
 
 

 
 

 

A LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE ON NON-METRO VS. METRO 

POVERTY AND ECONOMIC ATTAINMENT IN THE TRANSITION TO 

ADULTHOOD IN THE UNITED STATES (1980-2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School 

of Cornell University 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Science 

 

 

 

 

by 

Paul Gerard Berry 

May 2013 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Paul Gerard Berry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

ABSTRACT 

In the wake of the Great Recession, a great deal of attention has focused on the 

dearth of opportunities presently available for young adults transitioning into the 

workforce; however, little concrete analysis exists regarding how the prevalence of 

poverty among young adults has shifted within a longer historical time frame or in 

non-metro areas. Using PSID data, this thesis uses life tables and the Cox 

proportional hazard model to examine non-metro vs. metro variation in the 

probability of experiencing a year of poverty or economic attainment between the 

ages 25-30 in reference to a number of covariates. Results indicate that, while poverty 

is unevenly distributed across non-metro and metro areas, residence is not a 

significant predictor of poverty or economic attainment when historical context, 

family background, and individual level characteristics are taken into account. Family 

socio-economic status (measured as average family income from age 12-16), individual 

education, service-sector occupation, and race are found to be the most significant 

predictors of both poverty and economic attainment. 
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I. Introduction: 

          In the wake of the Great Recession, a great deal of media attention has focused 

on the lack of opportunities presently available for young adults and the polarization 

of American society; however, little concrete analysis exists regarding how the 

incidence of poverty and economic attainment among young adults has shifted within 

a longer historical time frame and in non-metropolitan areas. 

          Historically situated within the dramatic economic restructuring which has 

taken place since the 1980s, I use data from the Panel Study on Income Dynamics 

from 1980-2009 to examine the economic experience of non-metro young adults 

between the ages of 25 and 30 both over historical time and in comparison to their 

metro counterparts.   It is during this time period that dramatic economic 

restructuring has taken place within the United States in general and in rural America 

in particular—real wages have stagnated and stable manufacturing jobs have moved 

abroad, giving rise to poorly paid jobs in the service sector.  Within this historical 

context, the paper examines poverty and economic attainment in young adulthood 

over the past thirty years using the life course perspective. 

          The life course perspective provides a useful framework for thinking about 

how individual lives unfold and how historical events and transitions affect 

trajectories extending over the individual life span, or over significant portions of it—

this project focuses on the transition to adulthood.  This stage of the life course is of 

particular importance for study due to the concentration of critical life events in the 
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realm of family, education, and employment which often occur in a relatively short 

amount of time.  The present study situates this critical juncture in the life course in 

reference to childhood family background and also maintains the life course 

perspective’s emphasis that events in the present shape future life trajectories.   

          Framed in reference to the life course perspective, this paper addresses one 

central research question: controlling for historical context, family background, and 

individual level variables, does a residential difference in poverty or economic 

attainment persist between non-metro and metro areas in the transition to adulthood 

in the United States?  Life tables are utilized in order to assess residential differences 

in the incidence of poverty and economic attainment over the time period studied.  

The Cox proportional hazard model is then used in order to compare the relative risk 

of poverty or economic attainment based on the factors listed above.   

          In the process, this paper makes several contributions to existing literature.  

First, it adds knowledge to an understudied issue since little scholarly analysis 

compares economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood between non-metro and 

metro areas.  Second, this study is the first to use panel data to investigate economic 

outcomes in the transition to adulthood in non-metro areas.  Data from all thirty-six 

waves of the Panel Study on Income Dynamics (PSID) is utilized in order to 

investigate family and individual level variables associated with the research question 

since the PSID allows individual economic outcomes to be observed over a longer 

period of time than in cross sectional data (in this case six years), permits detailed 



3 
 

comparisons to be made in reference to family background, and facilitates 

investigation of period effects.  This paper is also the first to examine non-metro vs. 

metro variation in economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood over an 

extended period of time.  Finally, the present study is unique since both poverty and 

economic attainment are examined, thus avoiding a common trend in research to 

focus exclusively on the incidence and determinants of poverty while avoiding 

discussion of the factors contributing to success and economic polarization.   

 

Focus on Economic Outcomes in the Transition to Adulthood  

          An emerging literature among economists and sociologists examines whether 

changes in the transition to adulthood have taken place in recent decades.  Although 

there is not a specific age range associated with the phase of the life course, research 

on the transition to adulthood conventionally studies one or more of the following 

five indicators: completed schooling, economic independence, establishment of one’s 

own household, marriage, and the onset of parenting or childbearing (Settersten et al. 

2005).  There is little disagreement as to whether, on aggregate, changes have occurred 

in the achievement and timing of these markers in recent decades.  For instance, the 

median age at first marriage has steadily risen for both men and women in the US 

from 22.8 and 20.3 in 1960 to 28.2 and 26.1 in 2010 (US Census Bureau). 

Furthermore, much evidence exists that young adults are taking longer to reach 
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economic independence.  This phenomenon is particularly severe among young males 

since, compared to the 1970s, young men are taking longer to reach economic 

independence regardless of education level (Danziger and Rouse, 2007).      

          This study further contributes to literature on economic outcomes (as opposed 

to marriage, childbearing, or education) within the transition to adulthood.  

Specifically, I focus on the probability that individuals will experience a year of either 

poverty or economic attainment between the ages of 25 and 30.  An income equal to 

five times the poverty line is used to define economic attainment.   This definition is 

not intended to represent an unequivocal measure of economic attainment; rather it is 

intended to set a benchmark against which variation in metro vs. non-metro 

economic outcomes might be compared as individuals move higher up the income 

ladder.  It is hypothesized that the covariates examined in the final model will have a 

different effect on poverty compared to economic attainment.  For this reason, I 

argue that it is important to examine the relationship between poverty and economic 

attainment in order to achieve a full picture of factors driving differential economic 

outcomes in the transition to adulthood. 
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II. Theoretical Background: the Life Course & the Transition to Adulthood   

“The essence of being in your twenties in the Thirties was that no matter how well tuned up you were, 

you stayed on the ground. Many of us stayed on the ground, or just above it, for ten years.”  

-‘Veteran’ in Glen Elder’s Children of the Great Depression (p 273) 

 

          The life course perspective is the primary theoretical framework adopted by 

this paper.  Since the landmark study Children of the Great Depression, the life course 

perspective has grown in prominence, now an influential framework for considering 

how individual lives unfold in the context of historical events and transitions (Elder 

1974; Elder 1994; Mayer 2000; Dewilde 2003).  Life course research has benefitted 

from the increasing quality and availability of panel data and is now deployed across 

disciplinary boundaries in sociology, demography, economics, and medical research 

(Mayer 2009).      

          The quote above by the ‘veteran’ of the Great Depression from Elder’s 

landmark study highlights both the long lasting influence of this historical event and 

the way it was experienced differently by age.  This captures the two salient features of 

this perspective: 1) including time as a dimension of analysis, and 2) considering the 

role of historical events in shaping how individual lives unfold (Elder 1974, 1994).1  In 

this section I will elaborate on each of these two features, relate them to the transition 

                                                           
1 In writing Children of the Great Depression, Elder focused on the family as the link between the large historical  
forces and the individual children. Later he would refine the life course perspective (moving away from 
socialization, as was the traditional focus in social psychology at that time) and refine the life course 
perspective to focus more on the individual (Elder, 1994).  This study, though informed by Children of the Great Depression, 
draws more directly from the individualized framework adopted later. 
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to adulthood, and clarify the relationship of the life course perspective to the present 

study. 

           

Including time as a dimension of analysis 

          By following an individual’s progression from one life stage to another, such as 

from childhood to adulthood or old age, the researcher is able to observe a range of 

events not visible though point-in-time observations.  For example, scholarship on 

poverty across the life course has shown that a rising percentage of working age 

Americans experienced at least one year of poverty between 1969 and 2000 while the 

Census cross-sectional rates show little change over the same time period—a life 

course perspective on poverty revealed many individuals moving in and out of 

poverty (Rank and Hirschl, 1999).  Following individual outcomes over a period of 

time thus carries the potential to reveal substantive findings which are not possible to 

observe otherwise. 

