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ABSTRACT  A cen tral prem ise of the first demo graphic tran si tion the ory is that demo
graphic change would occur more  slowly  in  rural  than urban areas. Few stud ies, 
how ever, have inves ti gated whether rural areas remain hold outs dur ing the sec ond 
demo graphic tran si tion. To address this gap, this study (1) exam ines trends among 
rural and urban fam i lies in Canada and the United States over a 30year period and (2) 
deter mines whether com po si tional dif fer ences in demo graphic, socio eco nomic, and 
reli gious fac tors explain cur rent dif fer ences between rural and urban fam i lies. We find 
that rural Cana dian women con tinue to have, on aver age, 0.6 more chil dren than urban 
women. However, rural fam i lies do not trail behind urban fam i lies on any other indi ca
tor of fam ily change. In fact, rural women in both countries are now sig nifi  cantly more 
likely to cohabit and roughly 10 per cent age points more likely to have chil dren out side 
of mar riage than urban women. These dif fer ences are largely explained by lower lev els 
of edu ca tion and income among rural Amer i can women and fewer immi grants in rural 
Canada. Examining fam ily change through a rural–urban lens fills impor tant empir i
cal gaps and yields novel insights into cur rent debates on the fun da men tal causes of 
on going fam ily change in highincome countries.
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Introduction

The con trasts between rural and urban ways of life and demo graphic behav iors were 
cen tral to the the o ret i cal under pin nings of the (first) demo graphic tran si tion. Demog
raphers who  sought  to  under stand what  drove  the  tran si tion  from  high  fer til ity  and 
mor tal ity to low fer til ity and mor tal ity through out much of the West dur ing the late 
eigh teenth and nineteenth cen tu ries often discussed urban i za tion, indus tri al i za tion, and 
the decline of sub sis tence agri cul ture. In his clas sic expla na tion of demo graphic change, 
Notestein (1953) iden ti fied the “urban indus trial soci ety” as the cat a lyst for the ini tial 
fer til ity decline in Europe and North America. Specifically, he drew atten tion to two 
key fea tures of urban life. First, he noted that “urban life stripped the fam ily of many 
func tions of pro duc tion, con sump tion, rec re a tion, and edu ca tion” (Notestein 1953:16). 
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In Notestein’s view, the burgeoning urban econ o mies, which were fueled by fac tory 
employ ment, com pelled indi vid u als  to stand on their own accom plish ments, under
mining their reli ance on large fam i lies. In con trast, rural agri cul turalbased econ o mies 
con tin ued to incen tiv ize the for ma tion of  large fam i lies  through early mar riage and 
high  fer til ity within mar riage  (Notestein 1953). Second, Notestein argued  that  “the 
ano nym ity of city life reduced the pres sure toward tra di tional behavior exerted by the 
fam ily and the com mu nity” (Notestein 1953:16). Thus, eco nomic struc tures and social 
norms in rural areas were expected to encour age nearly uni ver sal mar riage and high 
fer til ity and dis cour age remaining sin gle, being child less, or hav ing chil dren out side 
of mar riage.

Most  empir i cal  ana ly ses  supported  these  the o ret i cal  expec ta tions,  although  the 
neg a tive  asso ci a tion  between  urban  res i dence  and  fer til ity was  often weaker  than 
antic i pated  (Coale  and Watkins 1986; Garenne 2008; Heuveline 2001; Hirschman 
1994; White et al. 2008). Diffusion the o ries helped explain these find ings by argu ing 
that social norms about fam ily for ma tion and repro duc tive behav iors would spread 
from urban cores  to  the  rural periph ery,  even tu ally  reduc ing  fer til ity  rates  in  rural 
areas. However, the o ries of the first demo graphic tran si tion maintained that although 
they would change,  rural  fer til ity and  fam ily behav iors would  lag behind  those  in 
urban areas (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996).

In recent decades, many demog ra phers have shifted their focus from expla na tions 
of why fer til ity rates ini tially fell dur ing the (first) demo graphic tran si tion to under
stand ing why fer til ity con tin ues to fall below replace ment lev els and what explains 
the  decline  in mar riage  and  the  related,  but  not  syn on y mous,  increase  in  the  pro
por tion of  chil dren born out side of mar riage. Both  low  fer til ity  and greater diver
sity  in union and  fam ily  types have become com mon demo graphic  char ac ter is tics 
of most highincome countries, although the causes of  these demo graphic changes 
are debated (Zaidi and Mor gan 2017). Perhaps the bestknown expla na tion for these 
recent  changes  is  the  sec ond  demo graphic  tran si tion  (SDT)  the ory. As  orig i nally 
artic u lated,  the SDT  the ory pos its  that  these  recent changes  in  fer til ity and  fam ily 
behav iors  are driven by  increased  sec u lar i za tion and chang ing val ues  that  empha
size  indi vid u al is tic  expres sion  and  selfactu al iza tion  (Lesthaeghe  and  van  de Kaa 
1986; van de Kaa 1987). Other  research ers have cri tiqued  the  impor tance of  ide a
tional change, argu ing that  insti tu tional con texts (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; 
PerelliHarris  and  LyonsAmos  2016;  Rindfuss  et  al.  2016),  eco nomic  struc tures 
(McLanahan 2004; PerelliHarris et al. 2010), and gen der norms (Goldscheider et al. 
2015) are pri mar ily respon si ble for declin ing fer til ity and increas ing fam ily var i a tion.

Each of these the o ries of recent fam ily change has impli ca tions for rural–urban 
fam ily  tra jec to ries  and  for  cur rent  dif fer ences  between  rural  and  urban  fam i lies. 
Yet, in con trast to the o ries of the first demo graphic tran si tion, var i a tion in rural and 
urban  fam ily  behav iors  receives  scant  atten tion  in  the o ret i cal  or  empir i cal  stud ies 
focus ing on the SDT. One of the few excep tions is a study in Poland and the United 
Kingdom exam in ing spa tial var i a tion in the SDT across the rural–urban con tin uum 
(Walford and Kurek 2016). This study found evi dence that declines in total fer til ity 
and increases in non mar i tal births spread from more urban to more rural areas but that 
rural areas still trail urban areas in both countries. Unfortunately, this study focused 
exclu sively on fer til ity out comes and did not eval u ate other key mark ers of fam ily 
change, such as union sta tus. Previous research also dem on strated that fam ily change 
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evolves quite dif fer ently across dif fer ent countries (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; 
Sobotka 2008). Further research is there fore needed to under stand whether rural areas 
have remained hold outs with respect to the tim ing and type of fam ily for ma tion.

This  study  aims  to  use  a  com par a tive  rural–urban  lens  to  yield  fresh  insights 
into  recent  fam ily change. We focus on  three out comes cap tur ing mul ti ple dimen
sions of fam ily change: (1) women’s union sta tus, (2) the num ber of chil dren ever 
born, and (3) non mar i tal births. First, we explore how rural and urban fam i lies in the 
United States and Canada have changed over the past 30 years. Specifically, we test 
whether gaps in these rural and urban fam ily behav iors have persisted, con verged, or 
even reversed. Second, if rural–urban fam ily behav iors cur rently dif fer, we exam ine 
whether dif fer ences in the demo graphic char ac ter is tics, socio eco nomic sta tus (SES), 
and reli gi os ity of rural and urban pop u la tions account for them. Our ana ly ses focus 
on  the United States  and Canada,  com par ing  the  trends  and under ly ing driv ers of 
rural–urban dif fer ences in two highincome countries in North America.

Theoretical Predictions of Trends Among Rural and Urban Families

There are equally plau si ble the o ret i cal rea sons to think that rural–urban dif fer ences 
have  persisted,  con verged,  or  per haps  even  reversed.  Proponents  of  ideo log i cal 
change as the pri mary driver of fam ily behav ior would likely con tend that rural areas 
will  remain hold outs  in  the SDT. Urban cen ters are often char ac ter ized as hubs of 
cre a tive  indi vid u al ism  that  fos ter selfexpres sion.  In con trast,  rural areas are  reg u
larly  portrayed  as  bul warks  of  tra di tional  fam ily  val ues, which  are more  resis tant 
to  the  tides  of  sec u lar i za tion  and  indi vid u al i za tion  (Albrecht  and Albrecht  1996). 
Some rural schol ars have argued that these cul tural, reli gious, and polit i cal divi sions 
have increased in recent years  in  light of grow ing eco nomic despair  in many U.S. 
rural areas (Albrecht 2022; Cramer 2016; Monnat and Brown 2017; Wuthnow 2018). 
Consequently,  although  rural  fam i lies might  expe ri ence  some  change,  dif fer ences 
between rural and urban fam i lies would per sist well into the SDT.

