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Rural Youth: 
Ecological and Life Course Perspectives

Lisa J. Crockett, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
Michael J. Shanahan, Th e Pennsylvania State University

Julia Jackson-Newsom, Tanglewood Research, Inc., Clemmons, NC

Until recently, rural youth were largely neglected within the socio-
logical and psychological literature. Within sociology, there is a long 

and distinguished tradition of research on rural-urban diff erences (Adair-
Toteff , 1995; Nelson, 1952), but typically these studies have focused on 
adults or on the rural population as a whole, with little attention to ado-
lescents as an important subgroup. Conversely, within psychology, adoles-
cents are recognized as a distinct develop mental subgroup, but there has 
been little attempt to determine how and to what extent rural youth diff er 
from their urban and suburban counterparts. From an ecological perspec-
tive (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Ianni, 1989), diff erences would be expect-
ed, because rural settings diff er from metropolitan settings in important 
ways, creating dis tinct contexts for development. Yet, few studies have fo-
cused on the distinctive features of the rural ecology and their implica-
tions for adolescent development.

In part, this neglect may refl ect the perception that rural adoles cents 
are few in number. However, a substantial percentage of U.S. adolescents 
are growing up in rural America. Data from the 1990 census indicate that 
rural youth (i.e., those who live in towns of fewer than 2,500 or unincor-
porated areas that are not near metropol itan areas) account for 15.5% of 
U.S. adolescents between the ages of 10 and 19; rural metropolitan youth 
(who live in small towns or out side incorporated areas but adjacent to a 
fairly large city) account for another 11.5% (U.S. Census Bureau, 1992). 
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Th us, more than one in four adolescents in the United States (almost 9.5 
million youth) live in rural settings.

Inattention to rural youth also may refl ect the perception that their 
problems are less pressing than those of inner-city and minor ity adoles-
cents and that rural adolescents are insulated from the problems of con-
temporary urban America by virtue of their geo graphic isolation and 
strong ties to family and community. Indeed, traditional rural commu-
nities would appear to be high in social capital (see Coleman, 1988), de-
fi ned as “social relationships that serve as resources for individuals to draw 
upon in implementing their goals” (Furstenberg, 1994, p. 5). Specifi cal-
ly, social capital depends on dense ties among family, kin, schools, reli-
gious institu tions, and local community organizations. Such ties pro-
vide a framework of shared norms, mutual obligations, and access to 
in formation that supplements an individual’s personal resources. Further-
more, communities rich in social capital are high in both investments in 
youth and in informal social control (Coleman, 1988), making them sup-
portive environments for development. From this perspective, rural com-
munities should promote adaptive function ing among adolescents. Yet, 
the sweeping social, economic, and demographic changes that have en-
gulfed rural America defi ne a context of risk for children and adoles-
cents. During this century, technological advances, global competition, 
and spreading urban ization have transformed rural settings and ways of 
life radically. Th e number of jobs in farming and extractive industries has 
declined steadily since the early 1900s, eroding the traditional economic 
bases of rural communities (Freudenburg, 1992; Hobbs, 1994). More re-
cently, the farm crisis of the early 1980s led to the loss of large numbers 
of family farms in the Midwest (Conger & Elder, 1994).

Th ese changes have brought increased disadvantage to run areas. Cur-
rently, poverty rates are higher in nonmetropolitan areas than in met-
ropolitan areas (Jensen & McLaughlin, 1995), especially among chil-
dren (Hobbs, 1994), and unemployment is more common and more 
prolonged (Swaim, 1995). Moreover, rural-urban migration patterns 
have favored metropolitan areas strongly: Rural areas have witnessed 
large losses of the young, educated, and skilled (Lichter, McLaughlin, & 
Cornwell, 1995), raising the specter increasing concentrations of pov-
erty in some rural areas (Fitchen, 1995; Lichter, 1993). In small towns 
of fewer than 2,500 inhabitants, rapid depopulation and the growing 

concentration of elderly have been accompanied by precipitous declines 
in the availability of re tail and professional services (Johansen, 1993). 
Models of social change suggest that such economic and demographic 
shifts disrupt traditional patterns of social organization, producing strain 
in the family and community (Conger & Elder, 1994). In addition, eco-
nomic decline and the out-migration of talented young adults con spire 
to reduce resources for schools and youth services (Hobbs, 1994). Th us, 
the social changes transforming rural America create challenges for suc-
cessful adolescent development. In recognition of these and other prob-
lems, several reports published in the past few decades have identifi ed 
rural children and youth as being “disadvantaged” or “at-risk” (e.g., Ed-
ington, 1970; Ehly & Retish, 1990; Helge, 1990; William T. Grant 
Foundation, 1988).

A third reason for the lack of attention to rural adolescents may relate 
to the diffi  culties inherent in studying such a diverse group of youth. Al-
though rural communities may share important character istics that dis-
tinguish them from metropolitan communities, they also diff er from each 
other along such potentially important dimen sions as geographic region, 
ethnic composition, occupational struc ture, and access to major cities. 
Th us, life for adolescents in rural Mississippi is diff erent from life for rural 
youth in the small mining towns of Pennsylvania or the farming commu-
nities of rural Iowa. Because of this diversity of settings, many of which 
have not yet been studied adequately, generalizations about rural youth at 
this point are diffi  cult.

Despite the scientifi c challenges, the study of rural adolescents has 
much to contribute to the fi eld of adolescence and to social pol icy. From 
a policy perspective, a focus on rural youth can identify areas of risk or 
disadvantage that call for intervention; it also can provide insight into the 
sources of resilience among rural youth that may apply in other settings as 
well. From a theoretical perspective, the study of rural adolescents can en-
hance our understanding of basic developmental and ecological process-
es. In particular, the con fl uence of social change and social capital in rural 
communities off ers a unique opportunity to study both the challenges to 
healthy development created by social change and the dynamic processes 
of family and community adaptation.

Drawing on the themes of social change, ecological risk, and their im-
plications for the life course, this chapter is intended as a point of de-
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parture for future research on rural adolescents. We begin by considering 
the basic but diffi  cult issue of defi ning the ecology of rural youth, not-
ing possible sources of risk and resilience. We then exam ine research on 
psychosocial adjustment among rural youth, identi fying how they are ad-
vantaged and disadvantaged relative to other youth. Th ird, we turn to a 
central challenge facing contemporary rural youth: the need to reconcile 
attachments to family and place with a desire for educational and occu-
pational mobility. Finally, we suggest conceptual and empirical guidelines 
for future research.