          In an ideal world, data would be available to track individuals over the entire 

life course; however, such analysis is not possible in this paper since young adults 

from recent decades, who cannot be observed into future life stages, are the object of 

study.  Still, in spite of this limitation, several justifications exist for adopting the life 

course framework to study the transition to adulthood.  First, researchers within the 

life course paradigm have made the case that, in addition to well defined life stages, a 

complete picture of the life course must also “include more marginal periods and 
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events—such as brief periods of training, second or part-time jobs, periods of 

unemployment or sickness” (Settersten and Mayer 1997: 252).  I argue that the 

transition to adulthood should also be highlighted as a critical juncture within the life 

course.  This point is also emphasized by Rindfuss who, in a 1991 presidential address 

to the Population Association of America, refers to the transition to adulthood as a 

period of high “demographic density” in reference the concentration of critical life 

events in the realm of family, education, and employment occurring within a relatively 

short amount of time (Rindfuss 1991).   

          Within the larger life course, the transition to adulthood is influenced by earlier 

life stages and is also highly influential upon subsequent outcomes.  Although the 

relationship between childhood family background and economic outcomes in the 

transition to adulthood remains understudied, one study finds that social class, 

measured by parental income and educational achievement, is the strongest predictor 

of later outcomes in the transition to adulthood (Osgood et al, 2005).  In terms of 

later life outcomes, recent literature from economics suggests that negative economic 

experiences in the transition to adulthood can have persistent effects much later in the 

life course. For instance, Bell and Blanchflower (2009) find that periods of 

unemployment in the young adult years have a negative impact on wages and health 

over twenty years later and Kahn (2010) also finds negative effects on wages twenty 

years later for college graduates entering the job market in a bad economy.  These 

studies highlight the necessity for more research on this conjuncture in relation to the 
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overall life course. 

          In terms of methodology, the present study incorporates the life course 

perspective’s emphasis on time in two additional ways.  First, individuals are followed 

for a six year interval (from ages 25-30), as opposed making comparisons from single 

year observations.  Even though only relatively small window of time is included here, 

there is a potentially substantive effect as Hacker (2006) finds that American workers 

in the mid 1990s faced almost five times greater income instability than in the 1970s.  

Given the high risk of income instability, it is likely that following young adults over 

this six year interval will reveal a significantly higher incidence of poverty than cross 

sectional rates would indicate.  The second way this study relates to the life course 

perspective’s emphasis on time is that I take advantage of the panel study design of 

the PSID to examine the link between childhood family socioeconomic status and 

economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood, thus this paper aims to draw 

empirical links between the life stages of childhood and adulthood. 

     

Considering the role of historical events in shaping how individual lives unfold 

          The second major element of the life course perspective considers the influence 

of historical events in its examination of how lives unfold.  Historical events in this 

framework operate on multiple mechanisms of influence upon the individual life 

course: period effects, age-related cohort effects, and status group effects. 

          When examining historical events, it is necessary to keep in mind that “social 
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change has differential consequences for persons of unlike age” (Elder 1974: 8).  This 

point is dramatically illustrated through the case of the Great Depression.  For 

instance, Elder finds that in addition to the period effect of living through the 

economic turmoil of the Great Depression, the cohort effect of one’s age at the time 

of the Great Depression had the greatest impact on the subsequent life course.  

Individuals in their late teens or early twenties in the era were “under obligation to 

help struggling parents with family support and would be severely limited in options 

for employment and advanced education” (Elder 1974: 273), whereas younger 

children might not suffer this same disadvantage.  Period effects, therefore, must be 

considered alongside age-related cohort effects.  In this paper, age-related cohort 

effects are considered implicitly in the study design since only individuals age 25-30 

are included.  Period effects are studied by examining whether economic outcomes 

among individuals passing through this age interval differ between the 1980s, 1990s, 

and 2000s.   

          Finally, one additional nuanced point is necessary with regard to cohort groups: 

in addition to age-related cohort effects it is also necessary to consider other status 

groups which simultaneously shape divergent outcomes across the life course.  Elder 

points this out also, recognizing that,  “a specific stimulus condition in an historical 

period tends to vary in its effect across different subsets of age group, defined by 

class, sex, ethnicity, etc” (Elder, 1974: 16).  Substantial research exists regarding 

inequalities in economic outcomes based on social status characteristics, in both 
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longitudinal and cross sectional studies.  This literature will be reviewed in more detail 

in the following sections where I divide differential status group outcomes into three 

categories: non-metro residence, family background, and individual level variables.  In 

addition to historical context, examination of divergent outcomes relating to each of 

these three categories of status groups (and their relative influence on the economic 

outcomes of individuals age 25-30) forms the core of my analysis.   

 

III. Literature Review 

Non-metro v. Metro Residence  

          The primary status group inequality examined in this paper is non-metro vs. 

metro residence. Although a large body of literature examines residential differentials 

in economic outcomes, few studies focus specifically on young adults in non-metro 

areas.   

          In the early 1990s, scholarship on poverty was criticized for adopting an 

excessively urban lens, and focusing primarily on an urban underclass (see Anderson 

1990; Wilson 1987).  This occurred even at a time when over 9 million experienced 

poverty out of a total of total rural population of 56 million (RSS Task Force: 29).  A 

critical point in scholarship on rural areas occurred in 1993 with the publication of a 

book by the Rural Sociological Society Task Force on Persistent Poverty which set 

out to challenge this urban bias and “provide conceptual clarification regarding the 

factors and dynamics of society which precipitate and perpetuate rural poverty” (RSS 
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Task Force: 3).  Though written almost 20 years ago, much scholarship since this time 

has framed research on rural poverty in reference to the theoretical explanations 

advanced in this book (see Cotter 2002; Lichter et al 1994; Brown and Hirschl 1995; 

Slack 2010).   

          The Task Force report highlights ten theoretical explanations for rural poverty.   

These explanations are not intended to be mutually exclusive but rather to augment 

each other as “each theory provides useful, but limited explanations for persistent 

rural poverty” (RSS Task Force: 11).   These explanations can be roughly broken up 

into two major categories.  The first group situates rural areas within larger macro-

economic shifts which affect economic structure at the sub-national or community 

level.  From this perspective, global economic restructuring leads to a declining 

manufacturing sector in the global North as production is outsourced and a rise in 

unstable, primarily service sector employment occurs at the community, regional, or 

national level.  These macro-economic shifts are experienced differently across urban 

and rural areas.  A second group of theoretical explanations for rural-urban economic 

inequality point to differentials in human capital at the individual or household level.  

From this perspective, rural individuals and households are at a disadvantage due to 

lower levels of education and marketable skills. (RSS Task Force, 1994) 

          Scholars have used these varied theoretical explanations in order to investigate 

differentials in non-metro economic outcomes empirically.  In general, however, 

evidence remains inconclusive as to what might explain higher concentrations of 
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poverty in rural areas.  Lichter, Johnston, and McLaughlin (1994) conclude that rising 

rates of non-metro poverty between 1979 and 1989 at any age cannot be explained by 

differences in “work attachment, human capital, or job characteristics.”  Similarly, 

Brown and Hirschl (1995) conclude, after controlling for both household-level 

poverty determinants and community-level aspects of local economic structure, that 

these factors do not adequately explain why non-metro residents still have a higher 

probability of experiencing poverty.  Finally, Cotter (2002) finds that a higher 

likelihood of poverty still exists in rural areas after controlling for a number of 

household and labor market variables.  Given the ambiguous evidence explaining why 

rates of rural poverty are higher there is substantial opportunity to re-examine this 

question.  

           As mentioned previously, studies examining economic outcomes specifically 

among young adults in non-metro areas are few.  Lichter, Johnston, and McLaughlin 

(1994) find that poverty rose substantially for non-metro young adults (in this case 

defined as ages 19-24) between 1979 and 1989: in 1979 non-metro young adults did 

not have a significantly higher risk of poverty than 35-44 year olds, however by 1989 

young adults ages 19-24 were 1.93 times more likely to experience poverty.   No other 

quantitative studies exist on this subject.  In qualitative work, Carr and Kefalas (2009) 

present a case study of one small Iowa town and examine how the context-specific 

pressures of rural life interact to shape the divergent trajectories of its young adults.  

