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Rural recovery lags urban
Washington’s employment levels have reached all-time highs with 
statewide unemployment at 4.5 percent as of June 2017. Much of 
the current economic expansion is being driven by job growth in 
the state’s major urban centers. While most of rural Washington 
saw faster job growth than the U.S. average, a few rural counties 
still have fewer jobs today than they did five years ago. Twenty-
one percent of Washington’s counties have yet to recover the jobs 
lost from the Great Recession – all of them rural counties. 
• Nationally, the recession lasted from December 2007 to June 

2009, but recovery continues today in many rural counties.
• After seven years of uneven economic recovery, 8 out of 39 

counties in Washington remain below 2012 employment levels.
• Rural areas have higher unemployment rates than urban 

areas which leaves them more vulnerable to economic 
shocks and recessions.

• The Great Recession was worse in many rural counties 
than in urban counties in Washington.

Why is the pace of recovery slower in rural 
Washington?  
A variety of factors have led to a slower recovery in rural 
Washington. Less industry diversity in the rural economy increases 
exposure to prolonged periods of recession. The rural population 
and workforce are also aging more quickly than in urban areas, 
with those over the age of 55 making up a larger share of the 
overall workforce as compared to urban areas, 25.5 percent in 
rural areas versus 21.5 percent in urban areas in 2016. 

Defining rural and urban
There are different definitions on what is considered rural. 
For the purpose of this analysis, counties in Washington state 
were broken out by rural or urban, with a rural county defined 
as a county with a population density of less than 100 people 
per square mile, or a county smaller than 225 square miles 
(defined under RCW 82.14.370). Using this definition, there are 
30 rural and 9 urban counties in Washington state as of 2016.
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Unemployment rate: Rural counties in Washington have 
historically had higher unemployment rates than urban counties. 
The average unemployment rate for urban counties between 
2012 and 2016 was 6.0 percent; compared to an 8.2 percent 
unemployment for rural counties over the same time-period. The 
gap between the unemployment rate of urban and rural counties 
has remained relatively the same between 2012 and 2016. 
Figure 1 shows rural and urban counties and the differences in 
annual unemployment rates for 2016.

Figure 1: Urban versus rural counties* and 2016 annual average 
unemployment rates, not seasonally adjusted
Washington state, 2016
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics

Note: *Rural counties defined under RCW 82.14.370
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Population: Washington’s rural counties are growing at a 
much slower pace than in urban counties. Overall population 
growth in rural counties over the last five years (2012-2016) 
averaged 0.7 percent, compared to 1.5 percent annualized 
growth in urban counties. Figure 2 shows the population 
change between urban and rural counties in Washington state. 
The low rate of population growth in rural counties is partly 
due to the loss of jobs during the recession, which aided in 
more people seeking employment or educational opportunities 
in urban counties. Dealing with aging populations and the 
need to replace many workers reaching retirement are major 
challenges for some of the rural counties. 

Figure 2: Urban versus rural population
Washington state, 2012 through 2016
Source: Office of Financial Management

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Rural 1,528,020 1,536,700 1,547,320 1,556,770 1,569,390
Urban 5,289,750 5,345,700 5,420,850 5,504,640 5,614,310
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As shown in Figure 3, both urban and rural counties 
experienced an aging workforce. In 2000, only 15.4 percent of 
the workforce in Washington’s rural counties was 55 or older. 
That share has increased to 25.5 percent of the workforce 
in 2016. There are more than 72,000 additional workers age 
55 and older in rural counties in 2016 than in 2000. In urban 
counties, in 2000, 12.3 percent of the workforce was 55 years 
or older compared to 21.5 percent in 2016.

Figure 3: Urban versus rural workforce over 55 years of age, 
Washington state, 2000 versus 2016
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Local Household Employment Dynamics
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Labor force: The labor force trends mirrored the population 
trends. Annualized labor force growth in rural areas was 0.3 
percent between 2012 and 2016 as compared to 1.4 percent 
growth in urban areas. Figure 4 shows the labor force change 
between rural and urban counties between 2012 and 2016. 

Figure 4: Urban versus rural labor force
Washington state, 2012 through 2016
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Rural 702,172 687,628 686,354 694,056 711,802
Urban 2,769,116 2,774,577 2,804,094 2,851,621 2,932,083
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Employment: Rural counties accounted for 19.2 percent 
of Washington’s jobs in 2016. Rural counties make up a 
smaller share of overall employment in 2016 than in 2012, 
19.2 percent in 2016, versus 19.9 percent in 2012. As shown 
in Figure 5 between 2012-2016, Washington’s employment 
growth in urban counties was nearly double the employment 
growth that occurred in rural counties over the same time-
period – 2.2 percent versus 1.1 percent.  

Figure 5: Urban versus rural employment
Washington state, 2012 through 2016
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Rural 633,084 625,015 633,148 643,506 660,568
Urban 2,556,190 2,593,556 2,643,561 2,702,333 2,785,315
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Unemployment: The change in the number of unemployed 
people between 2012 and 2016 in rural and urban counties was 
similar, with the number of unemployed people in urban counties 
declining slightly faster than the number of unemployed in rural 
counties (-8.9 percent versus -7.2 percent respectively). 
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* Ratios depict the number of UI claimants receiving benefits during the month compared to the number of open online job postings – 2.00 means there are twice as 
many claimants as openings, 0.50 means there were twice as many openings as claimants. Local area and occupational-specific details of supply and demand are 
available in the following online tool at: https://esd.wa.gov/labormarketinfo/supply-demand-report.