Defining the Ecology of “Rural” Youth

Rural typically has been defi ned comparatively, relative to the qualities 
of urban life. Within this comparative framework, some researchers have 
relied on a rural-urban dichotomy. Th e census cri teria are illustrative of 
this approach: Since at least 1874, the census has defi ned rural residents 
as anyone living in or near towns of some specifi ed size (e.g., fewer than 
2,500 residents). Th e limitation of this approach is readily apparent: Even 
if the complexities of rural com munities can be distilled into measurable 
dimensions, cutoff  levels for dichotomous classifi cations are imprecise and 
inherently arbi trary. One example of this problem involves densely popu-
lated areas outside cities and towns. Under earlier census defi nitions, these 
unincorporated areas would be considered “rural”; yet, based on popula-
tion density, these areas should be counted as “urban.” In recognition of 
this problem, the census defi nition of “town” and “city” has been modi-
fi ed repeatedly to accommodate increasing population density within un-
incorporated areas (Truesdell, 1949).

A second comparative strategy assumes that, rather than repre senting 
an absolute dichotomy, rural and urban communities fall| along a con-
tinuum defi ned by multiple dimensions, such as popula tion heterogene-
ity, size and density, and the predominance of agri culture (e.g., Sorokin & 
Zimmerman, 1929; Wirth, 1938). Th us, the “purely rural” community is 
sparsely populated, lacking in diversity, and based on farming as a way of 
life and livelihood.

Problems also have arisen with this approach. First, rural-urban typol-
ogies refl ect so many criteria that the validity of the distinction is ques-
tionable (Dewey, 1960). Second, empirical investigations have found that 

variables thought to underlie the rural-urban continuum are not always 
closely interrelated. For example, Willits and Bealer (1967) examined cor-
relations among three dimensions of rurality: ecological (e.g., population 
density), occupational (e.g., proportion of farmers in the area), and so-
ciocultural (prevalence of traditionalism in the area) and found that these 
relations were uni formly low. Such results are contrary to the notion of 
an underlying continuum. Indeed, Beers (1957) suggested that the ru-
ral-urban dis tinction, although initially valid, has become less meaning-
ful during the 20th century as interstate highways and mass communica-
tion have strengthened the connection between rural and urban areas and 
as the predominance of agriculture has waned in rural areas. Similarly, 
Hobbs (1994) noted, “Cities have deconcentrated into the countryside, 
and rural and urban lifestyles have converged under the eff ects of a mass 
society with its mass media and mass consump tion” (p. 149).

Nonetheless, people readily make use of the rural-urban dis tinction 
to characterize places and persons (Jacob & Luloff , 1995). Th us, a third 
measurement strategy relies on an individual’s percep tion of place. For 
example, based on interviews with a small group of Californians, Hum-
mon (1986) reported that self-identifi ed small- town residents defi ned 
themselves as coming from a place of more intimate bonds, domesticity, 
and tradition than city dwellers; they also rejected “spurious” urban val-
ues (e.g., materialism, confor mity). “Country people,” a popular self-des-
ignation of rural town residents, viewed themselves and their community 
as being inde pendent, practical, plain, broadly skilled, and close to nature 
be cause of outdoor activities (see also Bell, 1992). Th is research sug gests 
that, although the rural-urban distinction cannot be quantifi ed easily, it 
remains an important social category and a basis for self-defi nition and 
community identity. As such, it may have important implications for the 
socialization of young people.

Th e preceding discussion alerts us to the challenges of defi ning “rural” 
and to the caveats one must keep in mind when interpret ing empirical 
fi ndings. Clearly, there is no consensus about how “rurality” should be de-
fi ned and measured. Still, it can be argued that four dimensions—popula-
tion size and density, community ties, traditionalism, and land use—have 
fi gured prominently in discus sions of rural life and serve as a possible ba-
sis for defi ning rural set tings. Importantly, these ecological dimensions 
also appear to have important implications for adolescent development. 
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We turn next to a discussion of these four dimensions and their possible 
infl uences on rural youth.

Population Size and Density

Rural areas generally have been characterized by low population densi-
ty and small community size. Th ese demographic criteria may be impor-
tant for adolescent adjustment because of their eff ects on social participa-
tion and psychological well-being. Barker has argued that “undermanned” 
settings, in which relatively few people are available to fi ll a large number 
of roles, require greater levels of participation by individuals in the sys-
tem, m such settings, individ uals are actively recruited to fi ll important 
roles. For example, Barker and Gump (1964) found that students from 
small schools participate in twice as many extracurricular activities as do 
those in large schools; they are also more likely to report feeling needed, 
responsible, and confi dent. Similarly, small communities may con stitute 
undermanned settings in which adolescent participation is actively solic-
ited. Rural adolescents may be highly involved in their schools and com-
munities, with resulting psychological benefi ts.

Retrospective accounts of former graduates of small rural high schools 
in Iowa confi rm some of the advantages of these educational settings 
(Schonert-Reichl, Elliott, & Bills, 1995). Many graduates commented 
on the benefi ts of being involved in multiple extra curricular activities, 
including opportunities to assume leadership roles and to develop self-
confi dence. Many also emphasized the personal attention they received 
from teachers.

Undermanned settings also may aff ect adolescent peer networks. Be-
cause of their greater levels of participation, rural adolescents may have 
a larger pool of familiar age-mates to draw on in forming smaller, inti-
mate groups; they also may possess enhanced “people skills.” In fact, sev-
eral studies indicate that a larger percentage of rural adolescents are des-
ignated “popular” when compared with their urban counterparts, whereas 
fewer are rejected or neglected (Darling, Munsch, & Foster-Clark, 1991). 
Th is fi nding supports the notion that rural youth are more likely to be 
known and liked by their peers.

On the other hand, because of the extensive connections found in ru-
ral peer networks, those rural adolescents who are rejected or neglected 

tend to be evaluated in these terms by a larger percentage of their associ-
ates, as was found by Darling et al. (1991):

Continuing contact between children in multiple settings will 
allow even children with low social impact to fi nd a niche 
within the peer group. . . . Unfortunately, these same struc-
tural characteristics also increase the likelihood that individu-
als with strong negative charac teristics will carry their reputa-
tion with them. (p. 6)

In line with this conclusion, a retrospective study of graduates of small 
rural high schools indicated that the choice of peer groups in high school 
was limited and that adolescents who were not main stream were margin-
alized (Schonert-Reichl et al., 1995). Th us, popu lation size and density 
may be important correlates of psychosocial adjustment because of their 
impact on peer networks.

A related consideration concerns the homogeneity of rural com-
munities and rural schools. Recent studies indicate that urban set tings are 
more culturally diverse, more tolerant of diff erences, and less convention-
al than rural settings (Fischer, 1995). Th us, rural set tings may seem more 
constraining to adolescents who do not fi t the conventional mold. In line 
with this notion, some graduates of small rural schools expressed dissatis-
faction with the lack of diversity in their communities and with attitudes 
that they described as narrow-minded (Schonert-Reichl et al., 1995). Oth-
er graduates noted that there was insuffi  cient emphasis in their schools on 
higher education and a limited awareness of career options; women, in 
particular, reported that schools did little to expand their knowledge of 
non-traditional jobs. Th us, the homogeneity of rural communities may 
limit adolescents’ perceptions of educational and occupational opportuni-
ties and constrain the range of acceptable identities.