The authors also find that social institutions, especially local schools, within the town 
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play a major role in shaping the future trajectories of its young adults and—in many 

cases—influence the town’s most talented youth to migrate in search of success 

elsewhere while underinvesting in those who are most likely to stay (Carr and Kefalas, 

2009).  Both of these studies examining economic outcomes among young adults in 

non-metro areas inform the present study, but also leave open substantial 

opportunities for examining period effects, incorporating panel data, and investigating 

the relative influence of specific family background and individual factors in shaping 

economic trajectories in the transition to adulthood.  Based on above studies, it is 

hypothesized that a residential effect may persist in non-metro areas even after 

controlling for period effects, family background, and individual level variables. 

 

Period Effects and Regional Context 

          Historical context is an important factor over the time period examined and is 

thus considered alongside status group inequalities.  In the time period following 

WWII and into the mid 1970s, the general macro-economic climate in the US was one 

of growth where wages rose and reductions occurred in both poverty and inequality 

(Massey 2007).  However, since the late 1970s and continuing to the present time, this 

situation has changed dramatically, as incomes for those at the top of the income 

distribution have risen while at the lower end workers experience stagnating real 

wages and growth is concentrated in low skill service-sector jobs with little prospect 
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for mobility—this situation has been referred to as the “Great U-Turn” (Harrison and 

Bluestone 1998).   

           Trends in non-metro areas have largely paralleled metro areas, though with 

some variations in timing.  Non-metro areas experienced significant growth in 

manufacturing industries after this industry had already started to decline in metro 

areas as “from 1960 to 1970, manufacturing grew by only 4 percent in metro areas but 

22 percent in non-metro areas” (Roth, 2000: 15).  This temporary rise of rural 

manufacturing was largely an attempt on the part of urban manufacturers to move 

away from the high costs associated with organized labor in cities toward cheaper 

labor in rural areas.  Slack (2010) finds evidence that non-metro workers benefitted 

from this expansion through the late 1970s since non-metro rates of working poverty 

at this time were the lowest that they would be for at least the next twenty-five years.   

          However, in the farm crisis and economic recession of the early 80s rural areas 

were hardest hit.  This is a period also when many rural manufacturers packed up and 

moved overseas, and the largest job creation in this time period occurred with broadly 

defined low-wage service sector industries (Roth, 2000).  Jensen (1999) finds that rates 

of rural underemployment spiked from 18.8 percent in 1978 to a staggering 29.3 

percent in 1983, with almost a quarter of the non-metro labor force remaining 

underemployed through the mid-1990s.  Slack (2010) also finds the highest difference 

between non-metro and metro rates of working poverty during this time period.   

          In the 1990s, overall poverty rates fell in the latter part of the decade only to 
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begin rising again in the early 2000s (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith, 2009).  Non-

metro areas, however, did not benefit as much as metro areas from the economic 

growth of the 1990s as both Slack (2010) and Jensen (1999) found consistently higher 

rates of non-metro working poverty and underemployment in this time period.  

Trends in the shift away from manufacturing continued and intensified in the 1990s 

with 97 percent of all job growth in the decade occurring in the service sector 

(Goodman and Steadman, 2002).  Furthermore, within the service-sector job quality 

was increasingly bifurcated, with non-metro areas being less able to attract higher 

quality service sector occupations (Meisenheimer, 1998).  Evidence also exists that 

since non-metro areas generally have less economic diversity, large scale economic 

restructuring has had a more significant effect (McLaughlin, 2002). By 2009, near the 

beginning of the Great Recession, overall poverty rates had risen back to 14.3 percent, 

getting close to the worst 1980s levels (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith, 2009).  

          In addition to period effects, one other contextual variable is important to 

emphasize here: rural poverty has historically been concentrated in the South.  More 

than 55 percent of the rural poor lived in the South in 1990 (Dundenhefer, 1993).  

Furthermore, of persistently poor counties with high rates of poverty (above 20 

percent) throughout the past thirty years, most are located in rural areas in the South 

(Beale and Gibbs, 2006).  For this reason, region of residence should be considered as 

a contextual effect alongside period effects.  

          Based on this history, it is hypothesized that period effects will have a 
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significant influence on economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood and that 

the probability of experiencing poverty will be lower and economic attainment will be 

higher in the 1990s.   

 

Family Background & Individual Level Variation 

          In addition to residence and period effects, other scholarly literature examines 

the influence of family background and individual level variables on economic 

outcomes.  Evidence is reviewed here which suggests that differential status group 

outcomes relating to characteristics of non-metro family background and individual 

level variables are important factors in predicting divergent economic outcomes in the 

transition to adulthood.   

          In reference to family background variables, I return to the life course 

perspective’s emphasis on time, highlighting the importance of childhood 

socioeconomic status in relation to economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood.  

Existing research has empirically established a strong link between childhood family 

income and later adult earnings (Duncan, Ziol-Guest, and Kalil 2010; Holtzer et al 

2007).  In addition, others use income and parental education as proxy measures for 

social class.  Duncan (1996) finds that social class, measured this way, plays a critical 

role in perpetuating poverty in areas with high poverty concentrations such as rural 

Mississippi and Appalachia.  McGrath et al (2001) also find that, in rural areas, low 
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levels of parental income and education put youth at a significant disadvantage in 

terms of college attendance.  Finally, Osgood et al (2005) find that the social class of 

one’s family, measured by parents’ income and educational achievement, is the 

strongest predictor of outcomes in the transition to adulthood.   

          At the individual level, research has established that a number of status group 

characteristics are important predictors of poverty and inequality also.  A large body 

of literature examines differential outcomes along the lines of gender, marital status, 

and race.  Corcoran and Matsudaira (2005) find that gender-based inequality during 

the transition to adulthood, defined as ages 25-27, deceased between the 1970s and 

1980s and white women gained the greatest advantage from the rise job opportunities 

in the service based economy.  However, these advantages were not evenly shared 

across the board; at the household level changes in family structure in the 1980s led to 

a rising number of female headed households.  These households experienced higher 

rates of poverty since many employment opportunities were concentrated in unstable, 

low wage jobs within service or retail trade sector (McLaughlin, Gardner, and Lichter 

1999; Albrecht 2000).  Furthermore, examining data from 1980 to 2000, Snyder and 

McLaughlin (2006) find that female headed households—particularly those with 

children—in non-metro areas experienced greater risk of poverty than in metro areas.   

          Conversely, marriage provides some insulating benefit against poverty and 

increasing probability of affluence (Hirschl, Altobelli, and Rank 2003) and non-metro 

women had higher rates of marriage and marry at younger ages than metro women 
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(Snyder, Brown, and Condo, 2004).  Both marriage and gender are likely important 

individual factors.  In terms of race, Corcoran and Matsudaira (2005) find that race-

based inequality in the transition to adulthood increased between the 1970s and 

1980s, with widening gaps between African American and white young adults.  Some 

evidence exists also that non-metro racial minorities may be at a significant 

disadvantage as they are more likely to be underemployed than minorities in metro 

areas (Slack and Jensen, 2002).    

          Individual education is another important predictor.  Level of individual 

education has long been a significant predictor of later economic success in life, but 

Danzier and Gottschalk (1995) highlight that this situation has only increased in 

recent decades since economic restructuring has lead to higher demand for college 

educated workers while those with less education are at a significant disadvantage due 

to a lack of quality employment opportunities for lower skilled workers.  Morris and 

Western (1999) also highlight the negative ramifications of these economic 

transformations for people with a high school education or less.   

          Within the context of non-metro areas educational attainment is closely related 

to migration.  Reviewing data from 1989 to 2004, Domina (2006) finds that non-

metro college graduates are three times more likely to move to a metro area than 

those without a college degree.  This result is supported by Carr and Kefalas’ (2009) 

qualitative work where they highlight the decision of whether or not to migrate a 

central feature in the transition to adulthood.   
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          Finally, in addition to level of education, evidence exists that occupation is a 

significant factor in poverty and economic attainment.  Meisenheimer (1998) finds 

that the between 1972 and 1996, high wage industries grew much slower than low 

wage industries.  Furthermore, he finds, the fastest growing industries (services and 

retail trade) paid some of the lowest wages and were characterized by high rates of 

part time work and low benefits. 

