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ERS' 2013 Rural-Urban Continuum Codes form a classification scheme that distinguishes metropolitan (metro) counties 

by the population size of their metro area, and nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) counties by degree of urbanization and 

adjacency to a metro area or areas. This documentation is organized in the following sections: 

Background 

ERS Rural-Urban Continuum Codes distinguish metropolitan (metro) counties by the population size of their metro area, 

and nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) counties by degree of urbanization and adjacency to metro areas. The Office of 

Management and Budget’s 2013 metro and nonmetro categories have been subdivided into three metro and six nonmetro 

groupings, resulting in a nine-part county classification. The codes provide researchers working with county data a more 

detailed residential classification, beyond a simple metro-nonmetro dichotomy, for the analysis of trends related to degree 

of rurality and metro proximity. 

 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-continuum-codes/documentation.aspx


Download larger size chart (500 pixels by 475 pixels, 72 dpi) 

Scope 

The 2013 Rural-Urban Continuum Code scheme classifies all counties in the United States, including 1,167 metro 

counties and 1,976 nonmetro counties. Also included are 69 metro municipios and 9 nonmetro municipios in Puerto Rico. 

Several nonmetro independent cities in Virginia have been combined with their counties of origin (see the data file for 

details). 

The Rural-Urban Continuum Codes were created in 1975 by David L. Brown, Fred K. Hines, and John M. Zimmer, then of 

the Economic Research Service, for their report, Social and Economic Characteristics of the Population in Metro and 

Nonmetro Counties: 1970. The codes were updated after the 1980, 1990, and 2000 censuses, with a somewhat more 

restrictive procedure for determining metro adjacency. The versions based on the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000 Censuses 

are found in the file listing of this data product. 

Methodology 

To create the 2013 Rural-Urban Continuum Codes, all U.S. counties and county equivalents were first grouped according 

to their official metro-nonmetro status, defined by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) as of February, 2013. 

OMB determined current metropolitan status by applying population and worker commuting criteria to the results of the 

2010 Census and the 2006-2010 American Community Survey (ACS). A detailed description of metro area criteria are 

available in this OMB bulletin. 

For the Continuum Codes, metro counties are divided into three categories according to the total population size of the 

metro area of which they are part: 1 million people or more, 250,000 to 1 million people, and below 250,000. Nonmetro 

counties are classified along two dimensions. First, they are divided into three urban-size categories (an urban population 

of 19,999 or more, 2,500 to 20,000, and less than 2,500) based on the total urban population in the county. (A description 

of urban-rural categories and their relationship to the metro-nonmetro delineation is available on the page What is Rural?) 

Second, nonmetro counties in the three urban-size categories are sub-divided by whether or not the county is adjacent to 

one or more metro areas. A nonmetro county is defined as adjacent if it physically adjoins one or more metro areas, and 

has at least 2% of its employed labor force commuting to central metro counties. Nonmetro counties that do not meet 

these criteria are classed as nonadjacent. 

In concept, the 2013 version of the Rural-Urban Continuum Codes is comparable with that of earlier decades. However, in 

2000, OMB made major changes in its metro-area delineation procedures, and the Census Bureau changed the way in 

which rural and urban are measured. Therefore, the 2013 and 2003 Rural-Urban Continuum Codes are not fully 

comparable to those of earlier years. OMB's changes added some additional metro areas by no longer requiring that a 

metro area must have at least 100,000 population if its urbanized area includes no place of at least 50,000 people. More 
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importantly, simplifying the worker commuting criteria that determine outlying metro counties had the effect of adding 

numerous new outlying counties to metro areas while deleting a smaller number that were previously defined as metro. 

No major changes were made in either the metro-nonmetro or urban-rural criteria between 2000 and 2010. However, the 

decennial census long form was eliminated in 2010 and OMB used 5-year average commuting flow data from the 2006-

2010 American Community Survey (ACS)  rather than a point in time estimate to delineate metropolitan and micropolitan 

areas. The 2006-2010 ACS commuting flow data was also used to compute adjacency for the Rural-Urban Continuum 

Codes. 

2013 Rural-Urban Continuum Codes 

Code Description 

Metro counties: 

1 Counties in metro areas of 1 million population or more 

2 Counties in metro areas of 250,000 to 1 million population 

3 Counties in metro areas of fewer than 250,000 population 

Nonmetro counties: 

4 Urban population of 20,000 or more, adjacent to a metro area 

5 Urban population of 20,000 or more, not adjacent to a metro area 

6 Urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, adjacent to a metro area 

7 Urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, not adjacent to a metro area 

8 Completely rural or less than 2,500 urban population, adjacent to a metro area 

9 Completely rural or less than 2,500 urban population, not adjacent to a metro area 

All told, the 2013 Rural-Urban continuum code scheme includes 1,167 metro counties and 1,976 nonmetro counties. 

  



2013 Rural-Urban Continuum Codes, number of counties and population 

Code Number of counties 2010 population 

Metro 1,167 262,452,132 

1 432 168,523,961 

2 379 65,609,956 

3 356 28,318,215 

Nonmetro 1,976 46,293,406 

4 214 13,538,322 

5 92 4,953,810 

6 593 14,784,976 

7 433 8,248,674 

8 220 2,157,448 

9 424 2,610,176 

U.S. total 3,143 308,745,538 

Data Sources 

U.S. Census Bureau, County Adjacency File 2010: http://www.census.gov/geo/reference/county-adjacency.html 

U.S. Census Bureau, County-to-County Commuting Flows: 2006-

2010:http://www.census.gov/hhes/commuting/data/commuting.html 

U. S. Census Bureau, Summary File 1 (SF 1), Urban/Rural Update File:http://www.census.gov/2010census/news/press-

kits/summary-file-1.html 

Office of Management and Budget (OMB), Metropolitan and Micropolitan Delineation Files, February 

2013:http://www.census.gov/population/metro/data/def.html 
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Revision History 

The Rural-Urban Continuum Codes were first released in 1975 and are updated every 10 years after the release of the 

decennial census data. 

2003 release: http://webarchives.cdlib.org/sw1wp9v27r/http://ers.usda.gov/Briefing/Rurality/RuralUrbCon/ 

1993 release: 

http://webarchives.cdlib.org/sw1wp9v27r/http://www.ers.usda.gov/Briefing/Rurality/RuralUrbCon/priordescription.htm 

1990 release: http://naldc.nal.usda.gov/download/CAT10407597/PDF 

1975 release: http://naldc.nal.usda.gov/download/CAT75658025/PDF 

Reference Date 

This document was prepared in May 2013. 

Last updated: Friday, May 15, 2015 

For more information contact: Timothy Parker 
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