Finally, population size may be related to the levels of psycho logical dis-
tress felt by rural adolescents in times of social change. Hoyt, O’Donnell, 
and Mack (1995) argued that economic hardship has been particularly 
damaging to small rural communities (i.e., villages with fewer than 2,500 
inhabitants) in terms of both regional structure and culture. Small com-
munities lost much of their commercial base during the farm crisis of the 
1980s, and this loss promoted out-migration of the young and educated. 
In turn, social services—hospitals, government offi  ces, and schools—were 
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consolidated, with the result that residents who remained had less imme-
diate access to important resources. Consolidation and the result ing loss 
of local services contributed to feelings of isolation, dissatisfaction, and 
lower cohesion among the residents of small rural communities, although 
such distress was less evident in larger rural towns and among farmers. 
Hoyt et al/s analysis of psychologi cal distress by place size revealed that, 
after controlling for individ ual hardship and social and personal resourc-
es, persons living in smaller communities had signifi cantly greater depres-
sive symp toms. Th us, in the context of recent economic downturns, small 
population size maybe associated with increased psychological risk among 
rural adolescents.

Community Ties

Rural communities also have been characterized as places of dense so-
cial networks and strong community ties. Residents (smaller, rural places 
express both greater satisfaction with the communities than do residents 
of more densely populated areas (Hummon, 1992) and more regret at the 
prospect of leaving (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). Smaller community size 
is also associated with greater life satisfaction among rural Appalachian 
young adults, as is proximity to one’s childhood home (Wilson & Peter-
son, 1988). Among adolescents, attachment to community may be fos-
tered by strong intergenerational networks (Schneider & Borman 1993); 
this can be seen in the refl ections of one young adult:

My dream is to someday come back to the rural area and fi nd 
a good steady job and raise my children. I miss the friendly 
people, being able to help one another out and knowing that 
if you need a helping hand there’s someone there. In the small 
town I felt safe and loved, needed. I want my kids to grow up 
in a rural area like I did so they can go to the smaller school 
where the teachers are able to spend time with each individu-
al. I want my kids to be part of a community that cares about 
each other and not just about themselves. (Schonert-Reichl & 
Elliott, 1994, p. 8)

From a social capital perspective, the strong social network of rural 
communities constitute a potential resource. Th e dense social networks, 
homogeneity, and smaller populations of rural communities may increase 

the integration of adolescents into the community and also the consis-
tency of socialization pressures, contributing to a sense of social responsi-
bility and security. On the other hand, as noted previously, the resulting 
pressure toward con formity may be experienced by some adolescents as 
restrictive and narrow-minded.

Traditionalism

Rural traditionalism is thought to encompass lower materialism, great-
er cooperation, more conservative attitudes, and more tradi tional gender 
roles. Yet, the empirical support for this assumption is weak, in part be-
cause rural-urban comparisons are rare, and in part because the compar-
isons that do exist are inconsistent (Provorse, 1996). For example, sev-
eral studies have demonstrated that the atti tudes, beliefs, and values of 
rural residents are generally traditional and conservative (Fischer, 1975; 
Nelsen & Yokley, 1970; Schnaiberg, 1970), but the accuracy of this con-
clusion has been questioned (e.g., Melton, 1983). Similarly, the assump-
tion that rural residents are more religious than urban residents and hold 
more conservative religious beliefs has received some empirical support 
(e.g., McCartin & Freehill, 1986; Meystedt, 1984), but the fi ndings are 
inconsistent (Melton, 1983).

Rural-urban comparisons using adolescent samples are virtually non-
existent. Instead, a few researchers have compared farm resi dents with ru-
ral town dwellers. For example, drawing on a sample of rural Pennsylvania 
high school sophomores in 1959–1960, Willits and Bealer (1963) found a 
pattern of less conservatism among rural town youth as compared to farm 
youth or youth residing in open nonfarm country. Although this could be 
taken as evidence of greater traditionalism in less urban areas, the amount 
of variance accounted for by place of residence was quite small, indicat-
ing that, although statistically signifi cant, such diff erences are substantive-
ly unimportant.

Research on gender roles has produced similarly equivocal results. De-
mographic studies show that rural women marry earlier than do women 
from metropolitan areas (e.g., McLaughlin, Lichter, & Johnston, 1993), 
a pattern that could indicate greater endorsement of traditional gender 
roles among rural women but that also may refl ect limited occupation-
al opportunities for women. Furthermore, there is some evidence that ru-
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ral women are less likely to work out side the home than are urban wom-
en (Schnore, 1966) and that rural women who do work outside the home 
spend more time on house work than their urban counterparts (Lawrence, 
Draughn, Tasker, & Wozniak, 1987).

Relatedly, research on children’s household chores points to pos sible 
rural-urban diff erences in gender role socialization. White and Brinker-
hoff  (1981) examined the gender-typing of children’s chores in a repre-
sentative sample of families from Nebraska. A comparison of children 
and adolescents in farm, rural nonfarm, and urban fami lies revealed that 
although rural nonfarm families were most likely to assign chores diff er-
entially based on gender, farm families were the least likely to do so; ur-
ban families fell in between. Th e authors speculate that when labor de-
mands are high, the gender stereo typing of work becomes dysfunctional. 
Th us, the hypothesis of greater traditionalism in rural areas was support-
ed for nonfarm families but not for farm families. To date, the premise of 
greater traditionalism in rural areas has not been well tested, and the re-
sults that are available provide only mixed support.

Land Use and the Predominance of Agriculture

Although agriculture was traditionally the dominant occupation in ru-
ral America, the number of jobs in agriculture has been declin ing con-
sistently for more than a century, and other industries have come to pre-
dominate in many rural counties. Extractive industries, such as mining 
and logging, along with railroad employment, also are considered tradi-
tionally rural industries (Freudenberg, 1992). In recent decades, there has 
been increased diversifi cation of rural land use as a function of declines in 
agricultural employment, the deconcentration of urban areas, and region-
al changes in economic opportunities (Hobbs, 1994). A recent classifi ca-
tion system of nonmetropolitan counties includes seven designations: ag-
ricultural-dependent, manufacturing-dependent, mining-dependent, and 
government-dependent counties, along with federal lands, retirement des-
tinations, and persistent poverty areas (Bender et al., 1985) Th e propor-
tion of rural residents living in these various types d counties attests to the 
changing occupational profi le of rural America: In 1990, 39% of the non-
metropolitan population lived if manufacturing-dependent counties and 
24% lived in retirement counties; only 14% lived in agricultural counties 
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1993).