          To summarize, in addition to residence and period effects, it is hypothesized 

that a number of family background and individual level characteristics contribute to 

divergent economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood, including: childhood 

family income, parental education, gender, dependent children, marital status, race, 

educational attainment, migration, and occupation.  Previous research has examined 

divergent economic outcomes with regard to some of these variables, either 

specifically in reference to young adults or over the entire age distribution; however, 

the present study is unique as I will examine the relative influence of all these factors 

during the transition to adulthood over an extended time period—controlling for all 

of these factors, I will determine whether an unexplained non-metro effect still 

persists. 
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IV. Data & Methods 

About the PSID & Why Use it 

          In order to assess the changing economic experience of young adults in non-

metro areas I use the Panel Study on Income Dynamics (PSID).  The study began in 

1968 with a sample of about 18,000 individuals from 5,000 families in the United 

States.  These individuals and their descendants have been followed since and, in 

many cases, it is now possible even to link grandparents and grandchildren in the 

same family.  Data was collected annually up to 1997, and biannually since that time 

due to funding constraints.  The PSID collects a large quantity of data on each 

individual including “employment, income, wealth, expenditures, health, marriage, 

childbearing, child development, philanthropy, education, and numerous other 

topics;” the PSID is the “longest running longitudinal household survey in the world” 

(PSID, 2011).  The data set is designed to be representative of the nonimmigrant US 

population in any given year when sampling weights are used to compensate for 

attrition and oversampling of minority populations (Fitzgerald, 1998; Kim and 

Stafford, 2000).  

         The PSID is especially appropriate for my study for several reasons.  First, since 

the PSID is longitudinal, it allows for measurement of economic attainment across the 

individual life course and facilitates comparison across time periods.  Second, the data 

is well suited for assessing non-metro inequality since it samples disproportionately 
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from rural individuals and rural minorities (and uses sampling weights to correct for 

over-sampling).  Finally, the PSID includes detailed information on a wide variety of 

both family level and individual level variables thus allowing comparisons between 

these status groups.   

          The present study makes use of a sample of individuals who are classified as 

either a PSID “head” or “wife” at age 25 in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s—thus 

information from 24 waves of the PSID is used (in addition to data on family 

socioeconomic status from the waves of the PSID between 1968-1995 since family 

income is measured at age 12 to 16).  The sample includes only individuals who are 

designated as either PSID “head” or “wife” at age 25 since total family income is used 

as the outcome variable—including other individuals would most likely conflate 

young adult and parental income.  This caveat is important to note, as the conclusions 

drawn from this sample cannot necessarily be generalized to all young adults at this 

age, but rather those who had formed their own household by the age of 25.  Finally 

late entrants, meaning those who enter the population at risk after age 25, are not 

included in the sample since evidence exists that including these cases can lead to left 

censoring in survival analysis (Grieger and Danziger, 2011).   

 

 Outcome Variable 

          The outcome variables are calculated from total family income.  As defined by 

the PSID, this measure includes earnings of the head and wife, other family members, 
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and cash transfers from government programs or investments—these are also the 

components included in the Census household poverty thresholds (DeNavas et al. 

2008).  Using total family income to measure individual level outcomes is the 

common approach in poverty research since family income most accurately reflects 

the monetary resources available to a given individual (Lichter et al 1994, Rank and 

Hirschl 2001). 

          Rather than using the actual total family income as the outcome variable, two 

variables are calculated from this value in order to reflect poverty and economic 

attainment.  Poverty is defined as a family income which falls below the Census 

poverty threshold for a given year while economic attainment is defined as a family 

income greater than five times the poverty threshold for a given year.  The choice of 

five times the poverty line is subjective, but it is intended to reflect a high level of 

economic attainment—this measure follows the precedent of other research which 

uses a given multiple of the poverty line to reflect affluence or economic attainment 

(Danziger and Gottschalk 1995; Rank and Hirschl 2001). 

          A note is required on the Census poverty thresholds.  The poverty measure was 

originally developed in 1963 by Social Security Administration economist Mollie 

Orshansky.  She defined the measure as three times the income needed for a low cost 

food plan, and the measure has changed little since this time (Fisher, 1992).  Different 

thresholds are calculated based on family size and each of these thresholds is adjusted 

annually in order to compensate for inflation.  For instance, the poverty threshold in 
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the year 2000 was $8,794 for a family of one person, $13,738 for three persons, and 

$20,819 for five persons.  This threshold as been criticized on a number of fronts for 

being either inaccurate or overly simplistic (Brady 2003; Blank 2008), but remains a 

useful measure since it is used extensively as a benchmark in other research and 

policy.  Using this measure in calculation of the outcome variable ensures 

comparability with existing research.  

 

Analytic Strategy 

          The strategy adopted in this paper is to track individuals age 25 to 30 from 

1980 to 2009 and identify patterns of unequal risk of poverty or likelihood of 

economic attainment based on residence, contextual effects, family background, and 

individual level variables.  The age 25 is selected as the beginning of the interval in 

order to minimize the influence education since most individuals will have completed 

schooling and will be settling into full time employment.  Two statistical techniques 

from survival analysis are used to this end: life tables and the Cox proportional 

hazards model.  The event is defined as experiencing one year of poverty, or one year 

of economic attainment during the interval.  Analysis is conducted separately for 

poverty and economic attainment. 

          Life tables are utilized since they provide an efficient means to examine how an 

event is experienced over a specific interval, especially when dealing with a large 

number of cases (Hosmer and Lemshow, 1999).  The total sample population enters 
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the life table at age 25, each individual contributes one person year to the life table 

until experiencing the event, or the interval ends at age 30.  Therefore, each individual 

contributes a minimum of one and a maximum of six person-years to the life table.  

The cumulative proportion of individuals experiencing poverty or economic 

attainment at each age in the interval is then calculated from the life table.  Results 

from the life table will be calculated separately for non-metro and metro areas, and for 

all individuals, in reference to both poverty and economic attainment.  The results will 

provide descriptive information on the likelihood of experiencing these events at each 

age in the interval based on residential status.    

          However, life tables are not well suited for examining the influence of a large 

number of covariates on the probability of experiencing a given event.  The Cox 

proportional hazard model is therefore introduced for a series of multivariate models 

which compare the relative influence of residence, contextual effects, family 

background, and individual level variables on the probability of experiencing poverty 

or economic attainment during the interval.  Cox (1972) first introduced the 

proportional hazard model which models the relative effect of one or more covariates 

on the hazard of experiencing a specific event over time.  The model is widely used 

because does not assume a particular distribution of survival times and the resulting 

exponentiated coefficients have a very concrete interpretation: they represent the risk 

ratio of experiencing an event compared to a reference category of that particular 

covariate, net of all other variables included in the model (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 
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1999).  For instance, if gender is included in a given model where men are the 

reference category and eβ=2 for women then women are interpreted to have twice the 

risk of experiencing the event both compared to men, and net of any other covariates 

included in the model.   

          In this paper, I adopt a stepwise strategy in order to assess the relative influence 

of four groups of predictor variables on the risk of experiencing poverty and the 

likelihood of economic attainment, this approach is summarized below in Table 1.  

The goal of the five models is to compare the relative influence of each variable 

category on the overall model and ascertain whether the binary non-metro vs. metro 

predictor variable will remain significant in the final model.  If so, then a residential 

difference persists even while controlling for all other variables which are 

hypothesized to affect economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood.  The 

Complex Samples extension of SPSS statistical software was used in order to 

accurately report standard error values in the weighted Cox models. 

Table 1: Stepwise Analytic Strategy 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Residence Residence Residence Residence Residence 

 Contextual 
Variables 

  Contextual 
Variables 

  Family 
Background 
Variables 

 Family 
Background 
Variables 

   Individual 
Variables 

Individual 
Variables 



26 
 

Measurement and Covariates 

          In this section I detail how the four variable categories above are 

operationalized and specifically which PSID variables are used.  Areas where 

measurement over time is an issue are highlighted.   

