complete daily errands and keep appointments. In
rural counties, these shared services may need to be
increased to meet these demands.

Housing
The demand for large homes, suitable for families

with children, may decline as the population ages. In
some counties, this shift could cause a short-term
decline in housing prices as well as shortages in housing
that is suitable for smaller families.

Taxes
With fewer working age adults (20 to 64 year olds),

school districts and municipalities that rely on earned
income taxes may experience revenue declines. It is
unclear whether property taxes can make up the
difference.

Recreation
With an aging population, recreational needs will

likely change. Playgrounds and skateboard parks will
likely see less use, while walking trails and horseshoe
courts may become more popular.

Community Organizations
Youth organizations, such as baseball leagues, soccer

clubs, and scouts, may find it difficult to recruit
members. The same is true for volunteer fire companies
and other community service organizations.
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