Other rural schol ars, how ever, have argued that advance ments in com mu ni ca tion 
tech nol ogy,  eco nomic  inte gra tion,  and  transportation  have  blurred  the  oncesharp 
rural–urban eco nomic, social, and cul tural divide (Lichter and Brown 2011; Lichter 
and Ziliak 2017). Importantly, rural and urban econ o mies have become more sim i lar. 
For exam ple, since the early 2000s, roughly only 6% of rural Amer i can work ers earn 
a  liv ing from agri cul ture,  for estry, fish ing, or min ing (Glauber and Schaefer 2018; 
Sherman 2009). Instead, a grow ing pro por tion of rural Amer i cans and Cana di ans work 
in  the manufactur ing,  retail,  and  ser vice  sec tors  (Mattingly  2020). These  changes 
in  rural  adults’  eco nomic  live li hoods,  along with  child  labor  laws  and man da tory 
school ing for chil dren, reduce the eco nomic advan tages of mar riage and high fer til
ity. As a result, mar riage rates and fer til ity in rural areas might decline, as they have 
in urban areas. Similarly, despite more  lim ited  internet access  in  rural areas, most 
rural house holds now have an  internet con nec tion  (Dobis et al. 2022). The pro lif
er a tion of social media plat forms and vir tual social net works has allowed rural res
i dents to build social rela tion ships beyond their com mu ni ties, thereby avoiding the 
direct sur veil lance of neigh bors and fam ily mem bers. Rural res i dents are also reg u
larly exposed to urban life styles indi rectly through mov ies and tele vi sion and directly 
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through  trips  to  nearby  cit ies,  facil i tated  by  reduced  transportation  costs  (Lichter 
and Brown 2011). Consequently, social pro hi bi tions regard ing some behav iors, such 
as cohab i ta tion and non mar i tal par ent hood, might have weak ened in rural areas. In 
short, pro found  social,  tech no log i cal,  and eco nomic changes  in  rural  com mu ni ties 
might have prompted a con ver gence in fam ily norms and prac tices.

A third pos si bil ity is that rural and urban fam i lies have reversed their behav iors. 
Historically,  rural adults were more  likely  to marry, have more chil dren, and raise 
their chil dren in twopar ent mar ried house holds rel a tive to their urban coun ter parts, 
but the oppo site might be true today. Proponents of eco nomic struc tural expla na tions 
of fam ily change have shown that socio eco nom i cally dis ad van taged women, par tic u
larly those with lower lev els of edu ca tion, are less likely to marry and to form sta ble 
unions and are more  likely  to  raise  their  chil dren as  a  sin gle or  cohabiting par ent 
(McLanahan 2004; PerelliHarris et al. 2010). The cumu la tive effects of eco nomic 
restructuring, the 2008 Great Recession, and ongo ing glob al iza tion have transformed 
and often dec i mated oncerobust  rural  econ o mies  (Thiede et  al.  2018; Thiede and 
Slack 2017). Many jobs in rural areas are not fam ilyfriendly, with irreg u lar hours 
and lim ited mater nity leave and sick days (Glauber and Young 2015; Struthers 2014).

In addi tion, to com pen sate for the loss of tra di tion ally mas cu line and wellpay ing 
jobs in extrac tive and manufactur ing indus tries in rural areas, a large pro por tion of 
rural women entered the labor force, disrupting men’s tra di tional bread win ning role 
(Sherman 2009; Smith 2017). Yet, rural men in the United States and Canada con trib
ute less to childcare and house hold chores, even when their wives work out side the 
house hold (Batty 2022; Smith 2017). These gen der role dis rup tions might increase 
fam ily insta bil ity and lower fer til ity in rural areas, given that rural women bear the 
dou ble bur den of being the pri mary earner out side the house hold and the care giver 
within the house hold (Goldscheider et al. 2015). Hence,  the o ries of fam ily change 
draw ing on eco nomic dis ad van tage and gen der norms raise the pros pect of a rever sal 
of tra di tional fam ily behav iors, with rural fam i lies expe ri enc ing lower mar riage rates, 
greater union insta bil ity, higher non mar i tal child birth rates, and pos si bly even lower 
fer til ity rel a tive to urban fam i lies.

The empir i cal merit of these contrasting the o ret i cal expec ta tions in recent decades 
is largely unknown. Despite dras tic changes in rural Amer i can fam i lies in the 1980s 
and 1990s, demo graphic research on rural  fam i lies since  the early 2000s has been 
lim ited in the United States and vir tu ally non ex is tent in Canada (Brooks and Voltaire 
2020; Tickamyer 2020). As late as the 1970s, rural fam i lies in North America could 
be accu rately depicted as larger and more tra di tional than their urban coun ter parts, 
with higher mar riage rates and a larger pro por tion of chil dren being raised in mar ried
par ent house holds (Albrecht and Albrecht 1996). However, U.S. data from the 1980s 
and  1990s  sug gest  that  rural  and  urban  fam ily  behav iors  had  started  to  con verge 
on some dimen sions (Albrecht and Albrecht 2000; MacTavish and Salamon 2003; 
 Snyder and McLaughlin 2004). Much of this ear lier work focused on the rela tion ship 
between fam ily struc tures and rural pov erty, par tic u larly child pov erty (Horton and 
Allen 1998; Lichter and Eggebeen 1992; Lichter and McLaughlin 1995; Snyder and 
McLaughlin 2004, 2006; Snyder et al. 2006). Cohabiting and femaleheaded house
holds were more com mon in cen tral cit ies than rural areas at the turn of the sec ond 
mil len nium  (Snyder and McLaughlin 2006). However, by 2006,  the pro por tion of 
Amer i can chil dren liv ing in sin glepar ent house holds was roughly equal in rural and 
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urban areas  (19% vs. 21%),  and  the pro por tion of  chil dren  liv ing with  cohabiting 
par ents was higher in rural areas (7% vs. 4%; O’Hare et al. 2009). Other mea sures 
of  fam ily  struc tures,  includ ing mar i tal  sta tus and house hold size and com po si tion, 
also showed signs of con ver gence with U.S. urban fam i lies dur ing the early 2000s  
(Carson and Mattingly 2014; Dan iels et al. 2018; Mattingly 2020). Nonetheless, as late 
as the mid1990s, rural women remained sig nifi  cantly less likely than urban women 
to form a cohabiting union or have a non mar i tal birth (Albrecht and Albrecht 2004;  
Snyder 2006; Snyder et al. 2004). Suburban women also faced the low est risk of divorce, 
but rural women remained less likely to divorce than urban women (Snyder 2011).

Whether these trends in union sta tus and fam ily struc tures in the United States 
have con tin ued, espe cially since the Great Recession, is unclear. Recent fer til ity data 
from gov ern ment reports show that although total fer til ity rates (TFR) have fallen in 
both rural and urban areas in the United States, they remain higher in rural areas—by 
approx i ma tely  0.2  chil dren  in  2017  (Ely  and Hamilton  2018). Rural–urban  fer til
ity disparities might be even greater in Canada. One report indi cated that the TFR 
in 2001 was  low est  in  the big gest cit ies (i.e., Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver), 
with a TFR of 1.5, and highest in the nation’s most rural areas, with a TFR of 2.3 
(Malenfant et al. 2007). However, to our knowl edge, no prior study has com pared 
rural and urban union sta tus in Canada, and no study has exam ined rural Canada’s 
fer til ity since 2001.

Demographic, Socioeconomic, and Religious Characteristics Shaping 
Rural and Urban Family Behaviors

Exploring  the  fac tors  driv ing  cur rent  rural–urban  dif fer ences  can  yield  addi tional 
insights  into  rural  and  urban  fam i lies. There  are  known  dif fer ences  in  the  demo
graphic, SES, and reli gious com po si tion of each coun try’s rural and urban pop u la tions 
that might at least par tially account for cur rent rural–urban gaps in fam ily behav iors. 
In Canada and the United States, rural areas tend to be less eth ni cally diverse than 
urban areas  (Mattingly 2020). Nonetheless, U.S.  rural  areas  con tain  siz able Black 
and His panic pop u la tions, and roughly half of Canada’s Indigenous pop u la tion lives 
in rural areas (Jones et al. 2021; Lichter and Johnson 2020; Statistics Canada 2022b). 
In recent years, racial and eth nic diver sity  in  the rural United States has  increased 
mark edly,  pri mar ily  through  the  growth  of His panic migrants  of  the  repro duc tive 
ages of 15–44 (Lichter and Johnson 2020). No sim i lar trend has been documented in 
Canada, given that few immi grants in Canada reside in rural areas (Statistics Canada 
2021). Further, although His pan ics rep re sent the major ity of U.S. immi grants in both 
rural and urban areas, more than half of new immi grants to Canada come from Asia 
(Statistics Canada 2017).