          In reference to economic outcomes, the primary covariate of interest is 

residence.  The Census definition of a metropolitan core based statistical area (CBSA) 

is used to define a metro area.  By this definition, a metro area is a county “containing 

the core, plus adjacent outlying counties having a high degree of social and economic 

integration with the central county as measured through commuting with a core urban 

area of 50,000 or more in population” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  Non-metropolitan 

areas in this classification scheme include counties with either a core area of 10,000 to 

49,999 people (designated by the Census Bureau as micropolitan) or counties not 

associated with a core area.   This county level residential coding for non-metro vs. 

metro is available every year in the PSID.  Measurement over time is also an issue 

since many individuals often change residence, especially during this period of the life 

course.  A specific definition is adopted here in order to account for the influence of 

residential migration: in order to be classified as a non-metro resident an individual 

must reside in a non-metro area for the majority of the interval at between the ages 25 

and 30.  The same definition is adopted for a metro resident.2  This definition is 

                                                           
2 County reclassification of the metro vs. non-metro status occurs following the decennial Census.  It is possible that 
county level reclassification may have some influence on residential designations used in this paper, especially during the 
2000s.  Brown, Cromartie, and Kulcsar (2004) find that population growth in non-metro counties during the 1980s was 
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intended to reflect the status which best describes individual residence over the 

interval while minimizing the influence of migration.  

          Contextual variables include the decade in which an individual passed through 

the age interval and region of residence.  The decade variable is included in order to 

control for period effects between the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.3  Region is included 

as the other contextual covariate in order to isolate the effect of non-metro residence 

from potential differentials in poverty and economic attainment related specifically to 

residing in the South. 

          Two family background variables are included which reflect parental 

socioeconomic status: average family income from the age of 12-16 and parental 

education.  Average parental income is measured from the ages 12-16 in order to 

establish family income during formative ages within the limits of PSID data 

(individuals who turned 25 in 1980 were 12 years old in 1968, the year the PSID 

began data collection).4  Income for each year is converted to dollars from the year 

2000 using the Bureau of Labor Statistics consumer price index.  The resulting 

average income from age 12 to 16 is expressed in income quintiles for the year 2000 in 

order to facilitate comparisons between income levels.  Parental education is included, 

referring to the maximum level of education achieved by either parent.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
only 3 percent, but increased to 10 percent during the 1990s.  After reclassification, following the 2000 Census, it is 
possible that some individuals residing in reclassified counties could be mistakenly classified as migrants based on the 
PSID data.  Future access to restricted, geo-coded PSID files could eliminate this influence. 
3 Cases which pass through the interval between multiple decades are excluded in order to isolate the influence of period 
effects. 
4 Family assets are not included in this section since asset data is only collected in selected years of the PSID, making 
continuous comparisons over time inaccurate. 
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         Finally, seven individual level covariates are included in the model.  Gender, 

race, and education are measured when the individual is age 25.  Marital status is 

another covariate which has the potential to change over the interval.  Marriage is 

included in the model as a time varying covariate since annual data is available and 

change in marital status can have a dramatic impact on experiencing poverty.5  

Whether or not dependent children are present in the household is also included as a 

time dependent predictor.  Occupation is observed at age 25 and recoded into one of 

four broad categories, condensing hundreds of Bureau of Labor Statistics Standard 

Occupation Codes into a more manageable format for analysis.  The reclassification 

scheme used in this paper is similar to one used in previous research (see Lichter, 

Johnston, and McLaughlin, 1994; De Anda, 2010).   Finally, migration status is 

included, this includes a change of status from non-metro to metro or vice versa, in 

order to see if any change in residential status might have an influence on economic 

outcomes.   A migrant is defined here by observing residence at age 16 then 

comparing this to residence at age 25 and at least two other years during the interval.  

For instance, an individual is classified as a migrant if he or she lives in a non-metro 

area at age 16, lives in a metro area at age 25, and continues living in a metro area for 

two additional years during the interval. 

 

                                                           
5 The PSID defines a couple as “married” if they have been living together for more than one year, thus is it not possible 
to distinguish between married and cohabitating couples.  
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 All variables measured at age 25 unless otherwise noted. 
7 Family Income from each year between the ages 12 to 16 is converted to year 2000 dollars then averaged.  The 
resulting average is expressed in reference to the Census household income quintiles for the year 2000. 

Variable6  
Non-
Metro(%) 

 
Metro(%) 

 
All (%) 

Weighted Percentages: 
 
Family  Income Quintile (age 12-16)7 
-1st Quintile  (<$17,955) 
-2nd Quintile ($17,956..$33,006) 
-3rd Quintile  ($33,007…$52,272) 
-4th Quintile  ($52,273…$81,960) 
-5th Quintile  (>$81,961) 
 
Parent’s Education 
-Less than HS 
-High School 
-Some College 
-College Degree+ 
 
Gender 
-Male 
-Female 
 
Race 
-White 
-Non-white 
 
Education  
-Less than HS 
-High School 
-Some College 
-College Degree+ 
 
Married  
-Not Married 
-Married 
 
Occupation 
-Managerial & Professional 
-Services 
-Sales & Office Support 
-Production, Transport, Handlers 
 
Region 
-South 
-Non-South 
 
Decade 
-1980s 
-1990s 
-2000s 
 
Migrant 
-Yes 
-No 
 

 
 
 

9.9 
20.2 
37.8 
24.4 
7.7 
 
 

23.8 
40.0 
19.0 
17.2 

 
 

44.7 
55.3 

 
 

72.6 
27.4 

 
 

17.5 
52.0 
20.5 
9.9 
 
 

38.7 
61.3 

 
 

21.0 
13.4 
21.1 
44.5 

 
 

42.7 
57.3 

 
 

38.6 
27.5 
34.0 

 
 

21.1 
78.9 

 

 
 
 

6.5 
18.0 
25.7 
33.3 
16.5 

 
 

18.1 
37.1 
20.2 
24.6 

 
 

42.4 
57.6 

 
 

56.0 
44.0 

 
 

17.4 
40.9 
27.2 
14.5 

 
 

53.4 
46.6 

 
 

26.1 
16.9 
27.6 
29.4 

 
 

25.3 
74.7 

 
 

52.6 
23.1 
24.3 

 
 

14.3 
85.7 

 

 
 
 

8.0 
18.9 
30.9 
29.4 
12.7 

 
 

20.4 
38.2 
19.7 
21.7 

 
 

43.3 
56.7 

 
 

62.6 
37.4 

 
 

17.5 
45.2 
24.6 
12.7 

 
 

47.6 
52.4 

 
 

24.0 
15.5 
24.9 
35.6 

 
 

32.8 
67.2 

 
 

47.1 
24.8 
28.1 

 
 

17.0 
83.0 

 43.0 57.0  

Unweighted N 1346 2068 3414 
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V. Results 

          The sample of all PSID individuals designated as either household “head” or 

“wife” at age 25 in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s yields an unweighted total of 3414  

cases.  Weighted descriptive statistics for each covariate are presented by residence in 

Table 2.  A number of compositional differences are observed between young adults 

in metro and non-metro areas.  Non-metro areas are characterized by substantially 

smaller proportions of racial minorities, higher rates of marriage, and a higher 

proportion of individuals in physical labor occupations.  In addition, non-metro 

young adults are disproportionately concentrated in the South, have lower levels of 

college attendance, and are less likely to experience high levels of parental income in 

the teenage years.   

          In Table 3 and Table 4, life tables display the cumulative proportion of non-

metro, metro, and all young adults experiencing a year of either poverty or economic 

attainment each year between the ages 25 and 30.  At age 25, there is very little 

difference in the proportion of non-metro vs. metro young adults who experience a 

year of poverty; however, the non-metro incidence of poverty rises slightly faster for 

the next five years.  By age 30, roughly 25 percent of non-metro young adults 

experienced a year of poverty while only 20 percent of metro young adults 

experienced the event and this difference is significant at p < .001.  In terms of 

economic attainment, residential differences are even more pronounced.  In the first 

year of the life table, at the age 25, already 7 percent fewer non-metro young adults 



31 
 

achieve economic attainment.  Metro residents continue to achieve economic success 

at a higher rate until the end of the interval.  By age 30, 55 percent of metro residents 

have experienced a year of economic attainment compared to only 42 percent of non- 

 

 

Table 3: Cumulative Proportion of Young Adults Experiencing Poverty Ages 25-30 by Residence  

Age All Non-metro Standard 
Error 

Metro Standard 
Error 

 

25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 

0.080 
0.116 
0.150 
0.177 
0.196 
0.220 

0.083 
0.119 
0.164 
0.197 
0.216 
0.249 

.0013 

.0019 

.0026 

.0031 

.0035 

.0044 

0.078 
0.113 
0.139 
0.162 
0.181 
0.199 

.0012 

.0018 

.0023 

.0027 

.0030 

.0038 

* 
 
*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 

Total       
Source: PSID 

Asterisks indicate significant non-metro vs. metro difference at p<0.001***, p<0.01**, and p<0.05*. 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Cumulative Proportion of Young Adults Experiencing Economic Attainment (5x Poverty 

Line) Ages 25-30 by Residence 

Age All Non-metro Standard 
Error 

Metro Standard 
Error 

 

25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 

0.161 
0.258 
0.315 
0.357 
0.407 
0.497 

0.123 
0.204 
0.251 
0.297 
0.341 
0.422 

.0018 

.0030 

.0036 

.0042 

.0048 

.0060 

0.190 
0.299 
0.363 
0.403 
0.455 
0.552 

.0026 

.0039 

.0044 

.0049 

.0053 

.0061 

*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 

Total       
Source: PSID 
Asterisks indicate significant non-metro vs. metro difference at p<0.001***, p<0.01**, and p<0.05*. 
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metro residents.  Life table results establish that non-metro residents are 5 percent 

more likely to experience a year of poverty and 13 percent less likely to experience a 

year of economic attainment between the ages of 25 and 30.   

