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RURAL AND URBAN CHILDREN
Urban and rural children differ in their demographic characteristics, 

which, in combination with geographic factors, can affect their health 
status and access to health care. For instance, children living in rural 
areas are more vulnerable to death from injuries,1 are more likely to 
use tobacco and other substances,2,3 and are more likely to be obese 
than their urban counterparts.4 Rural families may also not have the 
same access to health care because health services are not always 
located nearby.5 Understanding these potential risks can provide pro-
gram planners and policymakers with information that can be used to 
design and target services. 

In 2011–2012, 84.5 percent of children lived in urban areas, while 
about 15.5 percent lived in rural areas. These areas were classified 
based on ZIP code, the size of the city or town, and the commuting 
pattern in the area. Urban areas include metropolitan areas and sur-
rounding towns with populations of 50,000 and above.

The demographic distribution of the population of children in rural 
areas differs from that of urban children in terms of race, ethnicity, 
and nativity. Among urban children, 49.8 percent were non-Hispan-

ic White, compared to 68.7 percent of children in rural areas (figure 
1). Children living in urban areas were more likely to be non-Hispanic 
Black and Hispanic than those living in rural areas, with more than 
one-quarter (25.4 percent) of urban children being of Hispanic origin 
compared to 13.3 percent of those living in rural communities. In con-
trast, non-Hispanic American Indian/Alaska Native children accounted 
for a greater proportion of children in rural areas, where they represent 
2.5 percent of the population, compared to less than 1 percent in ur-
ban areas. Children living in rural areas were slightly more likely to have 
been born in the United States (98.2 percent) compared to those living 
in urban areas (95.2 percent).

Children in rural areas were more likely than urban children to be 
living in low-income families. More than one-quarter (26.5 percent) of 
children in rural areas had household incomes below 100 percent of 
poverty, compared to 21.6 percent of urban children (figure 2). In con-
trast, nearly one-third (30.0 percent) of urban children had household 
incomes of 400 percent or more of poverty, compared to 15.9 percent 
of children in rural areas. 

Figure 1. Children Residing in Rural and Urban Areas,* by
Race/Ethnicity, 2011–2012

Urban
Rural

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration,
Maternal and Child Health Bureau and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health
Statistics. 2011–2012 National Survey of Children’s Health. Analyses conducted by the Maternal and
Child Health Bureau.

*Urban areas include metropolitan areas and surrounding towns from which commuters flow into an urban area,
including suburban and less densely populated areas. Rural areas are composed of all other areas not classified
as urban.
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Data Sources
Figure 1 and 2. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration, Maternal and Child Health Bureau and Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics. 2011–2012 National Survey of Children’s Health. Analyses conducted by the Maternal and Child 
Health Bureau.
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Figure 2. Children Residing in Rural and Urban Areas,* by Poverty
Status,** 2011–2012
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*Urban areas include metropolitan areas and surrounding towns from which commuters flow into an urban area,
including suburban and less densely populated areas. Rural areas are composed of all other areas not classified
as urban. **Based on the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services poverty guidelines, poverty was
$23,050 for a family of four in 2012.
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Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration,
Maternal and Child Health Bureau and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health
Statistics. 2011–2012 National Survey of Children’s Health. Analyses conducted by the Maternal and
Child Health Bureau.
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