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Tostudy rural communitiesisto study change. Despite
thecommon stereotypeof rural communitiesasplacesof
serenedtability, lifeinrura communitiesand smdl towns
issubject tothesamelifechanging socia forcesaffecting
therest of America. Mg or trends, including thechanging
structureof families, anincreased mobility withinsociety,
thechanging economic picture, andanincreasingly
diversepopulation, haveasprofound an effect onthe
well-being of rura communitiesand small townsasin
urban areas.

Naturaly, giventhediversity foundamong rura commu-
nitiesand small towns, changewill beexperienced
differently. Regardlessof thespecificdynamicsof
change(e.g., economicand popul ationgrowth, decline,
increased mobility, etc.) inarura area, theimpactis
likely to beexperienced moreintensaly thaninurban
areas. Inrural communitiesstrugglingwith poverty, the
closing or consolidation of schools, adeclining tax base,
or theregionalization of services, dternativeservicesthat
might softenthesocia impact oftenarenot available.

Similarly, thedisruptionof community lifeand socia
relationshipsthat occursin®booming” communitiesmay
leadto socia problems, especialy if servicesareunder-
devel oped or inadequateto meet the needsof growing
numbersof residents. Studieshaveshownthat both
long-termand new residentsperceived and exhibited
problemsincommunitieswhensocid lifewasdisrupted
asaresult of development.(1) Thus, thefactorscontrib-
utingtothetransformationof rural Americaarelikely to
producemeaningful differencesinthenatureof everyday
lifefor rura communitiesandsmall towns.

Needlessto say, aggregated datacan helpto providean
overall appreciation of thechangethat hasoccurredin
rura areasgenerically. However, to examinetheextent
andimpact of changewithinagivenrural community, itis
necessary to comparetheconditionsof thelocal commu-
nity against thebroader picturepresented astrendshere.

Oneof themost disquieting trendsobserved in communi-
tiesacrossAmericatoday isthedeclinein socia capital —
that is, thedi sappearance and weakening of the connec-
tionsbetween and among peopleand community ingtitu-
tionsthat produceavibrant civiclife. Althoughthenature
of socia capital inrural areashasnot been studied
extengvely, researchershavegeneraly assumedthat the
closepersonal tiesamong family and neighborsso often
associated with rural residency and the sense of connec-
tionto one’ scommunity wereindicativeof social capital.

Whensocia capital existsinacommunity, residents
interact witheach other intheformof visiting, discussing
and solving problems, hel ping each other withsmall
tasks, and generally watching out for each other. They
aremorelikely towork, socialize, attend church, and
shopinthecommunity. Perhapsmostimportantly, the
presenceof socia capital isapredictor of community
stability and well-being, andthe capacity of community
residentsto establish and enforcenorms, shared val ues,
andattitudes.

Inrural communities, many peopletraditional ly have
assumed that thetiesbetweenfamily, kin, and neighbor-
hood groupsand among residentsand their schools,
churches andother socid ingtitutionshavehe pedtomain-
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taingtability withinrura communities. Thus, thetrends Source
highlightedintheRural Life Today fact sheet may have (1) Jobes, P.C. (1999). Residentia stability andcrimein
particularly harsh consequencesfor smdl townsandrurd amdll agriculturd andrecrestiond towns. Sociological
aress. Totheextent that thesetrendsoperatetowesken Per spectives, 42(3), 499-524. Seedso, Krannich,R. S,
socid tiesandrelationships, rural communitiesmay findit Greider, T., & Little,R. L. (1985). Rapidgrowthandfear
moredifficulttodeter crimeandviolence, andtomaintain of crime: A four-community comparison. Rural Sociology,
safety and other measuresof ahighqudlity of life. 50(2), 193-209.
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