Both occupational structure and demographic trends diff er across 
these diff erent types of counties. For example, during the 1980s, retire-
ment counties increased in population largely as a result of in-migration 
of older adults, whereas farming-dependent counties had an overall loss of 
10%, due to out-migration of young adults and lower rates of births rel-
ative to deaths (Johnson, 1993). Even though both types of counties ex-
perienced an increase in the proportion of older people, the underlying 
process is diff erent (infl ux of retirees from metropolitan areas vs. out-mi-
gration of young adults) and may have diff erent implications for adoles-
cent development (Hobbs, 1994).

Yet another dimension of ecological variation in rural counties con-
cerns the proximity to a metropolitan area. Closeness to metro politan 
areas expands the range of employment opportunities avail able to rural 
residents, making them less likely to relocate; it also increases the prob-
ability that metropolitan residents will move into the county. In turn, 
these trends infl uence population size and growth in the county (John-
son, 1993). Such regional and county diff  erences underscore the impor-
tance of land use in shaping the local economy and ecology; they further 
attest to the diversity of rural set tings with respect to population size, em-
ployment opportunities, poverty, and ethnic composition. As noted pre-
viously, such diff er ences infl uence the community setting, creating diverse 
ecologies for adolescent development.

Th e picture that emerges from this discussion of rural settings is one 
of both developmental supports and constraints. Th e extensive ties with-
in the peer group and throughout the rural community should provide 
ample social support and access to social capital for adolescents who can 
take advantage of them. On the other hand, youth who are unconven-
tional or who have nontraditional aspira tions may feel constrained by the 
pressure toward conformity aris ing from dense social networks; worse yet, 
they may feel excluded and marginalized. Th us, the eff ects of a rural up-
bringing may be diff  erent for youth with distinct individual characteris-
tics: Conven tionally oriented youth with good social skills may benefi t 
consider ably, as may adolescents who need a high degree of consisten-
cy and structure. Youth who do not fi t the patterns endorsed by the lo-
cal community, however, may fare more poorly. In addition, regional and 
county-level diff erences in economic and demographic profi les and in 
patterns of social change suggest that rural communities com prise a mul-
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tiplicity of ecological niches, each presenting distinct opportunities and 
challenges for developing youth.

Patterns of Psychosocial Adjustment

To the extent that rural settings provide a context for development 
that is distinct from urban settings, rural-nonrural diff erences in ado-
lescent psychological, social, and behavioral patterns would be expect-
ed. Comparisons of rural and nonrural adolescents to date have pointed 
to several diff erences that have implications for the development of rural 
youth. Some of these represent a rural advan tage (e.g., in terms of social 
capital), whereas others suggest that rural youth are at risk.

Family and Kin Relationships

Many hypotheses about the rural family and kin system have been 
advanced. For example, rural families are thought to be more tradi-
tional, more authoritarian, and more cohesive than urban families. Yet, 
very little empirical research has examined the distinctiveness of rural 
family life. Indeed, a large body of research suggests that family pro-
cesses in rural settings are quite similar to those found in other ecolo-
gies. For example. Conger, Patterson, and Ge’s (1995) study of families 
in central Iowa and urban Oregon demonstrated that the processes link-
ing stressful life events to marital relations and parenting were similar in 
both samples.

However, research by Elder and his colleagues (e.g.. Elder & Conger, 
1999) has identifi ed several distinctive features of Iowa farm families that 
distinguish them from other rural families and, potentially, from families 
in metropolitan settings. Of course, these distinctive features may not be 
typical of all rural farm families; yet, to the extent that the Iowa sample is 
demographically similar to many rural areas and insofar as farm families 
in other settings are also subject to economic fl uctuations, these fi ndings 
off er a reasonable basis for future study.

First, family relationships on the farm were found to be highly inter-
dependent, because they were focused on the maintenance of the farm as 
a business and way of life (Elder & Conger, 1999). For example, com-
pared to nonfarm children, farm children spent con siderably more time 

with their fathers, working and participating in community activities. 
Low-achieving adolescents from farm backgrounds (who are more likely 
to remain in the community and con tinue with farming) expressed great-
er levels of warmth toward their fathers and were more often sought out 
by their parents for advice. Th us, it appears that farm adolescents who 
plan to remain on the farm are more highly integrated in the family busi-
ness and enjoy better relationships with parents.

Second, grandparents in farm families, especially paternal grand-
parents, were more involved in their adolescent grandchildren’s lives than 
was true in nonfarm families (King & Elder, 1995). Grand parents in farm 
families were more likely to participate in activities with their adolescent 
grandchildren and to serve as a companion, in large part because they 
lived closer to them. Whether these relation ships promoted healthy devel-
opment is diffi  cult to determine, how ever, because most adolescents who 
had close and nurturant rela tionships with their grandparents also en-
joyed better relationships with their parents. However, qualitative data in-
dicated that grand parents act in a wide range of roles in farm families and 
were fre quently evaluated in very positive terms (Elder & Conger, 1999). 
Th is was especially true among the small groups of adolescents who had 
relatively poor relationships with their parents but lived close to a grand-
parent. Th us, there is evidence that grandparents may play a more impor-
tant role in the lives of adolescents growing up on farms, with possible 
psychological benefi ts for adolescents, particularly those without close re-
lationships with parents.

Th ird, families who lived on a farm or who had a farm back ground 
were more likely to have strong community ties (i.e., both parents had 
an established history of involvement in a diverse range of communi-
ty organizations such as the PTA, church, and civic organizations) when 
compared with nonfarm families. Mekos and Elder (1996) argued that 
such ties facilitate development by bringing adolescents into a wider 
network of supportive adults and by pro moting participation in youth 
activities that are valuable socializa tion experiences. In other words, ex-
tensive ties to the community should increase an adolescent’s access to 
social capital. Mekos and Elder reported that adolescents growing up 
in families with strong community ties have better grades and are rated 
as more socially competent by teachers than are adolescents with weak 
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ties, even when parents’ education is statistically controlled. Th us, some 
evi dence suggests that adolescents growing up in rural families with ex-
tensive community ties are more likely to succeed at the central tasks of 
adolescence.

Findings to date suggest that many of the presumed strengths of ru-
ral families, such as connections to extended family and involve ment in a 
supportive community network, may be more character istic of farm fam-
ilies. If so, adolescents in farm families may show greater resilience than 
nonfarm youth in times of social change.

Productive Roles

Although there is considerable interest in contemporary adoles cent 
productive roles (Greenberger & Steinberg, 1986; Mortimer, Finch, Ryu, 
Shanahan, & Call, 1996; Steinberg & Dornbusch, 1991), very little at-
tention has been devoted to rural-nonrural diff erences in work experi-
ences. Yet, historically, productive activities of the young represented an 
important path to adulthood (Modell, 1989), especially in rural settings 
(Zelizer, 1985). Recent research suggests that adolescent work contributes 
little to the economic well-being of contemporary urban families (Green-
berger & Steinberg, 1986; Mortimer et al., 1996), but both historical and 
contemporary records indicate the potentially substantial role of adoles-
cents in the rural household economy (Bartlett, 1993; Friedmann, 1978).