Cox Regression Models of Poverty 

          Analysis proceeds with the Cox proportional hazard model in order to establish 

whether residential differentials in poverty and economic attainment found in the life 

tables remain significant in multivariate analysis.  Results from models on the 

incidence of poverty are presented in Table 5. 

          Results from the Cox models of the experience of poverty in Table 5 indicate 

that, overall, residence is not a strong predictor of poverty.  In the bivariate model, 

non-metro residents are 1.35 times more likely than metro residents to experience a 

year of poverty; however this difference does not remain significant in any of the 

other models where contextual, family background, and individual level variables are 

introduced. 

          Individual level variables appear to have the largest influence of the three major 

groupings as indicated by the dramatic decline in both AIC and BIC8 values when 

they are introduced into the model, although family background variables also have a  

                                                           
8 Both the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and Bayesian information criterion (BIC) are measures relating model 
deviance to the sample size and/or number of parameters.  Model deviance measures the amount to which a given 
model diverges from the data, therefore the best model will have the lowest values for both AIC and BIC (Burnham and 
Anderson, 2004). 
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Table 5: Cox Regression Results for Poverty by Residence 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

 Exp (B)   Exp(B) Exp (B) Exp(B) Exp(B) Exp(B) 
Residence  
-Non-Metro 
(Metro) 
 
Contextual Variables 
Decade 
-2000s 
-1990s 
(1980s) 
 
Region 
-South 
(Non-South) 

 
1.346* 
- 

 
1.214 
- 
 
 
 

1.192 
1.229 
- 
 
 

1.571** 
- 

 
1.095 
- 
 
 
 

 
1.210 
- 

 
1.057 
- 
 
 
 

1.240 
1.403* 
- 
 
 

1.150 
- 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1.208 
1.412* 
- 
 
 
 
 

 
Family Background Variables 
Average Family  Income 12-16 
-1st Quintile 
-2nd Quintile 
(3rd Quintile) 
-4th Quintile 
-5th Quintile 
 
Parent’s Education 
-Less than HS 
-High School 
-Some College 
(College Degree+) 
 
Individual Level Variables 
Gender 
-Female 
(Male) 
 
Race 
-Non-white 
(White) 
 
Education (age 25) 
-Less than HS 
-High School 
-Some College 
(College Degree+) 
 
Married  
-Married 
(Not Married) 
 
Children 
-Yes 
(No) 
 
Occupation 
-Services 
-Sales & Office Support 
-Production, Transport, Handlers 
(Managerial & Professional) 
 
Migrant 
-Yes 
(No) 

   
 
 

3.416*** 
2.245*** 
- 
1.110 
.416* 
 
 

2.948*** 
1.580 
1.159 
- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.077 
- 
 
 

1.869*** 
- 
 
 

2.867*** 
1.256 
.870 

- 
 
 
.406*** 

- 
 
 

2.624*** 
- 
 
 

2.261** 
1.436 
1.502 
- 
 
 
.856 

- 

 
 
 

2.396*** 
1.739** 
- 
1.303 
.487 
 
 

1.656 
1.073 
1.025 
- 
 
 
 

1.018 
- 
 
 

1.358 
- 
 
 

2.259* 
1.009 
.848 

- 
 
 
.455*** 

- 
 
 

2.339*** 
- 
 
 

1.970** 
1.378 
1.372 
- 
 
 
.841 

- 

 
 
 

2.773*** 
1.813** 
- 
1.267 
.453 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.425* 
- 
 
 

2.540** 
1.155 
.851 

- 
 
 
.444*** 

- 
 
 

2.442*** 
- 
 
 

2.068** 
1.374 
1.407 
- 

       
Number of Parameters 
AIC 
BIC 

1 
14,451 
14,452 

4 
14,402 
14,408 

8 
13,271 
13,283 

11 
8,509 
8,526 

21 
8,783 
8,815 

15 
8,263 
8,286 
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large influence when introduced in Model 3.  No significant period effects were  

observed when contextual variables were first introduced in Model 2—interestingly, 

however, a modest period effect for the 1990s did become significant in Model 5.  In 

Model 2, residing in the South initially appeared to be a significant predictor of 

poverty, however controlling for race in Model 5 eliminated differences between the 

South and non-South.   

          In model 5 the AIC and BIC values increased back to a higher level, seeming to 

indicate that Model 4—where only individual level characteristics were included in the 

model—was the best fit for the data.  However, since family background variables 

contributed to substantial reductions in AIC and BIC values on their own, Model 6 

was then tested in order to include only the most significant contextual, individual, 

and family background predictor variables.  AIC and BIC values for Model 6 were the 

lowest for the six models tested indicating that these selected characteristics are the 

best predictors of poverty in the transition to adulthood.      

          In terms of specific variables in the final model: parental income, individual 

education, children, occupation, race and decade are the strongest predictors of 

poverty among young adults.  Socioeconomic background had the greatest influence 

on poverty as young adults with family incomes in the first or second quintiles were 

2.77 and 1.81 times more likely to experience poverty than those in the third quintile. 

Individual education had the second largest influence in the final model as individuals 

with less than a high school education are 2.54 times more likely to experience a year 
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of poverty than those with a college degree.  Contrary to expectations, however, 

educational attainment at the high school or partial college level did not leave 

individuals at a significant disadvantage in terms of poverty.  Young adults with 

dependent children were 2.44 times more likely to experience poverty in a given year 

than those without.  Service sector occupation also exposed individuals to a higher 

risk of poverty as these individuals were 2.07 times more likely to experience poverty 

than managerial and professional occupations.  Finally, net of all other covariates, 

racial minorities were still 1.43 times more likely to experience poverty than whites. 

          Conversely, marriage provided a significant buffer against poverty as married 

individuals were 2.25 times less likely to experience poverty than non-married 

individuals.  Gender and migration status both were not significant in Model 5, and 

therefore not included in the final model.                         

Cox regression Models of Economic Attainment 

          Results from Cox models of economic attainment are presented in Table 6.  

Overall, residence seems to have a more significant influence on economic attainment 

than on poverty, but this effect is ultimately controlled away for using a combination 

of contextual, family background, and individual level variables.  In Model 1, the 

bivariate comparison, non-metro residents are found to be 1.48 times less likely than 
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Table 6: Cox Regression for Economic Attainment (5x) by Residence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Asterisks indicate significance at p<0.001 ***, p<0.01 **, and p<0.05 *. 

