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COVID-19 AND RURAL POPULATION GROWTH
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Introduction

Rural America experienced a decade of small, yet consistent population
decline from 2010 to 2020, making this the first decade that rural population
loss had ever been recorded in the United States. The data suggest this
change was driven by record low birth rates and people migrating out of rural
areas.' However, recent research suggests a potential shift from this
decade-long trend. From 2020 to 2021, the population of rural America started
to grow again. This growth was driven entirely by net migration into rural
areas, as an existing natural decrease (fewer births than deaths) was
exacerbated by increased deaths brought about by COVID-19. Importantly,
most of this population growth was observed in rural counties with “high

amenity recreational and retirement areas.” Many other rural areas continued

to lose population during the same timeframe.?

Researchers have theorized that COVID-19 is the root cause of the increased
net migration into rural areas. Data suggest that many people nearing
retirement age decided to retire early during the onset of COVID-19.> Many of
these early retirees likely relocated to rural areas with high recreational value -
historically popular retirement destinations. COVID-19 has also rapidly
accelerated the adoption of virtual work. Now people are able to choose
where they live and keep their jobs. Research has shown that workers,
especially those looking to purchase homes, have increasingly selected
suburbs and nearby rural areas over living in the city, attracted by a lower cost
of living and less populated communities.* Living in rural or suburban areas

near cities also keeps the work commute manageable, attractive for those

now working hybrid schedules.

In other words, increased virtual work and early retirements brought about by

COVID-19 are driving population growth in historically tourist and retirement



destinations, as well as rural areas near cities. Whether or not this national
trend will continue is yet to be seen. Early population estimates for 2022
suggest population trends in the U.S. are moving back toward pre-pandemic
rates, with urban in-migration rebounding.®> While true long-term trends will
require more time to identify, the available data does give a useful picture of
how COVID-19 has altered rural America’s population in the short-term.
Similar data can be used to understand how population trends in rural North

Carolina have been affected by COVID-19.

North Carolina: 2010 to 2020

Like rural areas across the U.S., many rural counties in North Carolina
experienced significant population decline from 2010 to 2020.* Fifty counties
in North Carolina - all rural - lost population from 2010 to 2020. However,
several rural counties near major urban centers, as well as several near the
mountains or the coast - those with high recreational value - actually added

population (Figure1).

Figure 1. Average Annual Net Population Change: April 1,2010 - July 1, 2020
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Source: NC Office of State Budget and Management, State Demographer, Population
Growth Tables



The population growth experienced by this subset of rural counties prevented
a significant rural population decline in the state. Still, the aggregate
population in rural counties did decline slightly, while urban and suburban

counties experienced substantial population growth (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Average Annual Population Change and Components: April 1, 2010 -
July 1,2020
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North Carolina: 2020 to 2021

North Carolina saw trends similar to those in the rest of the country from 2010
to 2020, with rural declines (although they are minimal) and urban growth.
Have we also experienced the recent trend of rural population growth
brought about by COVID-19 as well? The data suggest that we have. From
2020 to 2021, rural counties in North Carolina experienced population growth

after a decade of slight, but steady, decline (Figure 3).



Figure 3. Population Change and Components: July 1, 2020 - July 1, 2021
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Source: US Census Bureau Population Estimates 2020-2022

Figure 3 shows that net migration into rural and suburban counties increased
during this timeframe, while net migration into urban counties decreased
(but was still positive). In fact, rural and suburban net migration exceeded
urban net migration. It also shows that the natural change worsened for all of
North Carolina, suggesting an increased number of deaths from 2020 to 2021

as many communities struggled with COVID-19.

When this trend is mapped by county we see that population loss was
diminished in most counties that experienced loss from 2010 to 2020, and in
fact many of those counties actually experienced population growth from
2020 to 2021 (Figure 4). Of the 50 counties that lost population from 2010 to
2020 - again, all rural - 24 experienced population growth from 2020 to 2021.
Only two counties that experienced population growth from 2010 to 2020 lost

population, one being rural (Avery) and the other suburban (Onslow).



Figure 4. Net Population Change: July 1, 2020 - July 1, 2021
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Source: US Census Bureau Population Estimates 2020-2022

North Carolina: 2021 to 2022

So are population trends in North Carolina returning to pre-pandemic
patterns similar to national trends? Sort of. Like the rest of the nation,
population growth in urban areas appears to have rebounded (although not
guite to pre-pandemic levels). The data suggest that this rebound is due to
greater positive net migration in urban counties, as the natural change has

not moved much since 2020-2021 (Figure 5).

The natural change for rural and suburban counties is also basically the same
as it was 2020-2021. However, net migration has changed. In suburban
counties, there has been a slight decline in net migration - 1.44 percent to 1.21
percent - resulting in slightly lower population growth. However, population
growth in rural counties actually increased from 2021 to 2022 due to a slight
increase in net migration to rural counties - 1.10 percent to 1.27 percent.
Notably, net migration in rural counties was higher than net migration in both

urban and suburban counties.



Figure 5. Population Change and Components: July 1, 2021 - July 1, 2022
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Many of the rural counties that reversed their population decline following
COVID-19 continued growing in the second year of the pandemic. Of the 24
rural counties that experienced population growth from 2020 to 2021 despite
population decline from 2010 to 2020, 18 of them continued growing from
2021 to 2022 (Figure 6). There were also nine rural counties that experienced
growth from 2021 to 2022, despite declines from 2010 to 2020 and 2020 to
2021.



