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- Defining “rural”

- Statistics on obesity and obesity-related health behaviors among 

youth in rural United States, with urban comparisons

- Strategies to improve rural health promotion efforts

- Some rural-specific resources

- Q&A



What is rural?
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What is rural?
The Census does not define 

“rural.” They consider “rural” to 

include all people, housing, and 

territory that are not within an 

urban area. Any area that is not 
urban is rural.

The Census defines urban as:

• Urbanized Areas (UAs) of 50,000 

or more people
• Urban Clusters (UCs) of 2,500 -

49,999 people

Health Resources and Services Administration, 2022
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What is rural?

19.3% of the population 

(59.5 million people) and 

97% of the land area is 

classified as rural.

Health Resources and Services Administration, 2022
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What is rural?

Health Resources and Services Administration, 2022

OMB decides which counties 

are metropolitan (metro), 

micropolitan (micro), or neither.

Area/County Rural/Not Rural

Metro area (urban core of 50,000 or 

more people)

Not rural

Micro area (urban core of 10,000-

49,9999 people)

Rural

Counties outside of Metro or Micro 

Areas

Rural
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What is rural?

Health Resources and Services Administration, 2022

Non-metro counties 

contain 46.2 million 

people, about 15% of 

the population and 

cover 72% of the land 

area of the country.
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What is rural?

USDA Economic Research Service, 2023

Code Classification description

1 Metropolitan area core: primary flow within an urbanized area (UA)

2 Metropolitan area high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a UA

3 Metropolitan area low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a UA

4 Micropolitan area core: primary flow within an urban cluster of 10,000 to 49,999 (large UC)

5 Micropolitan high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a large UC

6 Micropolitan low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a large UC

7 Small town core: primary flow within an urban cluster of 2,500 to 9,999 (small UC)

8 Small town high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a small UC

9 Small town low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a small UC

10 Rural areas: primary flow to a tract outside a UA or UC

Rural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA) codes
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What is rural?

USDA Economic Research Service, 2023

Code Classification description

1 Metropolitan area core: primary flow within an urbanized area (UA)

2 Metropolitan area high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a UA

3 Metropolitan area low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a UA

4 Micropolitan area core: primary flow within an urban cluster of 10,000 to 49,999 (large UC)

5 Micropolitan high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a large UC

6 Micropolitan low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a large UC

7 Small town core: primary flow within an urban cluster of 2,500 to 9,999 (small UC)

8 Small town high commuting: primary flow 30% or more to a small UC

9 Small town low commuting: primary flow 10% to 30% to a small UC

10 Rural areas: primary flow to a tract outside a UA or UC

RUCA 4-10 are 

typically considered 

“rural”

Rural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA) codes
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What is rural?

definitions of 

“rural” used by the 

federal 

government

33
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Where is rural?

Partners for Rural Transformation, 2020; National Center for Education Statistics, 2023 
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Obesity prevalence in the US by county

33.4%

United States Diabetes Surveillance System, 2023; Rural Health Information Hub, 2023
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Obesity prevalence in METRO counties

28.7%

United States Diabetes Surveillance System, 2023; Rural Health Information Hub, 2023
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Obesity prevalence in NON- METRO counties

36.3%

United States Diabetes Surveillance System, 2023; Rural Health Information Hub, 2023
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Other health-related issues not discussed

From: Trends in death rates in urban and rural areas: United States, 1999-2019

Alcohol and Substance Use

Tobacco Use

Mental Health

Injury

Cancer
Stroke

Respiratory Disease

Rural health promotion



Obesity-related outcomes

Physical Activity

Diet Screentime/Sedentary 

Behavior

Sleep
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Rural health promotion

Pfledderer CD, Hunt ET, Prochnow T, 

Brown DMY, Salvo D, Springer AE. Urban-
rural differences in overweight and obesity, 

24-hour movement guideline adherence, 

and neighborhood characteristics among 
children in the United States: Evidence 

from a national survey. In Progress
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Obesity-related outcomes
Zenic N, Taiar R, Gilic B, Blazevic M, Maric D, Pojskic H, Sekulic D. 

Levels and changes of physical activity in adolescents during the 
COVID-19 pandemic: contextualizing urban vs. rural living environment. 