These dif fer ences  in  the  racial, eth nic, and  immi grant com po si tion of  rural and 
urban areas of Canada and the United States could have impor tant impli ca tions for 
their fer til ity and union for ma tion behav iors. Fertility tends to be higher among immi
grant His panic pop u la tions and lower among Asians (Parrado 2011; Statistics Canada 
2017).  In addi tion, cohab i ta tion  is high among Afri can Amer i cans and  Indigenous 
groups but rel a tively low among Asians and His pan ics, par tic u larly as a con text for 
hav ing chil dren (Laplante and Fostik 2016; Lesthaeghe 2020).
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Rural and urban pop u la tions also dif fer in SES char ac ter is tics closely asso ci ated 
with fam ily behav iors. Rural areas, on aver age, have higher pov erty lev els, less sta
ble employ ment, and lower edu ca tional lev els than urban areas (Johnson and Reimer 
2019; Rich et al. 2021; Thiede et al. 2018). In 2017, only 20% of rural Cana di ans 
had a bach e lor’s degree com pared with 34% of urban Cana di ans (Ysasi et al. 2018). 
Similar  edu ca tional  discrepancies  exist  in  the  United  States,  where  only  19%  of 
rural adults but 33% of urban adults hold a bach e lor’s degree (Marré 2017). Higher 
edu ca tion and SES are asso ci ated with more sta ble mar riages and lower non mar i tal 
child birth and cohab i ta tion rates (Gib sonDavis et al. 2005; Hogendoorn et al. 2022; 
Kalmijn 2013; PerelliHarris et al. 2010; Sobotka 2008; Wright 2018).

In addi tion, rural pop u la tions are often char ac ter ized as more reli gious (Chalfant 
and Heller 1991; Reynolds and Walther 2020; Wuthnow 2018), which could shape 
fam ily  behav iors. Longstand ing  research has  shown  a  strong pos i tive  asso ci a tion 
between reli gi os ity and being mar ried and hav ing chil dren and neg a tive cor re la tions 
between reli gi os ity and cohab i ta tion (Thornton et al. 1992). Nonetheless, evi dence 
sug gests a steady down ward trend in par tic i pa tion in reli gious ser vices in rural areas 
(Clark 2000). Whether this decline cor re sponds to a decrease in mar riage and par
ent hood and a rise in cohab i ta tion and non mar i tal fer til ity in rural areas is unknown.

The  extent  to which  dif fer ences  in  demo graphic  char ac ter is tics,  SES,  and  reli
gi os ity account  for dif fer ences  in  rural and urban  fam ily behav iors has  the o ret i cal 
impli ca tions.  If  lower  edu ca tional  and  income  lev els  account  for  observed  dif fer
ences in fer til ity, cohab i ta tion, or non mar i tal child birth in rural and urban set tings, 
then eco nomic struc tures are  likely  to be driv ing  these dif fer ences. These find ings 
would pro vide novel  sup port  to prior  stud ies  that  exam ined var i a tion by  race  and 
edu ca tional level to argue that eco nomic dis ad van tage is the pri mary driver of recent 
fam ily change. In con trast, if our empir i cal ana ly ses iden tify reli gi os ity dif fer ences 
as the key driv ers of rural–urban dif fer ences, it would bol ster the o ries that cul tural 
val ues and ide a tional beliefs are the most impor tant fac tors governing fam ily change.

Data and Methods

Analytic Samples

To exam ine dif fer ences in fam ily change between rural and urban con texts in Canada 
and the United States, we use nation ally rep re sen ta tive sur vey data from each coun try. 
For Canada, we use five cycles (1990, 2001, 2006, 2011, and 2017) of the Cana dian 
General Social Survey (GSS), which col lects infor ma tion on fer til ity and mar i tal his
to ries, house hold struc ture, and demo graphic char ac ter is tics. The GSS is rep re sen ta
tive of non in sti tu tion al ized Cana di ans aged 15 or older except for those who live in 
the ter ri to ries (Nunavut, the Northwest Territories, and Yukon). We exclude res i dents 
of Prince Edward Island, for whom data on rural and urban res i dence are unavail able.

For the United States, we use six waves of the National Survey of Family Growth 
(NSFG).  The  NSFG  is  rep re sen ta tive  of  women  aged  15–44.  Like  the  GSS,  the 
NSFG col lects detailed infor ma tion on fam ily his tory, house hold com po si tion, and 
demo graphic char ac ter is tics. Before 2006, the NSFG conducted crosssec tional sur
veys every seven years. Starting in 2006, it employed a rolling sam pling struc ture. 
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Hence, our waves  include data  from 1988, 1995, and 2002. Beginning with 2006, 
we constructed waves cen tered on 2007 (2006–2008), 2012 (2011–2013), and 2018 
(2017–2019).

For each coun try, we cre ate two ana lytic sam ples. First, we ana lyze a sam ple of all  
women aged 15–44 to assess women’s union sta tus and the num ber of chil dren ever 
born,1 com pris ing 24,287 Cana dian and 44,310 Amer i can women across all  waves. 
Our sec ond ana lytic sam ple uses these women’s birth his to ries to exam ine whether 
a  child was born  to  an unmar ried mother. Because mar i tal  sta tus  at  birth was not 
reported in the 1988 NSFG, our sam ple of U.S. births per tains to births reported in 
the sur vey years 1995–2018. These sam ples com prise 23,544 Cana dian and 29,027 
Amer i can chil dren youn ger than 18. Yearspe cific sam ple sizes by rural–urban sta
tus  are  shown  in Table A1  (all   tables  iden ti fied with  an  “A”  appear  in  the  online 
appen dix).

Measures

Family Change Indicators

Our  ana ly ses  inves ti gate  three  dimen sions  of  fam ily  change:  women’s  union  sta
tus, fer til ity, and non mar i tal births. Our mea sure of women’s union sta tus indi cates 
whether women are cur rently mar ried, cohabiting, for merly mar ried (divorced, sep
a rated, or widowed), or never mar ried. Second, fer til ity is mea sured as the num ber 
of chil dren ever born. Third, we use our sam ple of all  chil dren youn ger than 18 to 
cre ate a binary var i able for whether  the child’s mother was mar ried at  the  time of 
each child’s birth. Because this mea sure is based on ret ro spec tive birth his tory data, 
it cap tures the mother’s cur rent rural–urban sta tus and not nec es sar ily her res i dence 
at the time of the birth.

Rural and Urban Status

Demographic  research  uses  mul ti ple  ways  to  mea sure  rural ity  and  urbanicity 
(Cromartie 2017). We fol low the com mon prac tice of defin ing rural–urban sta tus in 
both countries on the basis of whether a per son lives inside or out side cen tral cit ies 
or sub ur ban areas. In Canada, women are coded as urban if they cur rently live in a 
cen sus met ro pol i tan area (CMA) or a cen sus agglom er a tion (CA) and as rural if they 
live in non–CMA/CA areas. A CMA refers to an area with a pop u la tion of at least 
100,000 and a min i mum of 50,000 liv ing in the urban core, whereas a CA must have 
a core pop u la tion of at least 10,000. In the United States, women are clas si fied on 
the basis of their cur rent county of res i dence. The Office of Management and Budget 
cat e go rizes counties as met ro pol i tan (i.e., urban) if they con tain an urban core with a 
pop u la tion larger than 50,000 or have strong com mut ing ties to the urban core (2010 

1  We focus on women aged 15–44 because the NSFG does not report men’s fer til ity his to ries and rela
tion ships to res i dent chil dren in any year and because the NSFG did not inter view women older than 44 
before the 2015 wave.
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Standards for Delineating 2010). Counties not meet ing these cri te ria are clas si fied as 
non met ro pol i tan (i.e., rural).2

Demographic, SES, and Religious Indicators

Our regres sion and decom po si tion ana ly ses include a series of demo graphic, SES, and 
reli gious char ac ter is tics likely to influ ence fam ily and fer til ity behav iors. Our demo
graphic  var i ables  include  the  respon dent’s  age,  race  and  eth nic ity,  and  immi gra tion 
sta tus.  Individuals are cat e go rized  into  the age groups 15–24, 25–29, 30–34, 35–39, 
and 40–44. We com bined age groups 15–19 and 20–24 because of the low fre quency 
of mar riage and child birth before age 20.3 Because race is a social con struct reflecting 
the social con texts spe cific to Canada and the United States, we employ dif fer ent but 
con tex tu ally appro pri ate con trols of race and eth nic ity in our mod els. In Canada, we 
cre ated a sin gle binary mea sure for whether an indi vid ual is an eth nic minor ity: whether 
the respon dent identifies as a vis i ble minor ity (nonWhite) or as Indigenous (i.e., First 
Nations, Métis, or Inuit). Ideally, we would ana lyze vis i ble minor ity and Indigenous sta
tus sep a rately, but small sam ple sizes prevented us from doing so. For the United States, 
we  iden tify four  racial and eth nic groups: nonHis panic White, nonHis panic Black, 
nonHis panic other race (includ ing Asian, Pacific Islander, and Amer i can Indian), and 
His panic of any race. Models for both countries include a binary mea sure of immi grant 
sta tus, dif fer en ti at ing for eignborn and nativeborn indi vid u als.