Some adolescent rural work is thought unique for its involve ment 
of extended kin and close family associates, its delegation of serious re-
sponsibilities, and its important consequences for the fam ily. Drawing 
on his analysis of Depression-era cohorts. Elder (1974) reported that 
when adolescent work constitutes a genuine contribu tion to the fam-
ily’s well-being, personal maturity, self-conceptions, and relationships 
with parents are enhanced. Th us, rural work expe rience may off er great-
er psychological and interpersonal rewards than do other forms of ado-
lescent work.

Indeed, studies that have compared urban with rural samples suggest 
large ecological diff erences in the meaning of work, often favoring the so-
cial development of rural youth. For example, in a series of studies, Sha-
nahan, Elder, Burchinal, and Conger (1995, 1996a, 1996b) have shown 
that rural youth are more likely to work in response to family need. Al-

though both urban and rural adolescents reported being employed for 
reasons of immediate gratifi cation, more than half of all rural teenagers 
in the Iowa sample reported assuming additional chores and paid labor in 
response to family need. Also, rural adolescents were more likely to spend 
earnings in ways not immediately connected to their enjoyment. Among 
those reporting wages, roughly one third of rural 9th and 10th graders 
spent money on the family, compared to about 10% of youth in the ur-
ban sample.

Importantly, both earnings and nonleisure spending appeared to im-
prove relationships with parents in the rural sample (Shanahan et al., 
1996a, 1996b). Earnings and nonleisure spending were related to less pa-
rental monitoring, more sharing of advice within the fam ily, and the af-
fective quality of the relationship. Although nonleisure spending also im-
proved parent-child relationships in the urban sample, there was some 
indication that too much nonleisure spend ing led to a deterioration of 
these relationships. Finally, rural, but not urban, earnings enhanced ado-
lescents’ self-effi  cacy (Shanahan et al., 1995).

Not all the rural-urban diff erences connoted advantages for ru-
ral youth, however. Some evidence suggests that involvement in chores 
leads to a decline in effi  cacy among farm boys, especially by mid-adoles-
cence (Shanahan et al., 1995). Th is may refl ect diffi  culties that adoles-
cent farm boys who do not plan to become farmers have in disengaging 
from the family farm. Also, some rural work (especially chores) may in-
volve an element of coercion and thus foster feelings of resentment and 
hostility between the generations. Th us, the evi dence suggests that some 
but not all aspects of rural work are bene fi cial to adolescent social devel-
opment; in particular, chores may entail some costs, especially for old-
er farm boys.

Achievement and Aspirations

Educational attainment. National studies demonstrate a clear dif-
ference in educational attainment between rural and nonrural resi dents. 
In 1988, the average educational level of nonmetropolitan workers aged 
18 to 64 was 12.7 years, as compared to a national average of 13.2 years 
(McGranahan & Ghelfi , 1991). Relatedly, the high school drop-out rate 
is higher in rural areas than in metropolitan areas; for example, in 1985, 
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the nonmetropolitan drop-out rate was 15.2%, as compared to 13.9% in 
metropolitan areas (Swaim & Teixera, 1991). In 1990, the drop-out rate 
among youth aged 16 to 24 was 13.6% in rural areas, 10.7% in suburban 
areas, and 17% in central cities (Lichter, Cornwell, & Eggebeen, 1993). 
Th us, aggregate rural drop-out rates fell between suburban and central 
city rates.

Using 1990 census data, Lichter et al. (1993) examined family back-
ground variables that could help explain the rural-suburban diff erence in 
high school drop-out rates. For unmarried youth aged 16 to 18 living 
with parents, family structure variables, such as living with only one par-
ent, being a parent oneself, and residing in a large household, all increased 
the likelihood of dropping out; however, these variables failed to account 
for the rural-suburban diff erence. In contrast, controlling family pover-
ty status reduced the rural-suburban diff erence to nonsignifi cance, indi-
cating that diff erential family poverty accounts for the diff erences in high 
school drop-out rates.

Although Lichter et al. (1993) could not address the mechanisms 
through which poverty aff ects the educational attainment of rural youth, 
other research has provided insight into these processes. In a small-scale 
study of 90 rural African American preadolescents aged 9 to 12, Brody, 
Stoneman, and Flor (1995) found that family fi nancial resources were as-
sociated with more harmonious family inter actions, which, in turn, were 
associated with better academic com petence. In addition, fi nancial re-
sources were associated with self-regulation, which, in turn, predicted ac-
ademic competence. Apart from its impact on family functioning, rural 
poverty may aff ect edu cational attainment by infl uencing educational as-
pirations or by undermining school quality.

Despite the legitimate concern over rural-urban diff erences in educa-
tional attainment, not all rural adolescents are at educational risk. For ex-
ample, Schonert-Reichl et al. (1995) found that approximately 80% of 
their rural Iowa sample received some form of post-secondary education. 
Such fi ndings highlight the diversity of rural youth and the need to con-
sider the nature of the specifi c rural context when examining issues of de-
velopmental risk.

Educational and occupational aspirations. Studies have indicated con-
sistently that the educational expectations of rural youth fall below those 

of nonrural adolescents (e.g., Cobb, McIntire, & Pratt, 1989; Hansen & 
McIntire, 1989; Sarigiani, Wilson, Petersen, & Vicary, 1990), although 
the size of these diff erences may be small (Haller & Virkler, 1993). Be-
cause educational aspirations infl uence educational attainment and, 
hence, social mobility, the lower aspira tions of rural youth may repre-
sent a disadvantage meriting inter vention (e.g., Breen, 1989; Cobb et al., 
1989; Preble, Phillips, & McGinley, 1989).

In part, the rural-nonrural discrepancy in educational aspirations re-
fl ects diff erences in family socioeconomic status (SES). Th e SES of ru-
ral families is, on average, somewhat lower than that of nonrural fami-
lies (e.g., Swanson & Butler, 1988), although, in part, this is due to the 
low occupational prestige scores associated with farming. Family SES, in 
turn, is positively associated with children’s edu cational aspirations. In 
one study, about one third of the rural-nonrural diff erence in educational 
aspirations was explained by diff  erences in family SES (Haller & Virkler, 
1993).