Applied Sciences. 2020;10(11):3997.
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Obesity-related outcomes

At baseline, urban residents 

had higher PA levels compared 

to rural residents. During 

COVID-19 urban residents PA 

levels decreased such that 

urban-rural differences were 

non-significant. 

Zenic N, Taiar R, Gilic B, Blazevic M, Maric D, Pojskic H, Sekulic D. 

Levels and changes of physical activity in adolescents during the 
COVID-19 pandemic: contextualizing urban vs. rural living environment. 

Applied Sciences. 2020;10(11):3997.
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Obesity-related outcomes

Pfledderer CD, Hunt ET, Prochnow T, Brown 

DMY, Salvo D, Springer AE. Urban-rural 

differences in overweight and obesity, 24-hour 

movement guideline adherence, and 

neighborhood characteristics among children in 

the United States: Evidence from a national 

survey. In Progress
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Obesity-related outcomes

Pfledderer CD, Hunt ET, Prochnow T, Brown 

DMY, Salvo D, Springer AE. Urban-rural 

differences in overweight and obesity, 24-hour 

movement guideline adherence, and 

neighborhood characteristics among children in 

the United States: Evidence from a national 

survey. In Progress

Percent of rural children 

meeting sleep 

guidelines is 

significantly lower than 

the percent of urban 

children meeting sleep 

guidelines.
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Obesity-related outcomes

McCormack LA, Meendering J. Diet and 
physical activity in rural vs urban children and 
adolescents in the United States: a narrative 

review. J Acad Nutrition Dietetics. 116(3):467-
80.
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Obesity-related outcomes

McCormack LA, Meendering J. Diet and 
physical activity in rural vs urban children and 
adolescents in the United States: a narrative 

review. J Acad Nutrition Dietetics. 116(3):467-
80.

Among the studies assessing diet, two showed no difference 

in intake between rural and urban youth. One study showed 

rural children consumed more calories than urban children. In 

terms of fruit and vegetable consumption, one study showed 

that urban children consumed vegetables more frequently. 

Another showed fewer rural adolescents consumed 2 cups 

fruit than urban and that more rural children consumed 2 to 3 

cups dairy than urban. One study found racial differences in 

frequency of fatty snack food consumption between 

nonmetropolitan and metropolitan youth. 
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Sallis JF, Cervero RB, Ascher W, 

Henderson KA, Kraft MK, Kerr J. An 

ecological approach to creating active 

living communities. Annu Rev Public 

Health. 2006;27:297-322.
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Despite limited evidence that shows youth in rural environments 

may be more physically active/less sedentary than youth in 

urban environments, we still lack effective, evidence-based 

interventions delivered in rural communities. 
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Obesity prevalence in NON- METRO counties

36.3%

United States Diabetes Surveillance System, 2023; Rural Health Information Hub, 2023
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Rural health promotion

Pfledderer CD, Hunt ET, Prochnow T, 

Brown DMY, Salvo D, Springer AE. Urban-
rural differences in overweight and obesity, 

24-hour movement guideline adherence, 

and neighborhood characteristics among 
children in the United States: Evidence 

from a national survey. In Progress



Despite limited evidence that shows youth in rural environments 

may be more physically active/less sedentary than youth in 

urban environments, we still lack effective, evidence-based 

interventions delivered in rural communities. 
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Rural Studies

Low quantity

Limited reach

Fewer components

Rural health promotion



Umstattd Meyer et al. (2016)

Rural health promotion



Umstattd Meyer et al. (2016)
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When you change 

the setting, you see 

voltage drop
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Umstattd Meyer et al. (2016)
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The time-of-day a 

before/after school 

program was offered 

influenced rural parents’ 

choices more than 
suburban parents’ choices. 
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Rural parents wanted the 

main focus of the program 

to be physical activity, 

while suburban parents 

preferred a program that 
was an equal mix of 

physical activity and 

academics. 
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https://publichealth.robbins.baylor.edu/impact/rural-active-living-
measurement-tools
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https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/
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Assela, Ethiopia
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Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
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Michigan, United States
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Zuunmod, Mongolia
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Indiana, United States
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Rural Health Information Hub. Obesity and Weight Control. 
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Questions?

Please post your questions 
in the chat for the audience 

Q&A session



Thank you for attending! 

Please scan the QR code below to view more webinars from 
the Michael & Susan Dell Center for Healthy Living
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