We assess the effects of indi vid u als’ SES through edu ca tion and income. In the 
United States, we clas sify indi vid u als as hav ing less than a high school edu ca tion, 
a high school edu ca tion, some col lege edu ca tion, or a bach e lor’s degree or higher. 
We use a sim i lar scheme for Canada, except that “some col lege edu ca tion” includes 
a trade cer tifi  cate, a CEGEP degree, a nonbach e lor’s degree, and some col lege edu
ca tion.  In addi tion, using each coun try’s cur rency, we group women’s pre tax  total 
house hold  income  into five  annual  income groups:  less  than  or  equal  to  $49,999, 
$50,000–$74,999,  $75,000–$99,999,  and  $100,000  or more. Because  incomes  are 
reported in categories, we can not directly adjust for dif fer ences in pur chas ing power 
par ity (PPP). OECD data show that PPP held steady at approx i ma tely 1.2 Cana dian 
dol lars per 1 U.S. dol lar between 2000 and 2018. Finally, we include a mea sure of the 
fre quency of attend ing reli gious ser vices, which is often used as an indi ca tor of reli
gi os ity (Koenig et al. 2015).4 Frequency is an ordi nal var i able cat e go rized as never, a 
few times per year, a few times per month, or a few times per week.

2  To enhance com pa ra bil ity of our rural ity mea sure between Canada and the United States, we cre ated an 
alter na tive mea sure for Canada, clas si fy ing all  CMAs/CAs and areas with strong met ro pol i taninflu enced 
zones (i.e., areas where at least 30% of the res i dents com mute to a CMA/CA for work) as urban. These ana
ly ses (shown in Table A2) yielded sim i lar sub stan tive results as the more stan dard mea sure of urban/rural 
in Canada, although the rural–urban dif fer ence in non mar i tal births is slightly larger and remains sta tis ti
cally sig nifi  cant in the adjusted model.
3  Analyses  that  remove  respon dents youn ger  than 20  (shown  in Table A3)  reveal  sub stan tively sim i lar 
impli ca tions  for  rural–urban  dif fer ences  in  fam ily  behav iors.  Differences  with  respect  to  edu ca tional 
effects are noted in the text.
4  The NSFG and GSS con tain mea sures of the respon dent’s per sonal beliefs (i.e., spir i tu al ity) and reli gious 
denom i na tions. However, we found that reli gious atten dance was a stron ger pre dic tor of fam ily behav iors 
and that includ ing mul ti ple mea sures of reli gion intro duced exces sive col lin ear ity.
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Analytic Plan

To exam ine our first research ques tion regard ing how rural and urban fam i lies have 
changed over the 30 years we study, we pro duce weighted lon gi tu di nal trends for all  
three  fam ily behav ior  indi ca tors. We  then assess whether  these  rural–urban dif fer
ences have persisted,  con verged,  or  reversed by  test ing  for  sta tis ti cally  sig nifi  cant 
dif fer ences between rural and urban women in Canada and the United States in the 
ear li est and the most recent data waves (1990 and 2017 in Canada; 1988 and 2018 
in the United States). All esti ma tes are weighted using the pro vided per sonlevel and 
bootstrapping weights for the GSS and the per sonlevel weights, sur vey strata, and 
clus ter var i ables for the NSFG.5

To address our sec ond research ques tion, we focus on fam ily indi ca tors with sta
tis ti cally sig nifi  cant rural–urban dif fer ences in the most recent sur vey wave (2017 in 
Canada and 2018  in  the United States). We exam ine whether demo graphic char ac
ter is tics, SES, or  reli gi os ity account  for  these cur rent dif fer ences by com par ing  the 
effect of rural res i dence in our unad justed and adjusted regres sion mod els. We employ 
logis tic  regres sion  to  assess whether  a woman  is  in  a  cohabiting union or not  in  a 
cohabiting union and whether a child’s mother was mar ried or unmar ried at the time 
of birth. Table A4 pro vi des sep a rate logis tic regres sions com par ing cohabiting women 
with cur rently mar ried, for merly mar ried, and nevermar ried women, respec tively. We 
use ordi nary leastsquares (OLS) regres sion to assess pre dic tors of the num ber of chil
dren ever born. For con sis tency, we use OLS regres sion  instead of Poisson  regres
sion because for mal decom po si tion tech niques can not be used for Poisson regres sions. 
Poisson regres sion mod els of the total num ber of chil dren yield sim i lar results (Table 
A5). In addi tion, because we mea sure the cur rent num ber of chil dren among women 
aged 15–44 and rural women might have chil dren at youn ger ages than urban women, 
we also pro vide  the results of sup ple men tal ana ly ses com par ing rural–urban dif fer
ences in com pleted fer til ity among women aged 40–44 (see Table A5). In our unad
justed mod els, each fam ily out come is mod eled as the func tion of solely rural–urban 
sta tus (ref. = urban). In our adjusted mod els, we intro duce con trols for demo graphic, 
SES,  and  reli gious  char ac ter is tics  to  deter mine whether  adjusting  for  these  fac tors 
decreases or increases rural–urban dif fer ences in fam ily behav iors.

Lastly, we use a series of grouped twoway Oaxaca–Blinder decom po si tion mod
els  to  spec ify  which  demo graphic,  SES,  and  reli gious  char ac ter is tics  explain  the 
larg est por tion of rural–urban dif fer ences  in fam ily behav iors. Because our depen
dent var i ables are binary, we use Yun’s (2004) non lin ear decom po si tion method for 
logis tic mod els.  Specifically, we  use  the oaxaca  com mand  in STATA 17 with  the 
logit,  pooled,  and  group  var i able  options.  In  these mod els,  urban  is  the  ref er ence 

5  For the 2001, 2006, 2011, and 2017 GSS, we applied the per sonlevel weight var i able (WGHT_PER) 
and the 500 unique bootstrapping weight var i ables (WTBS_001–WTBS_500) and bootstrapped our esti
ma tes 500 times. Because the 1990 GSS has no bootstrapping var i ables, we applied only the per sonlevel 
weights for that wave. For the 2002, 2007, 2012, and 2018 NSFG, we applied a com plex weighting strat
egy involv ing the NSFGpro vided stra tum var i able (SEST), clus ter var i able (SEC), and the final weight 
var i able. For the 1988 and 1995 NSFG, we applied only the final weight var i able. Guidelines for how we 
devel oped this weighting strat egy were taken from the GSS sum mary’s descrip tion of data sources and 
meth od ol ogy and the NSFG’s Design and Data Collection Methods File for each year.
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group. These twoway mod els allow us to assess which var i ables explain the larg est 
per cent age of rural–urban dif fer ences owing to both com po si tional dif fer ences (i.e., 
dif fer ences in the pro por tion of rural–urban res i dents who belong to a given group) 
and  dif fer ences  in  coef fi cients  (i.e.,  dif fer ences  in  the  asso ci ated  coef fi cients  of  a 
given group). In the text, we focus on com po si tional effects because we are pri mar ily 
inter ested in whether dif fer ences in the char ac ter is tics of rural and urban pop u la tions 
explain dif fer ences in their fam ily behav iors. For ease of inter pre ta tion, we plot the 
esti mated com po si tional effects, but we pro vide full decom po si tion results for both 
com po si tional and coef fi cient effects in Tables A6–A8. We group sim i lar con trol var
i ables and test for joint sta tis ti cal sig nifi  cance (Jann 2008). For exam ple, we group 
all  edu ca tion categories to assess the effects of rural–urban dif fer ences in edu ca tional 
attain ment over all rather than test the effects due to a spe cific edu ca tional level. To 
esti mate the com bined effects of cat e gor i cal var i ables, we group indi vid ual covari
ates using the detail option in the oaxaca com mand. Finally, to avoid the known issue 
that esti ma tes for cat e gor i cal regres sors are sen si tive to the selec tion of the omit ted 
ref er ence cat e gory (Jann 2008; Yun 2005), we also nor mal ize our cat e gor i cal inde
pen dent var i ables to esti mate devi a tions from a grand mean.

Results

Have Rural–Urban Family Differences Persisted, Converged, or Reversed?