Variable9 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 Exp (B)   Exp(B) Exp (B) Exp(B) Exp(B) 
Residence  
-Non-Metro 
(Metro) 
 
Contextual Variables 
Decade 
-2000s 
-1990s 
(1980s) 
 
Region 
-South 
(Non-South) 

 
.674*** 

- 

 
.658*** 

- 
 
 
 

1.109 
1.313** 
- 
 
 
.771** 

- 

 
.783** 

- 
 
 
 

 
.744** 

- 

 
.835 

- 
 
 
 
.856 

1.262* 
- 
 
 
.915 

- 
 
Family Background Variables 
Average Family  Income 12-16 
-1st Quintile 
-2nd Quintile 
(3rd Quintile) 
-4th Quintile 
-5th Quintile 
 
Parent’s Education 
-Less than HS 
-High School 
-Some College 
(College Degree+) 
 
Individual Level Variables 
Gender 
-Female 
(Male) 
 
Race 
-Non-white 
(White) 
 
Education (age 25) 
-Less than HS 
-High School 
-Some College 
(College Degree+) 
 
Married  
-Married 
(Not Married) 
 
Occupation 
-Services 
-Sales & Office Support 
-Production, Transport, Handlers 
(Managerial & Professional) 
 
Migrant 
-Yes 
(No) 

   
 
 
.410*** 
.543*** 

- 
1.582*** 
2.312*** 
 
 
.650* 
.768* 
.918 

- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.842 

- 
 
 
.408*** 

- 
 
 
.252*** 
.503*** 
.749* 

- 
 
 
.913 

- 
 
 
.565** 
.762* 
.691** 

- 
 
 

1.128 
- 

 
 
 
.526* 
.610** 

- 
1.135* 
1.901*** 
 
 
.862 
.916 

1.037 
- 
 
 
 
.838 

- 
 
 
.637* 

- 
 
 
.336*** 
.632** 
.780* 

- 
 
 
.922 

- 
 
 
.630** 
.764* 
.742* 

- 
 
 

1.096 
- 

      

Number of Parameters 
AIC 
BIC 

1 
17,957 
17,959 

4 
17,871 
17,877 

8 
17,047 
17,059 

11 
13,959 
13,976 

21 
13,771 
13,805 
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metro residents to experience a year of economic attainment.10  The residential 

difference remains significant in models 2, 3, and 4 where contextual, family 

background, and individual level variables are introduced individually but is not 

significant in the final model.  In terms of contextual variables, significant period 

effects were observed as young adults were 1.26 times more likely to experience a year 

of economic attainment in the 1990s than in the 1980s.  No significant period effects 

were found in the 2000s. 

          As a variable grouping, individual level variables were again the most influential 

predictor of economic attainment since they had the largest impact on AIC and BIC 

values.  Both family background and contextual variables were also influential in the 

final model.  Again, residing in the South initially appeared to be a significant 

predictor of economic attainment in Model 2, but this result did not remain significant 

when race was introduced in Model 5.  Both AIC and BIC values were lowest in 

Model 5.11 

          Among specific variables, the most significant predictors of economic 

attainment were: individual education, parental income, occupation, race, and 

                                                           
10 In order to facilitate comparisons to results from the poverty models, risk ratios are expressed here as a value greater 
than one: 1 / 0.674 = 1.48. 
11 Model 6, where the only the most significant covariate predictor variables are included in the model, is not presented 
here since AIC and BIC values were higher than in Model 5—only Model 5 is presented here to avoid confusion since 
this reflects the best fit.  Model 6 was likely not as strong due to several predictors, such as parental education, which 
were not quite significant at p<.05, but still have a positive influence in the final model.  



38 
 

decade.12  On the whole, advantaged statuses had a higher influence on the likelihood 

of economic attainment than they did on poverty.  For instance, in terms of individual 

education, compared to college degree holders, negative effects were significant for 

some college (1.21 times), high school education (1.58 times), and less than high 

school education (1.28 times).  The same effect was observed in terms parental 

income where, compared to the middle quintile, those with incomes in the highest 

quintile were 1.90 times more likely and those in the lowest quintile 1.90 times less 

likely to experience the event.  Occupation categories other than managerial and 

professional all experienced a significant disadvantage.  Racial minorities were 1.57 

times less likely than whites to experience a year of economic attainment.   

          In contrast to poverty, marital status was not a significant predictor of 

economic attainment.  Parental education was initially significant in Model 3, but this 

effect was controlled away in the final model.  Migration status also was not a 

significant predictor.    

 

VI. Discussion  

          Findings about the experience of poverty and economic attainment are varied.  

On the one hand, evidence is found that a high percentage—22 percent—of young 

                                                           
12 Results for whether dependent children were present in the household are not included in the models for economic 
attainment since the method of calculating the outcome variable gives a very large influence to household size, therefore 
giving this variable an overwhelming (and misleading) influence in the final model.  For instance, in 2011, five times the 
poverty threshold for an individual was $55,000 for an individual but would have been $95,000 for a married couple with 
one child.  Future research might explore an alternative method for calculating thresholds of economic attainment 
adjusted for household size.  
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adults across the United States between the years of 1980 to 2009 experienced a year 

of poverty between the ages of 25 and 30.  On the other hand, 50 percent of 

American young adults experienced a year of economic attainment across the age 

range indicating that substantial opportunity also exists for economic success.  This 

result is largely consistent with other life course research which finds that the 

“opportunity for both extreme economic failure and success appears to be a very real 

component of American society” (Rank and Hirschl, 2001).  This trend seems also to 

be true specifically within the transition to adulthood. 

          After disaggregating general trends, differential outcomes with regard to both 

poverty and economic attainment were observed by residence.  Life table results 

indicated both a higher concentration of poverty (5 percent higher) and a lower 

concentration of economic attainment (13 percent lower) among young adults in non-

metro areas between the ages 25 to 30.  This elevated concentration of negative 

economic outcomes is consistent with a large body of literature which finds elevated 

concentrations of poverty in non-metro areas (Lichter, Johnson, and McLaughlin 

1994; Jensen 1999; Slack 2010)—though this study is the first to quantify this trend 

specifically among young adults in non-metro areas.    However, this paper sought to 

go further and examine whether this difference would persist after introducing a 

number of relevant covariates into multivariate models.  

          By introducing the multivariate Cox regression models, this paper answered 

one central research question: controlling for historical context, family background, 
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and individual level variables, does a residential difference in poverty or economic 

attainment persist between non-metro and metro areas in the transition to adulthood 

in the United States?  Based on the results outlined in the previous section, and 

contrary to expectations, this question is answered in the negative.  In models for 

both poverty and economic attainment, the non-metro residential effects were 

ultimately controlled away for by the other variable groupings.  This finding stands in 

contrast to earlier research which did find residential differences even when 

controlling for a variety of individual, household, and community level factors 

(Lichter, Johnston, and McLaughlin, 1994; Brown and Hirschl 1995; Cotter 2002).  

One important caveat must be maintained: these results show that an unexplained 

non-metro effect on economic outcomes does not exist at the ages of 25 to 30.  The 

finding does not eliminate the possibility that non-metro individuals experience a 

residential disadvantage at any age.  Still, the central finding of this paper is that 

differences in non-metro vs. metro poverty and economic attainment can be 

explained by a combination of individual and family background factors (with period 

effects also proving significant in the 1990s).   

          Since residential difference was not found to be significant predictor of 

economic outcomes, the more important question then shifts to which factors are 

found to be the most important.  The finding with the most direct policy implications 

is that a combination of both family background and individual characteristics has the 

greatest impact on the likelihood that individuals will experience poverty or economic 
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attainment.  Specifically, the two variables with the largest influence on economic 

outcomes are individual education and family income from age 12 to 16.  These 

results are consistent with earlier findings which indicate the salience of both parental 

income (Duncan 1996; Osgood et al 2005) and individual educational attainment 

(Danziger and Gottschalk 1995; Morris and Western 1999) in shaping divergent 

economic outcomes.  The result in this paper is unique, however, since it establishes 

that the relative influence of each of these factors is roughly equal in magnitude 

indicating that a very significant risk of poverty exists both for American young adults 

with low levels of parental income and education below the high school level.  

Interestingly, highly advantaged statuses—such as having a college degree or levels of 

parental income in the highest quintiles—were not necessary to insulate individuals 

from poverty, but were very significant predictors of economic attainment.  This 

result ultimately demonstrates both some evidence of potential income mobility based 

on individual educational attainment and the large, unachieved influence of family 

socioeconomic status in shaping future outcomes.    

          Interestingly, category of occupation remained a significant predictor of both 

poverty and economic attainment even when education and other individual 

characteristics were included in the model.  This significant risk of poverty faced by 

workers in service sector occupations is consistent with findings about the low wages 

and unstable work arrangements provided by this type of occupation (Meisenheimer 

1998, Hacker 2006).  Occupations in physical labor related jobs and sales or office 
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support provide insulation from poverty, but ultimately offer little potential for 

achieving the levels of economic success found in managerial and professional 

occupations.  Furthermore, results are consistent with findings by Morris and Western 

(1999) indicating the significant disadvantages faced by workers with less than a high 

school education in the service economy—suggesting an interaction between 

education and occupation.      