A second explanation for the rural-nonrural diff erence focuses on the 
occupational structure within rural areas. According to this perspective, 
rural economies are less diversifi ed than urban ones and off er a restricted 
range of occupational opportunities (Reid, 1989). In particular, rural in-
dustries, which tend to involve agricul ture or the extraction of raw mate-
rials (e.g., mining, forestry), pri marily provide manual and service jobs. 
To the extent that adoles cents’ vocational aspirations are shaped by the 
jobs they see in their communities (Ianni, 1989), we would expect rural 
adolescents to aspire more to manual and service occupations than would 
be true of suburban and urban youth, who receive greater exposure to 
man agerial and technical occupations (Haller & Virkler, 1993). Further-
more, because traditional rural jobs require relatively little educa tion, ed-
ucational aspirations should be lower for rural youth than for nonrural 
adolescents.

In support of this structural explanation, several studies have shown 
that somewhat fewer rural than nonrural youth expect to hold profession-
al and technical jobs (e.g., Cobb et al., 1989; Haller & Virkler, 1993). In 
addition, slightly more rural than nonrural stu dents expect to have a low-
er-level white-collar job or a blue-collar job at age 30 (Haller & Virkler, 
1993). Moreover, when both family SES and occupational aspirations 
are controlled, the initial diff er ence in educational aspirations diminish-
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es considerably (Haller & Virkler, 1993). Research on rural Appalachian 
high school students also supports the notion that limited economic op-
portunities are associated with lower educational ambitions (Schwarz-
weller, 1973).

At the same time, the rural-nonrural diff erence in educational aspira-
tions is not exceedingly large. Drawing on the 1980 High School and Be-
yond data set, Haller and Virkler (1993) found an eff ect size for nonru-
ral residence of only .23, amounting to one half point on a 9-point scale. 
Furthermore, the aspirations of rural youth are not uniformly low. In a 
national sample, 51% of rural seniors, as compared to 60% of nonrural 
youth, expected to attend at least some college (Haller & Virkler, 1993). 
Studies of more circumscribed sam ples also have found that more than 
half of rural adolescents expect to go to college (e.g., Hektner, 1995). Re-
garding occupational aspira tions, Haller and Virkler reported that 50% 
of rural youth (vs. 59% of nonrural youth) anticipated holding profes-
sional and technical jobs, whereas 34% of rural youth (vs. 29% of nonru-
ral youth) ex pected to hold blue-collar or white-collar jobs at age 30. 
Th ese fi nd ings indicate that the aspirations of rural youth are not high-
ly con strained, although they are somewhat lower than those of nonru-
ral adolescents.

Research suggests that more recent cohorts of rural youth per ceive a 
wider array of occupational options. A comparison of two ninth grade 
cohorts from the same high school in 1967 and 1979 indi cated that the 
younger cohort was aware of many more occupations and viewed more 
of them as possible for themselves (Sundberg, Tyler, & Poole, 1984). In 
the absence of a nonrural comparison group, it is impossible to deter-
mine whether this diff erence refl ected an increasing awareness of voca-
tions among rural youth relative to nonrural youth (i.e., a catch-up eff ect) 
or a general cohort-related increase. It seems plausible, however, that the 
spread of urbaniza tion and mass communication, as well as local concerns 
about the more limited aspirations of rural youth, would lead to an incre-
ment in occupational awareness among rural adolescents.

Health and Well-Being

Psychological well-being. Rural-nonrural comparisons of specifi c psy-
chological dimensions yield somewhat equivocal fi ndings. Several stud-
ies have examined diff erences in self-image, producing mixed results. 

Trowbridge, Trowbridge, and Trowbridge (1972) reported that rural chil-
dren in the third through eighth grades had higher self-image than did 
nonrural children. Prendergrast, Zdep, and Sepulveda (1974), however, 
found no diff erences in self-image between rural and nonrural girls aged 
9 through 17. More recent studies found that rural adolescents have low-
er self-image than do their nonrural counterparts (Petersen, Off er, & Ka-
plan, 1979; Sarigiani et al., 1990).

Th ere is also some suggestion that rural adolescents have more psy-
chological symptoms than do nonrural youth. Both Petersen et al. (1979) 
and Sarigiani et al. (1990) found that rural youth score lower on emo-
tional tone, a measure assessing positive psychological functioning and an 
absence of depression and anxiety. Similarly, Helge (1990) reported high-
er rates of depression for rural secondary school students than for their 
urban and suburban counterparts. As with metropolitan adolescents, de-
pression in rural adolescents is related to family fi nancial stress (Clark-
Lempers, Lempers, & Netusil, 1990; Simons, Whitbeck, & Wu, 1994). 
Given that poverty rates are higher in rural areas than in nonrural areas, 
depression may be of particular concern for rural adolescents.

Drug and alcohol use. Th ough once thought to be a problem pri marily 
in urban areas, recent data reveal that alcohol and drug use among adoles-
cents is now a cause for concern in rural areas, as well. According to the 
1993 data from the Monitoring the Future Study (Johnston, O’Malley, & 
Bachman, 1994), only small diff erences in alcohol and drug use now ex-
ist between adolescents in metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas. Al-
though more rapid increases in the use of drugs and alcohol in metro-
politan areas during the late 1970s produced higher rates of use in urban 
areas, recent declines in met ropolitan drug use have reduced these diff er-
ences signifi cantly.

Rates of alcohol use are similar for nonmetropolitan and metro politan 
youth. Among 12th graders, the 30-day prevalence of alco hol use in 1993 
was 51.9% in nonmetropolitan areas, as compared to 52.3% in large met-
ropolitan areas and 49.8% in other metropolitan areas (Johnston et al., 
1994). A similar pattern is found for lifetime prevalence, with 12th grad-
ers from nonmetropolitan areas reporting rates of alcohol use nearly iden-
tical to those in metropolitan areas (86.8%, 88.0%, and 86.7%, for rural, 
large metropolitan, and other metropolitan areas, respectively). Howev-
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er, youth in nonmetropolitan areas report slightly higher rates of binge 
drinking than do those in metropolitan areas (32.0%, as compared to 
29.9% and 26.4% for large and other metropolitan areas, respectively).

In contrast, marijuana use is somewhat lower among rural adoles cents 
as compared to metropolitan adolescents. In 1993, the 30-day prevalence 
of marijuana use for 12th graders was 13.8% for nonmetropolitan areas, 
15.3% for other metropolitan areas, and 18.0% for large metropolitan ar-
eas (Johnston et al., 1994). Th e lifetime preva lence of use showed similar 
patterns: 32.7% for nonmetropolitan areas, 36.3% for other metropolitan 
areas, and 36.5% for large metro politan areas. Use of other illicit drugs is 
low and similar for nonmetropolitan and metropolitan youth.

Another area of concern, particularly for rural youth, is tobacco use. 
Nonmetropolitan and metropolitan youth are equally likely to use cig-
arettes (30.3%, 29.8%, and 29.5%, for nonmetropolitan, other metro-
politan, and large metropolitan areas, respectively; Johnston et al., 1994). 
However, rural youth are much more likely to use smokeless tobacco than 
youth from metropolitan areas (15.0%, as compared to 9.9% and 7.1% 
for other and large metropolitan areas, respectively).