Trends in Union Status

Panels a–c in Figure 1 show the trends in women’s union sta tus, num ber of chil dren, 
and non mar i tal child births, respec tively, over the 30 years of study; sum ma ries of these 
trends can be found in Table 1. Despite sim i lar over all trends, nota ble dif fer ences are 
evi dent between Canada and the United States and between rural and urban areas in 
each coun try. Marriage among women has declined in rural and urban areas in both 
countries (panel a). This decline, how ever, was faster in rural areas, where the per cent
age of mar ried women fell by 25.4 per cent age points in Canada and 21.8 per cent age 
points in the United States (Table 1). Consequently, panel a of Figure 1 shows rural– 
urban con ver gence in mar riage in both countries, although this con ver gence appears to 
have occurred ear lier in the United States (around 2002) than in Canada (around 2011). 
In con trast, cohab i ta tion has become increas ingly pop u lar in both countries, espe cially 
in rural areas (panel a). Rural and urban cohab i ta tion rates in both the United States 
and Canada were sim i lar around 1990, but cohab i ta tion rates in rural areas exceeded 
those in urban areas by 8.3 per cent age points in Canada in 2017 and by 5.3 per cent age 
points in the United States in 2018. In both countries, these trends sug gest a rever sal of 
our expec ta tions that cohab i ta tion would be more com mon among urban women. Prior 
empir i cal stud ies found that cohab i ta tion in the United States was higher among urban 
women before 1990, reflecting a true rever sal. In Canada, rural–urban dif fer ences in 
cohab i ta tion before 1990 are unknown, although the tra jec to ries of rural–urban cohab
i ta tion sug gest it was likely lower in rural Canada before 1990.

Among  unpartnered women,  there  is  con ver gence  in  rural  and  urban  rates  of 
being for merly mar ried (panel a, Figure 1). In 1990, rural women in Canada were 
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13Are Rural Areas Holdouts in the Second Demographic Transition?

4.3  per cent age  points  less  likely  than  urban women  to  be  for merly mar ried. By 
2017,  this  rural–urban  gap  had  decreased  to  a  sta tis ti cally  insig nifi  cant  1.1  per
cent age  points.  In  the United States,  the  1988  rural–urban gap  in  rates  of  being 
for merly mar ried was much  smaller:  urban women were  a mere  0.7  per cent age 
points more likely to be for merly mar ried. By 2018, this pat tern had reversed such 
that rural Amer i can women were slightly, albeit not sig nifi  cantly, more likely than 
urban women to be for merly mar ried. We find larger dif fer ences in the per cent age 
of women who were never mar ried. Being never mar ried is more com mon among 
urban women than rural women in both countries and all  peri ods, although these 
dif fer ences were smaller and insig nifi  cant by 2002 in the United States and by 2017 
in Canada, pro vid ing some evi dence of con ver gence.

Trends in the Number of Children

Fertility behav iors in the rural and urban areas of Canada and the United States were 
also strik ingly dif fer ent (panel b, Figure 1). On aver age, rural women in Canada had 
0.4 more chil dren than urban women in 1990; in the United States, the rural–urban 
dif fer ence in the num ber of chil dren was 0.3 in 1988. Over the inter ven ing 30 years, 
this dif fer ence in fer til ity declined in the United States to a sta tis ti cally insig nifi  cant 
0.1. In Canada, how ever, this fer til ity gap grew such that rural women had, on aver
age, 0.6 more chil dren than urban women in 2017.

Trends in Nonmarital Births

These nota ble union  sta tus  and  fer til ity  trends  influ ence  the  fam ily  struc tures  into 
which rural and urban chil dren are born (panel c, Figure 1). Roughly 18% of both 
rural and urban Cana dian chil dren were born to unmar ried moth ers at the begin ning 
of the 30year period, whereas rural chil dren were more than 10 per cent age points 
more likely to be born out side of mar riage by the end of the period. Whether non
mar i tal births were less com mon in rural than urban areas in Canada before 1990 is 
unknown. An even more strik ing trend is observed in the United States, where the rel
a tive prob a bil ity of non mar i tal child birth in rural and urban areas is clearly reversed. 
In the United States, rural chil dren were approx i ma tely 7 per cent age points less likely 
to be born out side of mar riage than urban chil dren in 1995 but 9.5 per cent age points 
more likely than urban chil dren to be born out side of mar riage by 2018.

Table 1  sum ma rizes which  rural and urban dif fer ences persisted, con verged, or 
reversed. The table dis plays evi dence of rural–urban con ver gence in women’s like li
hood of being cur rently mar ried, never mar ried, or for merly mar ried. However, rural 
women became more likely to cohabit over time, suggesting a rever sal in tra di tional 
fam ily  forms. Nonmarital  fer til ity was also mark edly higher  in  rural areas  in both 
countries at the end of the 30year period. In the United States, rural–urban trends in 
non mar i tal fer til ity clearly reversed over this period. Only with respect to fer til ity in 
Canada did dif fer ences in tra di tional fam ily behav iors per sist in the expected direc
tion. Hence, by the most recent sur vey wave from each coun try, we find sta tis ti cally 
sig nifi  cant rural–urban dif fer ences in three fam ily behav iors: fer til ity in Canada and 
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cohab i ta tion and non mar i tal child birth in both the United States and Canada. To bet
ter under stand what explains these dif fer ent fam ily behav iors, we turn to our regres
sion and decom po si tion meth ods.

Do Differences in Demographic, SES, and Religious Characteristics Explain Current 
Differences in Rural–Urban Family Behaviors?

Descriptive Characteristics of Rural and Urban Women

To help set  the stage for our regres sion and decom po si tion results, we first briefly 
describe  dif fer ences  in  women’s  demo graphic,  SES,  and  reli gious  char ac ter is tics 
in both countries. Table 2  reveals strik ing dif fer ences  in  rural and urban women’s 

Table 2 Descriptive sta tis tics of rural and urban women in Canada (2017) and the United States (2018)

Canada United States

Rural Urban Sig. Rural Urban Sig.

N 568 3,156 888 4,498
Age Group (%)
15–24 29.7 30.2 28.2 31.9
25–29 17.2 17.9 17.2 18.6
30–34 19.6 17.6 20.0 17.0
35–39 17.4 17.7 17.0 17.3
40–44 16.0 16.6 17.6 15.2

Race and Ethnicity (%)
NonHis panic White 73.7 55.9 **
NonHis panic Black 10.0 15.9
His panic 12.2 21.9
NonHis panic other 4.1 6.2

Ethnic Minority (%) 10.6 36.6 ***
Immigrant (%) 6.7 29.7 *** 9.9 14.7
Education (%)
Less than high school 18.5 10.8 ** 25.5 19.7 *
High school 25.6 21.8 23.7 18.4
Some col lege 39.1 30.2 ** 30.5 28.7
Bachelor’s degree or higher 16.8 37.2 *** 20.2 33.2 ***

Household Income (%)
≤$49,999 22.7 27.1 62.9 50.5 **
$50,000–$74,999 18.6 18.4 17.4 19.8
$75,000–$99,999 15.6 10.8 * 9.3 10.0
≥$100,000 43.1 43.7 10.3 19.7 **

Religious Attendance
Never 45.8 48.0 32.8 31.9
A few times per year 32.8 29.3 25.6 29.0
A few times per month 10.0 9.3 16.1 16.8
A few times per week 11.4 13.4 25.5 22.3

Note: In Canada, some col lege includes those with some col lege, a CEGEP degree, a trade cer tifi  cate, or 
a nonbach e lor’s degree.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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demo graphic pro files. Some of these dif fer ences are well known, but oth ers are often 
overlooked. Rural women are mark edly less eth ni cally diverse than urban women. 
In  the United States, nonHis panic Whites  rep re sent nearly  three quar ters of  rural 
women  (73.7%) but only  roughly half  (55.9%) of urban women.  In Canada, only 
10.6% of rural women are eth nic minor i ties, of whom almost 80% are Indigenous. In 
con trast, eth nic minor i ties rep re sent 36.6% of Canada’s urban women, of whom only 
11% are Indigenous. Immigrant women in Canada are far more likely to make their 
home in cit ies than in rural areas (29.7% urban vs. 6.7% rural). Immigration pat terns 
in the United States are sim i lar, although the dif fer ences are less pro nounced (14.7% 
urban vs. 9.9% rural), partly because of  recent waves of His panic  immi gra tion  to 
rural areas. Lastly, given our sam ple’s age restric tions, we find no sig nifi  cant dif fer
ences in the aver age ages of respon dents.

In both Canada and the United States, rural women have lower edu ca tional attain
ment  than urban women. In Canada, urban women are more  than twice as  likely as 
rural women (37.2% vs. 16.8%) to have a bach e lor’s degree. The cor re spond ing fig
ures in the United States are 33.2% for urban women and 20.2% for rural women. The 
United States also shows large disparities in income: urban women are almost twice as 
likely as rural women to live in house holds earning more than US$100,000 per year. In 
Canada, rural and urban incomes are more sim i lar, although they have slightly dif fer ent 
dis tri bu tions. Interestingly, rural–urban dif fer ences in women’s fre quency of attend ing 
reli gious ser vices are not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant in either the United States or Canada.