Category Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Annual Average
Rural 2.14 1.49 1.34 1.08 0.78 0.58 0.68 0.61 0.54 0.67 0.99 1.45 0.96
Urban 0.56 0.44 0.42 0.36 0.31 0.28 0.29 0.27 0.28 0.29 0.31 0.39 0.34

As shown in Figure 6, urban counties experienced a much 
larger decline in the number of unemployed between 2012 and 
2013, but have since followed a similar pattern as rural counties. 

Figure 6: Urban versus rural unemployment
Washington state, 2012 through 2016
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Rural 69,088 62,613 53,206 50,550 51,234
Urban 212,926 181,021 160,533 149,288 146,768
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Median hourly wages: Rural counties in Washington 
have historically had lower median hourly wage rates than 
urban counties. Figure 7 shows median hourly wage rates 
in rural counties have been on average $7.18 lower between 
2011 and 2016 than in urban counties. Rural areas of 
Washington have a larger share of agriculture and resource 
based economies, which typically pay lower wage rates.

Figure 7: Urban versus rural median hourly wage rates, inflation adjusted
Washington state, 2011 through 2016
Source: Employment Security Dept./WITS

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Urban $24.37 $24.16 $24.25 $24.56 $25.10 $25.58
Rural $17.41 $17.26 $17.28 $17.26 $17.85 $17.87
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Figure 8: Ratio of UI claimants to number of total job postings*
Washington state, 2016
Source: Employnment Security Department/WITS; Help Wanted OnLine®, 
Unemployment Insurance Wage File

Supply/demand: In our monthly supply/demand report, 
the Employment Security Department (ESD) compares 
the number of job seekers to job openings. In the case of 
job seekers, we consider all unemployment insurance (UI) 
claimants as the supply. Employer demand is estimated by 
counting all online job postings. While neither of these data 
sources are perfect, in concert they provide an illustration of 
the number of available jobs to the number of job seekers. 

Rural counties in Washington maintain a higher number of job 
seekers compared to job openings than urban counties. This 
means there are more people looking for work than there are 
available jobs. In 2016, rural counties had more job seekers 
than job openings in five out of the twelve months and the 
rural supply/demand annual average were more than double 
that of urban areas. Figure 8 shows rural versus urban ratios 
of claimants to job postings followed by the annual average. 



Statewide economist
Paul Turek, Ph.D.
pturek@esd.wa.gov
360-507-9599

Regional labor economists
Area 1: Jim Vleming
jvleming@esd.wa.gov
360-507-9601

Area 2: Anneliese Vance-Sherman, Ph.D.  
avancesherman@esd.wa.gov
425-258-6315

Statewide/regional labor economists:
Our statewide economist and six regional economists serve 
customers in their areas for WorkSource offices, workforce 
development councils, non-profit organizations, higher 
education, businesses and the news media. They can help 
you find and use labor market data, fulfill special data requests 
and answer questions about the state and local labor markets. 
Get in touch with your regional economist to get the local 
information you need.
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Median home prices: In Washington state, median 
home prices in urban areas are higher than home prices in 
rural areas. King County led all urban areas in median home 
price growth between 2012 and 2016 with a median home 
price of $566,200 in 2016. County specific housing information 
is available at: http://realestate.washington.edu/research/
wcrer/reports/. 

While the pattern of rising home prices in Washington certainly 
differs by county, the overall trend does appear to signal a 
growing preference for urban living. As shown in Figure 9, 
growth in the median home prices in urban areas have outpaced 
that of rural areas between 2012 and 2016. In 2016, the median 
home price in urban areas of Washington state was over 
$95,000 higer than in rural areas. 

Figure 9: Urban versus rural Median home prices
Washington state, 2012 through 2016
Source: Washington Center for Real Estate Research

Category 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
Urban  $231,656  $250,689  $263,644  $284,856  $314,200 
Rural  $173,310  $180,250  $183,977  $200,913  $219,047 

This workforce product was funded by a grant awarded by the U.S. Department 
of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration. The product was created 
by the recipient and does not necessarily reflect the official position of the 
U.S. Department of Labor. The Department of Labor makes no guarantees, 
warranties, or assurances of any kind, expressed or implied, with respect  
to such information, including any information on linked sites and including,  
but not limited to, accuracy of the information or its completeness, timeliness, 

Area 3: Scott Bailey
scott.bailey@esd.wa.gov
360-810-0048

Area 4: Don Meseck
dmeseck@esd.wa.gov
509-573-4564 

Area 5: Ajsa Suljic
asuljic@esd.wa.gov
509-734-5928

Area 6: Doug Tweedy
dtweedy@esd.wa.gov
509-434-5278

usefulness, adequacy, continued availability, or ownership. This product is 
copyrighted by the institution that created it. Internal use by an organization and/
or personal use by an individual for non-commercial purposes is permissible. 
All other uses require the prior authorization of the copyright owner.
Employment Security Department is an equal opportunity employer/program. 
Auxiliary aids and services are available upon request to individuals with 
disabilities. Language assistance services for limited English proficient 
individuals are available free of charge. Washington Relay Service: 711.

Reporting areas:

http://realestate.washington.edu/research/wcrer/reports/
http://realestate.washington.edu/research/wcrer/reports/
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