          Period effects did have a modest effect on economic outcomes between the 

1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.  Young adults in the 1990s were more likely to experience 

both poverty and economic success than in the 1980s.  This result is surprising since 

overall poverty rates fell amid economic growth during the 1990s (Denavas et al, 

2009); however, this trend is consistent with age-specific trends showing that young 

adults experience a higher risk of poverty than other ages (Sandoval, Rank, and 

Hirschl, 2009).  Higher probabilities of both economic attainment and poverty in the 

1990s likely reflect basic labor market processes which were occurring during this time 

since the vast majority of all job growth occurred in the broadly defined service sector 

within which job quality was increasingly bifurcated—with jobs at the lower end of 

this spectrum providing little insulation from poverty (Goodman and Steadman 2002; 

Meisenheimer 1998). 

           Another central area of focus relates to divergent outcomes by race, gender, 

and family structure.  Divergent outcomes for racial minorities were strong and 

negative in the case of both poverty and economic attainment lending further 
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evidence to the continuing racial disadvantages found by other researchers (Corcoran 

and Matsuadaira 2005; Slack and Jensen 2002).  Gender differences were not 

significant in either set of models, however females included in the study were likely 

to be married for much of the interval (and thus have the same family income as their 

husbands).  Had the study adopted a more specific focus on female-headed 

households, differentiating also between female headed households with and without 

children under the age of 18, negative effects likely would have been found consistent 

with earlier research finding higher rates of poverty among female households 

(McLaughlin, Gardner, and Lichter 1999; Albrecht 2000).  Individuals with children 

under the age of 18 had a substantially increased risk of poverty.  On the contrary, 

marriage (or possibly cohabitation, due to the PSID definition of marriage) was found 

to provide significant protection against poverty, likely due to more efficient 

household economics; but marriage did not have any significant effect on the 

likelihood of experiencing economic attainment in young adulthood.  Previous 

research by Hirschl, Altobelli and Rank (2003) found that marriage increased the 

likelihood of affluence between the ages of 25 and 45, however since this study only 

examines a six year window it is possible that the positive influence of marriage on 

high levels of economic attainment does not occur until later ages.   

          One final factor which was not found to be significant was migration; however 

future research is necessary in order to fully disentangle the influence of migration on 

economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood.  The definition of migration 
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included here encompasses a residential change of status in either direction between 

non-metro and metro areas in order to ascertain whether any change of residential 

status affected economic outcomes.  Earlier research by Domina (2006) and Carr and 

Kefalas (2009) established the salience of non-metro to metro migration in the 

transition to adulthood in reference to educational attainment.  Future research might 

focus more specifically on the economic outcomes of non-metro to metro migrants, 

but such analysis proved beyond the scope of this paper.13 

 

VII. Conclusions 

          This paper is the first to examine economic outcomes in the transition to 

adulthood both over a long period of time and with the use of panel data.  The life 

course perspective was adopted as a central orienting framework since the transition 

to adulthood is a critical juncture within the overall life course—it is a highly 

influential life stage when a concentration of critical life events in the realm of family, 

education, and employment often occur in a relatively short amount of time.  Time is 

included in this study as a central component of analysis since individuals are followed 

over a six year interval from age 25 to 30, and empirical links are drawn between 

childhood family background and economic outcomes in the transition to adulthood.  

Furthermore, the life course perspective provides a framework for linking historical 

                                                           
13 Since specific, geo-coded residential information in the PSID is restricted, access to restricted data would also facilitate 
investigating this issue. 
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events to individual life experience.  In the case of the study period, from 1980 to 

2009, the ongoing historical event in over the interval has been what Massey (2007) as 

the “fall of egalitarian capitalism” where real wages have stagnated and stable 

manufacturing jobs have moved abroad, giving rise a bifurcated, though often poorly 

paid service sector—affecting in some way the economic experience of all individuals 

over the time period examined.   

          In response to the central research question of the paper it is found that, 

although non-metro young adults experience higher concentrations of poverty and 

lower levels of economic attainment their metro counterparts, this effect can be 

controlled away for primarily through a combination of family background and 

individual level variables.  This result stands in contrast to previous research which 

finds a residual effect to non-metro residence even when controlling for a variety of 

individual, household, and community level characteristics (although this finding 

applies only to young adults, it does not eliminate the possibility that a non-metro 

effect persists at older ages).  Why did this study eliminate the non-metro effect when 

others were unable to?  One explanation may be that the life course methodology, 

where individual economic outcomes were followed for a period of six years, reveals a 

very different picture than cross-sectional studies would indicate—especially in the 

context of increasing income instability over the course of the study period, as 

documented by Hacker (2006).  This central finding carries both theoretical and 

practical implications.   
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          Theoretically, this finding lends support to combination of the theoretical 

perspectives on rural poverty advanced by the RSS Task Force on Persistent Rural 

Poverty in 1994.  Theories of rural poverty advanced by the Task Force break down 

roughly into two perspectives: i) those which situate rural areas within larger macro-

economic shifts which affect economic structure at the sub-national or community 

level, and ii) those which point to differentials in human capital at the individual, 

family, or household level.  In this paper, the effect of residence on poverty and 

economic attainment was ultimately controlled away for primarily by individual 

education, family income at age 12-16, occupation, and race.  The salience of 

education lends evidence to human capital explanations, but family income and 

individual occupation are variables related to both human capital and local economic 

structure.  The range of occupations available, and remunerations from them, is 

partially a function of economic transformations occurring at the macro level.  

Ultimately, due to the significance of covariates relating to both individual human 

capital and local economic structure, I argue that evidence supports both of the 

primary theoretical perspectives advanced by the RSS Task Force.  One opportunity 

for future research might be to more carefully examine community level variables 

(such as the county level unemployment rate or the concentration of various 

occupations within the area) in order to examine the influence of local economic 

structure more directly.   

          The central findings from this paper carry not only theoretical but also practical 
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weight.  A concrete explanation of factors which contribute to higher concentrations 

of poverty in non-metro areas lends itself much more readily to policy 

recommendations than an unexplained non-metro effect.  As mentioned above, the 

specific factors most strongly associated with both a higher likelihood of poverty and 

lower likelihood of economic attainment in the transition to adulthood are individual 

education below the high school level, low levels of family income at age 12 to 16, 

service sector occupation, and race.  While highly advantaged statuses—such as 

having a college degree or levels of parental income in the highest quintiles—were not 

necessary to insulate individuals from poverty, but were very significant predictors of 

economic attainment.  This result ultimately demonstrates both some evidence of 

potential income mobility based on individual educational attainment and the large 

influence of family socioeconomic status in shaping future outcomes—in addition to 

the continuing legacy of racial inequality in American society.     

          In terms of specific policy solutions to non-metro poverty, even if the factors 

associated with non-metro poverty may not be different from those in metro areas, 

specific solutions tailored to community and economic structure in non-metro areas 

necessary.  In concluding, I echo the recommendations arrived at in Carr and Kefalas’ 

(2009) case study of one small Iowa town.  After examining how the context specific 

pressures of rural life interact to shape the divergent trajectories of its young adults, 

Carr and Kefalas find that the town underinvests in those disadvantaged youth with 

low levels of educational attainment, and who often have parents of lower 
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socioeconomic status, who are also the most likely not to migrate out of the 

community.  The solution they call for, and which results from this study support, is 

for greater investment in educational programs which benefit young adults who are 

not destined for four-year colleges—greater investment in those with lower 

socioeconomic status, individual education, and often racial minorities, who are 

shown to in this study to experience a higher likelihood of poverty.  Recommended 

programs make use of the infrastructure of local community colleges targeting specific 

skills in “academic and technical preparation for today’s workforce, including metal 

fabrication, graphics, and media communication, agricultural GPS/GIS technology, 

and health science”  (Carr and Kefalas: 176).  Using a very different method, this 

study ultimately arrives at a very similar conclusion.  Long term trends in 

deindustrialization and the rise of the service-based economy are not likely to reverse 

in the immediate future, but non-metro communities can take concrete steps to invest 

more resources in those who are at the highest risk of poverty. 
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