Th e correlates of drug use are similar for rural and nonrural ado-
lescents. In a review of the literature on rural adolescent alcohol and drug 
use, Donnermeyer (1992) found that risk factors for rural adolescent drug 
and alcohol use are similar to those identifi ed for nonrural and nationally 
representative samples (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, academic performance, 
attachment to school, religion, quality of relationship with parents, pa-
rental monitoring, and peer use). Although it is clear that adolescent sub-
stance use is a problem in both rural and nonrural areas, there are issues 
related to this trend that are unique to rural youth. Leukefeld, Clayton, 
and Myers (1992) suggested that problems with transportation, availabil-
ity of ser vices, and rural-urban diff erences in help-seeking behavior may 
have implications for the treatment of alcohol and drug use for rural ad-
olescents. For example, many rural communities do not have pri mary 
prevention programs due to a lack of fi nancial resources and personnel, 
problems that have been exacerbated by the ongoing demographic chang-
es in rural areas. Th us, rural youth may have less access to preventive ser-
vices than do nonrural youth. In addi tion, research on mental health ser-
vice utilization suggests that rural residents are less likely to seek help than 

are residents of nonrural areas, controlling for levels of psychiatric distur-
bance (Kelleher, Taylor, & Rickert, 1992). Possible explanations for this 
diff erence include cultural norms favoring self-reliance; concerns about 
confi  dentiality in close-knit communities; and distrust of physicians and 
social service agencies, who may be viewed as “outsiders” (Bushy, 1994; 
Kelleher et al., 1992). Similar considerations may keep rural adolescents 
from seeking treatment for drug-related problems.

Turning Points in the 
Rural Life Course

Adolescence is the period when young people make decisions that will 
shape their adult life course. Many of these decisions revolve around edu-
cational and occupational goals, two key areas of plan ning for adolescents 
in modem societies (Nurmi, 1991). Others involve expectations concern-
ing future family goals. What distin guishes rural youth is the need to con-
sider where these goals can best be realized: in the community of origin or 
elsewhere. Th e lim ited occupational structure of rural communities and 
the ongoing economic decline in many rural areas have increased the sa-
lience of this issue.

Transition to Adulthood

One important question concerns the timing and nature of the transi-
tion to adulthood. Because of lower family SES and lower edu cational as-
pirations, rural youth may anticipate an accelerated tran sition into adult 
roles compared to metropolitan youth. Preliminary examination of this 
issue has supported this proposition. Bingham, Crockett, Stemmler, and 
Petersen (1994) compared a sample of rural youth with a sample of sub-
urban youth in terms of their anticipated ages at reaching several young 
adult milestones: fi nishing their education, entering the workforce, mar-
rying, and becoming a par ent. In each case, the rural sample anticipat-
ed a signifi cantly earlier transition to adult status. In part, the diff erence 
was a function of diff erences in family SES; however, controlling parents’ 
educa tional attainment did not fully account for the diff erence. Addition-
al analyses of the same rural sample indicated that the anticipated tim ing 
of adult role transitions was related to school performance and adoles-
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cent educational aspirations for both genders but also to fam ily structure 
and traditional gender role attitudes for boys and to parental educational 
attainment, family relationships, and problem behavior for girls (Crock-
ett & Bingham, 1996). Whether these vari ables also can explain the ru-
ral-suburban diff erences in the expected timing of role transitions has yet 
to be determined.

Residential Plans

As noted previously, many rural young adults leave their home com-
munities to seek educational and employment opportunities. During the 
1980s, nonmetropolitan areas experienced a net loss of approximately 1.5 
million young people (Hobbs, 1994; see also Fugitt, Brown, & Beale, 
1989). Even during the 1970s, when migra tion into rural areas tempo-
rarily increased, talented rural youth continued to show high rates of out-
migration (Rudkin, Elder, & Conger, 1994). Studies of migrants from 
rural areas suggest that migration is often advantageous. Although the 
success of out-migrants may be due in part to selection factors (migrants 
tend to be better educated and more highly skilled), recent research sug-
gests that rural out-migration confers benefi ts even for the poor and dis-
advantaged. Wenk and Hardesty (1993) found that poor rural men who 
migrated found work more quickly than did those who stayed in their 
rural communities, and poor rural women who migrated were less like-
ly to remain in poverty. Th us, migration is not only a rational strategy for 
many rural youth but one that has important implications for the subse-
quent life course. Residential decisions are thus of critical importance for 
rural youth.

Yet, such decisions may be diffi  cult, because realizing educational and 
vocational goals often means leaving one’s family and home community; 
in this respect, the desire for social mobility is in confl ict with attachments 
to family and place. Staying or leaving also may represent a choice be-
tween a traditional lifestyle and a more “mod ern” one. Donaldson (1986) 
casts the decision to stay or leave as involving a tension between the “na-
tive culture” and becoming part of the American mainstream (p. 121).

Several studies provide evidence of this residential dilemma among ru-
ral youth. Drawing on interviews with youth residing in a village in Maine 
in the mid-1970s, Donaldson (1986) reported that remaining in the vil-
lage was important to all of them and that “for most, a central theme 

was the attempt to reconcile attachments to community and past with a 
desire—or economic need—to be a part of the modem American main-
stream” (p. 122). In a retrospective study of former high school students 
from small rural schools in Iowa, Schonert-Reichl and Elliott (1994) also 
found evidence of a residential confl ict among their participants: Many 
young adults expressed the desire to return to a rural way of life but felt 
that their economic futures were tied to metropolitan areas. Finally, a 
study of ninth graders from rural Iowa revealed that one third of the sam-
ple reported both a desire to live near their parents and intentions to live 
elsewhere after completing their schooling— clearly confl icting goals (El-
der, King, & Conger, 1996).

In the only comparative study of this residential dilemma, Hekt-
ner (1995) compared adolescents from rural, urban, and subur ban sites 
in Illinois. Rural youth were more likely to experience con fl ict, defi ned 
as a dual desire to live close to parents and relatives and to “get away 
from this area of the country,” than were urban or suburban adolescents, 
but the diff erence was signifi cant only for male youth and only among 
10th graders (not among 8th or 12th graders). At 10th grade, more than 
half the rural adolescents held confl icting desires, as compared to just 
less than 40% of nonrural youth. Th us, the confl ict was more prevalent 
among rural youth, but it was also experienced by adolescents from oth-
er settings.