Figure 6. Net Population Change: July 1, 2021 - July 1, 2022
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Source: US Census Bureau Population Estimates 2020 - 2022

Conclusions and Implications

These findings suggest that rural North Carolina has experienced overall
population growth in recent years due to COVID-19. Many rural counties that
lost population from 2010 to 2020 experienced reversals of that trend, several
others saw a slowing of population decline, and others that were already
growing continued their growth. As a result the overall rural population grew
from 2020 to 2022. This growth was notably caused solely by positive net
migration into rural counties, as an existing natural decrease was exacerbated
by COVID-19.

Population growth is likely very positive for those rural counties that
experienced it. Population loss is associated with a shrinking workforce,
greater struggles for businesses, diminishing tax dollars for public services,
and other negative outcomes.2 When rural populations increase, these issues
diminish and rural people are better able to thrive. While this is great for those
counties that have experienced growth, it is important to recognize that rural
population growth was not equally dispersed to all rural counties. While the
maps show many rural counties experienced population growth (or a slowing

of population loss) from 2020 to 2022, rural counties with the greatest



increases are typically found near urban centers or in areas with “high natural

value,” such as those near the coast and mountains.

When we consider again those who may be moving - working professionals
and early retirees - the rural counties experiencing the greatest population
growth make sense. Virtual work has grown in popularity rapidly, allowing

many working professionals in North Carolina to relocate to rural areas with a

lower cost of living while retaining their jobs.* Rural areas near larger cities

also typically have greater access to broadband,? undoubtedly attracting a

large portion of working professionals that are working virtually. As
broadband service becomes more available in isolated rural communities it
will be interesting to see if working professionals are willing to relocate to
them in the future. There has also been a wave of early retirees throughout
the United States. In fact, researchers have estimated that from 2020 to 2022,

between 1.6 million and 2.1 million Americans retired earlier than they
previously planned.®> When we consider that North Carolina is a popular state

for retirees to relocate, including many rural counties in the mountains and
on the coast, it is possible that a substantial proportion of rural migration in

North Carolina has come from these early retirees.

Despite the recent positive population trends for many of our rural counties,
problems after a decade of population loss - loss that was rather significant
for many of our rural counties - will not be solved thanks to a couple years of
population growth. Rather, sustained population growth will allow rural
counties to better position themselves for future economic development.
Whether or not the recent rural population growth will be sustainable is
uncertain. Virtual work and hybrid schedules appear to be becoming
entrenched in employment, but will working people continue to relocate to

surrounding rural areas? Retirement rates in the U.S. will likely return to



normal after the bubble of early retirements in recent years,® but how will

that affect future rural migration trends? Has COVID-19 brought about a rural
relocation in North Carolina, or will we see a reversion to pre-pandemic
migration patterns? The answers to these questions and the true long-term
impact of COVID-19 on population trends require further research as more

data becomes available in the future.
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Full Population Change Table

(Average)
April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2020 July 1 2020 to July 1, 2021 July 1, 2021 to July 1, 2022

Average Annual Percent Percent Percent
County Rurality | Annual Change Change Total Change Change Total Change Change
North Carolina 92768 0.97% 116440 1.11% 133088 1.26%
78 Rural Counties -568 -0.02% 25548 0.70% 34665 0.94%
16 Suburban Counties 33911 1.24% 46174 1.50% 41874 1.34%
6 Urban Counties 59425 1.90% 44718 1.20% 56549 1.50%
Alamance Suburban 2059 1.36% 1922 1.12% 2477 1.42%
Alexander Rural -72 -0.19% -15 -0.04% 45 0.12%
Alleghany Rural -24 -0.22% 169 1.55% 119 1.08%
Anson Rural -488 -1.81% 221 1.00% -52 -0.23%
Ashe Rural -66 -0.24% 184 0.69% 346 1.29%
Avery Rural 10 0.06% -346 -1.94% 69 0.39%
Beaufort Rural -312 -0.65% -252 -0.56% -166 -0.37%
Bertie Rural -329 -1.55% -437 -2.45% -185 -1.06%
Bladen Rural -542 -1.55% -64 -0.22% -119 -0.40%
Brunswick Rural 3036 2.83% 6657 4.82% 8250 5.70%
Buncombe Suburban 3148 1.32% 2025 0.75% 1870 0.69%
Burke Rural -321 -0.35% 57 0.07% 247 0.28%
Cabarrus Suburban 4853 2.72% 4512 1.99% 4071 1.76%
Caldwell Rural -243 -0.29% -71 -0.09% -69 -0.09%
Camden Rural 41 0.41% 409 3.93% 272 2.51%
Carteret Rural 128 0.19% 994 1.47% 662 0.96%
Caswell Rural -99 -0.42% 2 0.01% -87 -0.38%
Catawba Suburban 605 0.39% 929 0.58% 1641 1.01%

Chatham Rural 1306 2.06% 1441 1.88% 1753 2.24%
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Chowan
Clay
Cleveland
Columbus
Craven
Cumberland
Currituck
Dare
Davidson
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Lincoln
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Rowan
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Sampson
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Stanly
Stokes
Surry
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Wake
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Rural
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-283
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0.64%
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-0.05%
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Source (2010-2020): NC Office of State Budget and Management, State Demographer, Population
Growth Tables

Source (2020-2021; 2021-2022): US Census Bureau Population Estimates 2020-2022
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