Rural–Urban Differences in Cohabitation

Our regres sion mod els exam ine whether the demo graphic, SES, and reli gious com
po si tion of rural and urban women help explain each of the sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant 
dif fer ences  in  cur rent  fam ily  behav iors  iden ti fied  in Table  1. Table  3  shows  the 
unad justed  and  adjusted  odds  ratios  of  being  in  a  cohabiting  part ner ship  among  
women  in  rural  and  urban  areas.  The  com par i son  group  in  Table  3  is  all   non
cohabiting women: cur rently mar ried, for merly mar ried, and nevermar ried women. 
Results from logis tic regres sions com par ing each of these groups sep a rately with 
cohab i ta tion  are  pro vided  in Table A4. The  unad justed model  indi cates  that  the 
odds  of  being  in  a  cohabiting  part ner ship  are  76% higher  for  rural women  than 
for  urban women  in  Canada  (Model  1). After  we  adjust  for  their  demo graphic, 
SES, and reli gious char ac ter is tics, the coef fi cient for rural res i dence decreases sub
stan tially but remains sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant at con ven tional lev els (Model 2). In 
the United States, the odds of cohab i ta tion are only 47% higher for rural women 
(Model 3) and fall slightly  to 41% after we intro duce our con trols (Model 4).  In 
both Canada  and  the United States,  ana ly ses  com par ing  cohabiting women with 
cur rently mar ried and with nevermar ried women yield sim i lar results (Table A4).

The adjusted mod els in Table 3 also pro vide insights into the rela tion ships between 
demo graphic, SES, and reli gious fac tors and cohab i ta tion. In both countries, cohab
i ta tion  peaks  at  ages  25–29. Cohabitation  is  low est  among women with  less  than 
a high school edu ca tion, pri mar ily because many respon dents youn ger than 20 are 
likely to be in high school. Table A3 shows that after remov ing women youn ger than 
20, hav ing less than a high school edu ca tion is no lon ger sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with 
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cohab i ta tion.  Interestingly, women with  the  low est  house hold  incomes  tend  to  be 
least likely to be in a cohabiting rela tion ship in Canada (Model 2 of Table 3) but most 
likely to be in one in the United States (Model 4). Further, after we adjust for edu ca
tion and income, eth nic minor ity women in Canada are nearly half as likely as White 
women to be in a cohabiting part ner ship. In our mod els for the United States, race 
is not sig nifi  cantly  related  to cohab i ta tion.  Immigrants  in Canada are also  roughly 
half  as  likely  to  cohabit  as  nativeborn Cana di ans;  this  find ing  does  not  hold  for 
the United States. As expected, reli gious atten dance is strongly neg a tively cor re lated 
with cohab i ta tion in both countries.

Table 3 Odds ratios (OR) from logis tic regres sion of cohab i ta tion among women

Canada United States

Model 1:
Unadjusted

Model 2:
Adjusted

Model 3:
Unadjusted

Model 4:
Adjusted

OR SE OR SE OR SE OR SE

Rural–Urban Status 
(ref. = urban) 1.76*** 0.27 1.42* 0.23 1.47* 0.23 1.41* 0.22

Age Group (ref. = 15–24)
25–29 3.93*** 0.96 2.36*** 0.52
30–34 3.34*** 0.77 2.23*** 0.51
35–39 2.40*** 0.57 1.59 0.39
40–44 2.41*** 0.60 1.33 0.39

Race and Ethnicity  
(ref. = nonHis panic White)
NonHis panic Black 0.85 0.15
His panic 1.26 0.26
NonHis panic other 0.71 0.28

Ethnic Minority (0/1) 0.58** 0.10
Immigrant (0/1) 0.50*** 0.10 1.03 0.20
Education (ref. = less than high 
school)
High school 2.29** 0.64 1.69** 0.31
Some col lege 2.63** 0.79 1.24 0.23
Bachelor’s degree or higher 1.99* 0.61 1.26 0.29

Household Income 
(ref. = ≤$49,999)
$50,000–$74,999 2.68*** 0.48 0.89 0.14
$75,000–$99,999 2.86*** 0.56 0.96 0.19
≥$100,000 1.64** 0.27 0.42*** 0.07

Religious Attendance  
(ref. = never)
A few times per year 0.64*** 0.08 0.71** 0.09
A few times per month 0.43** 0.14 0.70* 0.12
A few times per week 0.17** 0.06 0.33*** 0.05

F Statistic 13.24*** 11.85*** 6.07* 7.01***
N 3,724 3,724 5,386 5,386

Note: Yearspe cific weights, stra tum, and clus ter are applied.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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To bet ter under stand which of these char ac ter is tics con trib utes to ele vated cohab
i ta tion rates  in rural areas, we pres ent  the effects of dif fer ences  in com po si tion on 
women’s cohab i ta tion in panel a of Figure 2. The shaded bars in Figure 2 show the 
per cent age  of  the  dif fer ences  in  the  out come  that  are  due  to  dif fer ences  in wom
en’s demo graphic, SES, and reli gious char ac ter is tics. The whis kers around the bars 
indi cate the 95% con fi dence inter vals for these esti ma tes. This fig ure includes only 
the explained or com po si tion effects because none of the unex plained or coef fi cient 
effects are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. Full decom po si tion mod els that include both com
po si tion and coef fi cient effects can be found in Table A6. Our decom po si tion mod els 
iden tify dif fer ences in eth nic and immi grant com po si tion as the most impor tant fac
tors driv ing rural–urban disparities in cohab i ta tion in Canada. Rural Canada’s lower 
pro por tions of women who are eth nic minor i ties and immi grants account for 16.6% 
and 18.2% of  the dif fer ence,  respec tively. This find ing  is  likely attrib ut  able  to  the 
greater like li hood of resid ing in urban areas and lower like li hood of being in cohab
iting unions among Asians, who con sti tute a large pro por tion of Canada’s immi grant 
pop u la tion. In com par i son, income explains the larg est frac tion of rural–urban cohab
i ta tion discrepancies in the United States. The lower house hold incomes among rural 
women account for 14.7% of the rural–urban cohab i ta tion gap, given that income is 
neg a tively asso ci ated with cohab i ta tion in the United States. Rural–urban dif fer ences 
in age, edu ca tion, and reli gi os ity do not help explain higher lev els of cohab i ta tion in 
rural areas in either coun try.

Rural–Urban Differences in the Number of Children

The unad justed model (Model 1)  in Table 4 con firms our pre vi ous find ing that, on 
aver age, rural women in Canada have 0.6 more chil dren than urban women. Adjusting 
for demo graphic char ac ter is tics, SES, and reli gi os ity reduces this dif fer ence by 17%. 
However,  rural women still have, on aver age, 0.5 more chil dren  than urban wom
en—a dif fer ence that remains highly sig nifi  cant (Model 2). Model 2 also shows that, 
as expected, age is strongly and pos i tively asso ci ated with the num ber of chil dren. In 
Canada, women’s edu ca tion has a strong neg a tive asso ci a tion with fer til ity, and this 
neg a tive effect becomes even stron ger after we remove women youn ger than age 20 
(Table A3). Income has a slight pos i tive effect in all  mod els. Women who attend reli
gious ser vices a few times a week have, on aver age, 0.5 more chil dren than those who 
never attend (Model 2). Importantly, although we find no asso ci ated dif fer ences by 
immi grant sta tus, eth nic minor i ties in Canada have 0.1 fewer chil dren. Note that these 
esti ma tes reflect the cur rent num ber of chil dren ever born, not nec es sar ily com pleted 
fer til ity. Nonetheless, when we limit our sam ple to women aged 40–44 (Table A5), 
we find that rural women have, on aver age, 1.1 more chil dren than urban women, sug
gesting that com pleted fer til ity dif fer ences may be even larger than cur rent fer til ity.

Turning to our decom po si tion anal y sis, panel b of Figure 2 shows that lower edu
ca tional lev els among rural Cana dian women drive up rural fer til ity and account for 
15.8% of the rural–urban dif fer ence in the num ber of chil dren. In addi tion, the lower 
pro por tion of  eth nic minor ity groups con trib utes an addi tional 5.2%. Nonetheless, 
nearly 80% of the dif fer ences in rural–urban fer til ity remains unex plained by com po
si tional dif fer ences (Table A7). Further, two coef fi cient effects (age and reli gi os ity) 
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Fig. 2  Percentage of the difference in rural and urban women’s family behaviors explained by compositional 
differences (shaded bars). Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals. Estimates in bold indicate a signif
icant percentage explained. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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are  sta tis ti cally  sig nifi  cant  (Table A7).  These  results  indi cate  that  although  rural– 
urban dif fer ences in age com po si tion do not account for higher rural fer til ity, rural 
women have more chil dren than urban women as they age. Similarly, despite sim i lar 
reli gious com po si tion in rural and urban areas (see Table 2), the effect of reli gion on 
fer til ity is stron ger in rural than in urban areas of Canada.