Several researchers have suggested that the confl ict between resi dential 
preferences and occupational aspirations may be stressful for rural youth 
(Sarigiani et al., 1990; Schonert-Reichl & Elliott, 1994). Research on this 
issue is sparse, however, and provides mixed support for this notion. Hek-
tner (1995) fi nds that rural students and those with confl icting residential 
desires are signifi cantly more likely to report feelings of anger and emp-
tiness. Similarly, Elder et al. (1996) report that Iowa students who have 
confl icting goals (i.e., a desire to remain close to family but an intent to 
settle else where) express marginally higher depression and unhappiness 
than do students who plan to stay in their home communities. However, 
their depression is not signifi cantly higher than that of unconfl icted stu-
dents who plan to relocate; in fact, only the two unconfl icted groups dif-
fer signifi cantly. Th us, in the Iowa sample, the intention to leave per se, 
rather than confl ict between community-family attach ments and the de-
sire to relocate, is associated with greater psycho logical vulnerability.
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Whether or not the dilemma jeopardizes psychological well-being, the 
tension between community attachment and occupational goals appears 
to aff ect the choices of rural youth. Some youth may reduce their educa-
tional and occupational aspirations, bringing them into line with realistic 
employment prospects within their home community. For those who do 
leave the community, there is some evidence that appreciation of the ru-
ral community infl uences later residential choices. Schonert-Reichl and 
Elliott (1996) found that many of their young adult participants eff ect-
ed a compromise between the competing pulls of career and rural living 
by residing in rural communities and commuting considerable distanc-
es to their jobs in metropolitan areas. Th is allowed them to have the best 
of both worlds: to pursue their chosen careers and still live and raise their 
children in a more rural setting. Th ese fi ndings support the presence of 
the tension described by Donaldson (1986) and Hektner (1995) and also 
indicate that an appreciation of rural living (if not attachment to a partic-
ular rural community) aff ects the residential decisions of some youth with 
rural backgrounds.

Future Directions in the 
Study of Rural Youth

Th e preceding discussion raises several issues that need to be ad-
dressed in future research with rural youth. One key issue is the di-
versity among rural communities. Although generalizations about rural 
youth may have been possible when rural America was largely agrarian, 
they are far less valid today, given the diversifi ca tion of land use in ru-
ral areas and accompanying diff erences in eco nomic and demograph-
ic trends. Regional diff erences, which in part refl ect variation in ethnic 
and racial composition, also may contrib ute to ecological diversity in 
rural settings, as do diff erences in pov erty levels and proximity to met-
ropolitan areas. In light of com munity diff erences, research on carefully 
defi ned local samples is needed, along with research on nationally rep-
resentative samples that examines regional and county-level diff erences 
(MacBrayne, 1987).

In addition, there are important within-community diff erences that 
have implications for adolescent development. A clear example is the 
farm-nonfarm distinction. Elder and his colleagues identifi ed diff erenc-

es between farm families and nonfarm families in adoles cents’ relation-
ships to fathers and grandparents, in work patterns, and in community 
involvement. Taken together, these fi ndings underscore the uniqueness 
of farm families as contexts for adoles cent development. More broadly, 
distinct family ecologies set the stage for distinct life course trajectories. 
Such family diff erences, as well as individual characteristics, need to be 
taken into account in future research. In accordance with an ecological 
perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), rural youth must be viewed through 
a more diff erentiated lens that is sensitive to regional, county, commu-
nity, and family-level diff erences and their potential infl uences on devel-
opment. General patterns may emerge after systematic study but cannot 
be presumed a priori.

Second, any distinctive features of rural life need to be docu mented 
carefully, through rural-nonrural comparisons. Currently, there is sur-
prisingly little research supporting some of our most basic assumptions 
about rural life: those related to family life, com munity cohesion, and tra-
ditionalism. Given the argument that rural-urban diff erences have dwin-
dled under the eff ects of mass society (Hobbs, 1994), it is critical to doc-
ument the size and consistency of remaining rural-nonrural diff erences. 
Moreover, given that rural-urban diff erences may partly refl ect diff erenc-
es in ethnic composi tion and SES, such confounding factors must be tak-
en into account.

Th ird, notions of risk, resilience, and social capital also should be ap-
plied in a more refi ned way. Rather than arguing that rural ado lescents in 
the aggregate are disadvantaged or advantaged relative to nonrural youth, 
more careful attention should be paid to the sources of risk in particular 
rural populations and to the types of protective strategies that could be 
applied to foster positive out comes. Clearly, some rural youth are at risk: 
those living in poverty, those with abusive parents, those exposed to mari-
tal confl ict, and possibly those who deviate from community norms. Sim-
ilarly, miti gating factors such as close family relationships and community 
support are not evenly distributed across rural America. For in stance, the 
presumed benefi ts of rural families and rural communi ties may be con-
centrated in certain kinds of families (e.g., farm fami lies) or in certain 
kinds of communities. Determining which rural youth are at risk and 
which youth have access to important family and community resources 
(e.g., social support, social capital) would be a logical fi rst step in devel-



 Crockett, Shanahan, & Jackson-Newsom () Rural Youth: Ecological and Life Course Perspectives 

oping a more diff erentiated perspective on rural risk and resilience. Risk 
usually is assessed in terms of indi vidual and family characteristics but 
could be assessed at the com munity level, in terms of the amount and se-
verity of dislocation brought about by social change. Similarly, the opera-
tion of social capital in rural communities has only begun to be explored 
and remains a rich area for future research.

Conclusions

Long-term trends of social change involving economic reorgani zation 
and migration continue to characterize rural life. In this con text, there is 
an urgent need for the study of rural youth as they negotiate pathways 
into adulthood. At the same time, rural America often is viewed as a place 
rich in capital, including a heightened sense of individualism and self-reli-
ance but also a sense of commit ment to community and public life (Dal-
ecki & Coughenour, 1992).

Th is interplay of social change and social capital serves as a useful 
frame for analysis and may contribute to a more basic understand ing of 
youth, ecological context, and the life course. What are the sources of vul-
nerability and risk found in rural settings? What are the distinct processes 
that detract from adolescent psychosocial adjustment, as refl ected in the 
emergence of competence, health and well-being, and the transition into 
adult roles? It may be that young people fi gure more prominently in ru-
ral places by way of their extensive involvements in school, extracurricu-
lar activities, and unique work roles. In turn, they may be more highly in-
tegrated into adult social networks and engaged in activities that involve 
less role segmentation. However, there is very little research on ecological 
diff erences in the availability of social capital.

As our chapter suggests, there is considerable diversity in rural areas. 
Much of this diversity is related to varied patterns of land use. In turn, 
economic diversity in rural areas has coincided with new and often com-
plicated patterns of work in the rural household: Mothers and fathers en-
gage in combinations involving farming, light manufacturing, and gray-
collar work; rural residents commute to white-collar jobs in metropolitan 
areas. Th e complexities of the contemporary rural landscape and the on-
going economic and demographic changes in rural areas raise the chal-
lenges inherent in studying changing persons in changing contexts. Yet, 

the rewards of this endeavor are likely to be rich, contributing to our un-
derstanding of the diversity of youth in time and place.
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