Rural–Urban Differences in Nonmarital Births

Table 5 shows  that although non mar i tal births are 64% and 47% more com mon 
in rural  than urban areas of Canada (Model 1) and the United States (Model 3), 
respec tively, these dif fer ences are par tially explained by demo graphic, SES, and 
reli gious  fac tors  (Models 2 and 4).  In par tic u lar, non mar i tal child birth  is nearly 
four times as likely among chil dren of nativeborn Cana di ans than among immi
grant chil dren. In both countries, non mar i tal births also decline sharply as edu ca
tion and house hold income increase. Further, non mar i tal births are higher among 
nonWhite moth ers in the United States and Canada. In the United States, chil dren 
of nonHis panic Black women are almost five times as likely to be born out side 

Table 4 OLS regres sion of the num ber of chil dren ever born in Canada

Model 1:  
Unadjusted

Model 2: 
Adjusted

Coef. SE Coef. SE

Rural–Urban Status (ref. = urban) 0.62*** 0.14 0.49*** 0.10
Age Group (ref. = 15–24)
25–29 0.70*** 0.07
30–34 1.41*** 0.08
35–39 2.01*** 0.08
40–44 2.23*** 0.10

Ethnic Minority (0/1) −0.12* 0.06
Immigrant (0/1) 0.01 0.07
Education (ref. = less than high school)
High school −0.07 0.10
Some col lege −0.43*** 0.11
Bachelor’s degree or higher −0.68*** 0.12

Household Income (ref. = ≤$49,999)
$50,000–$74,999 0.14* 0.07
$75,000–$99,999 0.17* 0.07
≥$100,000 0.17** 0.05

Religious Attendance (ref. = never)
A few times per year 0.06 0.04
A few times per month 0.14* 0.07
A few times per week 0.50*** 0.11

F Statistic 18.81*** 133.00***
N 3,724 3,724

Note: Yearspe cific weights, stra tum, and clus ter are applied.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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of  mar riage  as  chil dren  of  nonHis panic White  women. Mothers’  reli gi os ity  is 
strongly neg a tively asso ci ated with non mar i tal births in both countries: chil dren 
whose moth ers attend reli gious ser vices a few times per week are  less  than one 
third as likely as chil dren whose moth ers never attend reli gious ser vices to have 
unmar ried par ents (Models 2 and 4).6

6  Childbirth before age 20 is rare. In our sam ples, less than 0.7% (n = 34) of U.S. births and no Cana dian 
births were to women youn ger than 20. Removing these births from our U.S. sam ple had vir tu ally no effect 
on our results, and the Cana dian results were unal tered. Hence, these results are not shown in Table A3.

Table 5 Odds ratios (OR) from logis tic regres sion of non mar i tal births

Canada United States

Model 1:
Unadjusted

Model 2:
Adjusted

Model 3:
Unadjusted

Model 4:
Adjusted

OR SE OR SE OR SE OR SE

Rural–Urban Status  
(ref. = urban) 1.64* 0.31 1.40 0.24 1.47** 0.18 1.11 0.17

Age Group (ref. = 15–24)
25–29 0.24** 0.13 0.56* 0.14
30–34 0.23*** 0.12 0.41*** 0.10
35–39 0.20** 0.10 0.27*** 0.08
40–44 0.15*** 0.08 0.19*** 0.05

Race and Ethnicity  
(ref. = nonHis panic White)
NonHis panic Black 4.91*** 0.91
His panic 1.79** 0.39
NonHis panic other 2.19 0.95

Ethnic Minority (0/1) 1.50* 0.31
Immigrant (0/1) 0.22*** 0.05 0.67 0.17
Education (ref. = less than 
high school)
High school 0.51 0.19 0.84 0.17
Some col lege 0.58 0.20 0.72 0.15
Bachelor’s degree or higher 0.26*** 0.09 0.33*** 0.07

Household Income  
(ref. = ≤$49,999)
$50,000–$74,999 0.61* 0.14 0.58*** 0.08
$75,000–$99,999 0.45*** 0.10 0.32*** 0.07
≥$100,000 0.30*** 0.06 0.15*** 0.04

Religious Attendance  
(ref. = never)
A few times per year 0.48*** 0.08 0.71 0.14
A few times per month 0.30*** 0.10 0.57* 0.12
A few times per week 0.16*** 0.04 0.29*** 0.05

F Statistic 6.57* 12.52*** 9.83* 32.09***
N 3,540 3,540 5,152 5,152

Note: Yearspe cific weights, stra tum, and clus ter are applied.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Decomposition ana ly ses shown in panel c of Figure 2 reveal that com po si tional 
dif fer ences in rural and urban pop u la tions often have oppo site effects on the non mar i
tal fer til ity gap. In Canada, the lower per cent age of immi grants and lower edu ca tional 
attain ment  in  rural areas account  for nearly 85% of  the  rural–urban dif fer ences  in 
non mar i tal fer til ity. However, if rural eth nic minor ity pop u la tions were proportion
ately as large as urban eth nic pop u la tions, dif fer ences in the pro por tion of non mar i tal 
births would be even larger (by 16.4%). Similarly, if rural women attended reli gious 
ser vices with the same fre quency as urban women, we would expect the non mar i tal 
fer til ity gap to be 24.1% larger. In com par i son, in the United States, rural women’s 
lower  lev els of edu ca tion are  respon si ble  for 32.6% of  the  rural–urban non mar i tal 
fer til ity gap, with rural women’s lower house hold income explaining an addi tional 
42.9%. As in Canada, some evi dence sug gests that the more lim ited eth nic diver sity 
in  rural areas  reduces  the non mar i tal  fer til ity gap by  roughly 25%, but  this dif fer
ence is not sig nifi  cant at the 5% level. Lastly, although sev eral coef fi cient effects are 
quite large (see Table A8), none are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. Thus, although 53.5% of 
rural–urban dif fer ences in non mar i tal births in the United States and 20.9% of dif
fer ences in Canada remain unex plained, it is dif fi cult to attri bute these dif fer ences to 
dif fer ences in the behav iors of spe cific groups.

Discussion

This study uses the the o ret i cal con cept of the SDT to exam ine recent fam ily change 
in North America through a rural–urban lens. Specifically, it asks (1) how have rural 
and urban fam i lies in Canada and the United States changed over the 30year period 
span ning roughly 1990 to 2020, and (2) do demo graphic, SES, and reli gious dif fer
ences explain cur rent dif fer ences in rural and urban fam i lies? Our find ings uncover 
some unex pected  trends  in  rural  and urban  fam i lies  and  iden tify  intrigu ing dif fer
ences in the under ly ing expla na tions of disparities in Canada and the United States. 
Hence, this study helps fill impor tant empir i cal lacu nae and offers new insights into 
the o ret i cal debates about con tem po rary fam ily change. Further,  it pro vi des a more 
accu rate depic tion of the expe ri ences of rural fam i lies in North America, which are 
less stud ied and less well under stood than rural fam i lies in most other regions, includ
ing subSaharan Africa and Asia.

Families in Canada and the United States, as in other highincome countries, have 
under gone remark able changes dur ing the 30year period of this study. Although it 
is often  implic itly assumed  that  rural areas will  resist changes  in mar riage,  fam ily 
struc tures, and fer til ity levels—remaining holdouts in the SDT—evidence supporting 
this assump tion is mixed at best. We dis cover a large and per sis tent gap in fer til ity 
between rural and urban women in Canada. In Canada, rural women have an aver age 
of 0.6 more chil dren than urban women aged 15–44. Among older women, those aged 
40–44, this gap increases to more than 1 addi tional child, suggesting that rural Canada 
remains excep tion ally fer tile grounds. Because of the dearth of Cana dian data, these 
large dif fer ences are not widely known and gen er ally under ap pre ci ated. In the United 
States, immi grants are often credited for con trib ut ing their com par a tively high fer til
ity (Parrado 2011), whereas in Canada rural pop u la tions are likely to be respon si ble 
for  boosting  national  fer til ity  rates. Rural  indi vid u als  con sti tute more  than  one  in 
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six Cana di ans today, yet rural res i dents and their fer til ity remain an after thought in 
demo graphic research (Statistics Canada 2022a). Further, dif fer ences in demo graphic 
and SES char ac ter is tics explain only a small frac tion of the rural–urban fer til ity gap. 
Differences in reli gious com po si tion, some what sur pris ingly, also do not help explain 
the large fer til ity gap, although the effect of reli gi os ity on fer til ity is stron ger in rural 
than in urban Canada. Hence, these find ings may reflect dif fer ences in cul tural and 
ide a tional beliefs that are not cap tured by our mea sure of reli gi os ity, such as polit i cal 
views, fam ily val ues and the impor tance of chil dren, and the social stigma asso ci ated 
with child less ness.

No other indi ca tor of fam ily change, how ever, sup ports the claim that rural fam i
lies are hold outs in the SDT. In the United States, fer til ity rates are only slightly (and 
not sig nifi  cantly) higher in rural areas than in urban areas. Further, rural and urban 
women in both countries exhibit sim i lar pro cliv i ties to remain unmar ried or divorce. 
This find ing is con sis tent with rural schol ar ship documenting con ver gence on some 
of these trends as early as the 1990s and empha sizes the grow ing social inte gra tion 
of rural and urban areas (Lichter and Brown 2011). Yet, per haps our most unex pected 
find ings are those suggesting a rever sal of expec ta tions between rural and urban fam
i lies across sev eral key dimen sions. Specifically, by the end of our study period, rural 
women  in both  countries were more  likely  than urban women  to  form cohabiting 
part ner ships  and give birth out side of mar riage.  In many  instances,  these  changes 
mark a clear depar ture from tra di tional rural and urban pat terns of union for ma tion 
and fam ily struc tures.

Whether  these grow ing disparities  in cohab i ta tion and non mar i tal births sig nify 
that rural fam i lies are distressed depends on the under ly ing fac tors driv ing these dif
fer ences. Our ana ly ses of demo graphic and SES pre dic tors show that immi grant sta
tus plays a crit i cal role in Canada but not the United States. Immigrants to Canada 
are  less  likely than nativeborn Cana di ans to form cohabiting part ner ships or have 
chil dren out side of mar riage. They are also far less likely to live in rural areas. Dif
ferences in edu ca tional lev els also explain a sig nifi  cant por tion of the dif fer ence in 
fer til ity,  includ ing non mar i tal fer til ity,  in Canada. In con trast,  in the United States, 
lower income and edu ca tion are the most impor tant explan a tory fac tors. The strik
ingly lower incomes in rural areas appear to con trib ute to the higher rates of cohab
i ta tion and non mar i tal child birth  in rural America. These find ings from the United 
States and, to a lesser extent, Canada sup port pre vi ous stud ies’ con clu sions that eco
nomic struc tures,  rather  than  ide a tional beliefs, are  the dom i nant driv ers of fam ily 
change (McLanahan 2004; PerelliHarris et al. 2010).

Future Studies and Conclusions

Our find ings lend cre dence to some the o ries of fam ily change over oth ers, although 
lim ited  data  prevented  us  from  directly  test ing  spe cific  the o ries.  Using  reli gious 
atten dance  as  a proxy  for  dif fer ences  in  cul ture  and  ideo log i cal  beliefs, we  found 
that reli gious atten dance was a strong pre dic tor of fam ily behav iors but that it failed 
to cap ture many aspects of ideo log i cal beliefs, includ ing polit i cal views and gen der 
norms. Ideally, future stud ies would directly mea sure and test whether dif fer ences in 
cul tural val ues and social norms sus tain rural Canada’s higher fer til ity. Indepth qual
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i ta tive stud ies would be espe cially valu able because  rural Amer i can and Cana dian 
fam i lies might be expe ri enc ing con sid er able ten sion between their fam ily ide als and 
their fam ily behav iors, poten tially fuel ing frus tra tion and resent ment (Cramer 2016; 
Miller and Edin 2022; Wuthnow 2018). To the extent that rural cul tural val ues place 
greater  impor tance  on mar riage  and,  espe cially,  on  rais ing  chil dren  in  twopar ent 
mar ried house holds,  indi vid u als  in  rural  areas may be  expe ri enc ing what Sobotka 
(2008:171) described as an “appar ent par a dox”: although “indi vid u als often embrace 
val ues that can be characterised as rather tra di tional,  they also fre quently man i fest 
fam ily behavior asso ci ated with the [sec ond demo graph ic]  tran si tion, such as non
mar i tal child bear ing, high part ner ship insta bil ity, and high prev a lence of longterm 
cohab i ta tion.” Nonetheless, the assump tion that “fam ily val ues” are stron ger in rural 
areas and have not changed along with increas ing cohab i ta tion and non mar i tal fer til
ity rates war rants fur ther direct study.

In addi tion, despite uncovering inter est ing dif fer ences in fam ily change in the 
United States and Canada, we did not inves ti gate whether spe cific pol i cies or insti
tu tional con texts help explain these crossnational dif fer ences. Another fruit ful area 
for  future  stud ies would be  to  con sider  how par tic u lar  states  or  prov inces  influ
ence rural and urban fam i lies within sub re gions. For exam ple, cohab i ta tion dif fer
ences  across Cana dian  prov inces  are well  documented  and  strik ing. Québec  has 
far higher lev els of cohab i ta tion than other areas because of dif fer ences in cul tural 
his to ries (Laplante 2014) and pol icy con texts (Beaujot et al. 2013). Provincial dif
fer ences in fam ily pol i cies, such as sub si dized childcare and paren tal leave, as well 
as  dif fer ences  in  reli gion,  SES,  and  immi grant  pop u la tions,  could  influ ence  the 
com par a tive behav iors of rural and urban fam i lies. To explore this pos si bil ity, we 
conducted sen si tiv ity ana ly ses that included con trols for regions in Canada (Table 
A9). Despite strong (and expected) sub re gional var i a tion in fam ily behav iors, the 
inclu sion of these regional con trols did not change our sub stan tive find ings regard
ing dif fer ences in rural and urban fam ily behav iors. For exam ple, rural women are 
still esti mated to have 0.5 more chil dren than urban women, even after we con trol 
for regional var i a tion.7

Studies  that  directly mea sure  dif fer ences  in  rural  and  urban  areas’  insti tu tional 
con texts, such as access  to pub lic childcare or fam ily plan ning clin ics, would also 
be illu mi nat ing. Similarly, future research could explore var i a tion across the rural– 
urban con tin uum. Because of lim ited sam ple sizes, our ana ly ses followed the com
mon prac tice of using a dichot o mous mea sure of rural ity. We also used two of the 
most com mon mea sures of rural and urban in the United States and Canada, but these 
defi  ni tions are not  iden ti cal across countries. Sensitivity  tests (shown in Table A2) 
that attempted to make our urban cat e gory for Canada more sim i lar to that for the 
United States by  includ ing areas with  strong com mut ing pat terns  to urban cen ters 
yielded sim i lar results. Ideally, research ers would have access to more pre cise geo
graphic loca tion data to ensure greater com pa ra bil ity across countries. Future work 
could address addi tional ques tions, such as how dis tance to urban hubs or pop u la tion 
den sity are related to fam ily behav iors. In addi tion, our study exam ined respon dents’ 

7  We  could  not  con duct  sim i lar  ana ly ses  for  the United  States  because  pub licly  avail  able NSFG data 
suppress state and regional var i ables.
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cur rent place of res i dence and cur rent SES and reli gi os ity. Such mea sures pro vide 
snap shots of rural and urban fam i lies at dif fer ent times and show how they are asso
ci ated with key char ac ter is tics. However, they do not speak to the issue of cau sa tion. 
For  exam ple, Cana dian women with  high  fer til ity may delib er ately move  to  rural 
areas, and hav ing had a non mar i tal birth may limit women’s edu ca tional attain ment 
and house hold income. Although these ques tions are beyond this study’s scope and 
capac ity, they dem on strate the poten tial of future demo graphic research on rural fam
i lies to bet ter under stand var i a tion in fam ily change.

Differences  in urban and  rural ways of  life  fea tured prom i nently  in  the o ries of 
the first demo graphic tran si tion, but they have been largely ignored in more recent 
stud ies  of  fer til ity  and  fam ily  change.  One  could  argue  this  omis sion  is  attrib ut 
able  to  the  con sid er able  slowing of urban i za tion  in  the  inter ven ing 150 years,  yet 
urban i za tion  has  not  stopped.  Indeed,  over  the  roughly  30  years  we  stud ied,  the 
per cent age of Cana dian and Amer i can women aged 15–44 liv ing in rural areas fell 
sub stan tially, from roughly 22% to only 16% (Table A1). Further, although nei ther 
of the key fac tors Notestein (1953) high lighted—agri cul tural pro duc tion and social  
sur veil lance—is likely an impor tant driver of dif fer ences in rural and urban fam i lies 
today,  crit i cal  dif fer ences  remain  in  rural  and  urban women’s  expo sure  to  gain ful 
employ ment,  edu ca tional oppor tu ni ties,  egal i tar ian norms,  fam ilyori ented cul tural 
val ues,  and  insti tu tional envi ron ments. Understanding why  these dif fer ences place 
rural and urban fam i lies on diver gent tra jec to ries can pro vide novel insights into cur rent 
demo graphic changes and has mean ing ful impli ca tions for the future sta bil ity and well 
being of rural fam i lies. ■
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