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Oregon’s Changing Rural Population: 
Age, Migration and Policy Response 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 Population shifts and changes over areas, both large and small, occur on a 

constant basis nearly everywhere in the world.  In fact, insular, non-changing populations 

are more notable and surprising than regions marked by population mutability and 

mobility.  People move into a region, others move out, racial, ethnic and age 

compositions change and then change again.  In some places population and demographic 

change occurs quickly, in most, it occurs more slowly.  Change is often painful, however, 

and not all changes are welcome, preferred or desired.   

 In much of rural America, the population is shifting and rural residents are finding 

it to be a hard adjustment.  They worry, rightly, that demographic changes will rob them 

of their identity and that they will lose the rural communities which, for so long, made up 

the backbone and lifeblood of America – feeding the nation’s need for food, fiber and 

minerals.  In sparsely populated rural America, demographic shifts are often more 

noticeable and felt more keenly.  Rural communities, which bind and unite rural residents 

in a similar way of life, feel threatened by population changes and are concerned about 

losing community cohesion and meaning. 

People in rural Oregon, like rural residents elsewhere, are concerned about the 

demographic shifts that are occurring in their communities.  The biggest concern is youth 

leaving and not returning.  One rural resident of Oregon worries one of our biggest 

exports is our kids.1  Rural Oregonians hope they can change education from the way to 

get away to the way to stay so their children can stay, work and live comfortably.  They 

also may have difficulty engaging in long-term community planning because their 

demographics are so transitional.  They note the jump in median age in their 

communities, the increased number of second homes being built in their communities and 

the subsequent rise in housing costs and worry about their children being able to find 

                                                
1 Quotes in italics in the introduction are from written notes taken during discussions with rural Oregonians 
during a field class entitled “Communities and Natural Resources,” September 2005. 
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affordable housing.  They comment that the young working class can have a hard time 

surviving in rural Oregon. 

Many rural communities claim that once population levels dip below the 

threshold where schools begin to close, the community loses its hub and loses cohesion 

which encourages further population loss.  Rural Oregonians have claimed when you lose 

your school, you lose your mother, you lose your identity.  Falling school attendance 

rates, due to demographic changes, and subsequent school closures can evoke strong 

feelings in rural Oregon.  It’s not a question of which school to close, but which 

community to kill.  That’s the cold hard truth.   

Rural communities are particularly concerned over the loss of young adults who 

leave due to limited opportunities but whose presence adds considerably to the vitality 

and continuity of the community.  There is also recent concern about the influx of retirees 

into rural communities, which has been particularly noticeable in amenity-rich 

communities.  This, the communities fear, places a greater burden on the infrastructure of 

rural areas without contributing to the vitality.  The state government has taken notice of 

the youth leaving rural areas, too.  As long ago as November of 2000, then-Governor 

Kitzhaber spoke at a conference: “many parts of rural Oregon have continued to 

experience low wages, high unemployment, the loss of business opportunities and the 

migration of their youth to other communities that offer more career choices.”2  

Migration into and out of rural communities, then, is an important public policy issue for 

these communities to address. 

 Looking at the changes in the numbers of people in rural Oregon gives credence 

to the concern over youth leaving rural areas.  Between 2000 and 2006, ten of Oregon’s 

non-metropolitan counties lost population.  An additional 11 counties, including all of the 

coastal counties, had growth below 5% - much below the average 8.2% average growth 

rate over the entire state.3  At the same time, rural Oregon has a much higher percentage 

                                                
2 Governor John Kitzhaber, November 28, 2000.Speach at conference on “Alternatives in Agriculture.” 
http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/governors/Kitzhaber/web_pages/governor/speeches/s001128.htm, accessed 
April 2008.  
3 Economic Research Service, United States Department of Agriculture. 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/Population/PopList.asp?ST=OR&LongName=Oregon, accessed May 2007. 
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of the population 65 years old and over.  In 2000, 16.5 percent of Oregon’s rural 

population was 65 and older.  Only 12.8 percent of the state, and 12.4 percent of the 

nation, are 65 years old and over.4   

Clearly, this is an issue which concerns the public – at least the public in many 

parts of rural Oregon – and some policy-makers within the state government.  As a 

perceived problem within the state, the rural demographic shifts seem like fertile ground 

for public policy.  Yet there is no clear policy action taking place at the State, county or 

community level.  There is no sense, either, that the issue is even being addressed in the 

policy arena.  In fact, there is little information available in newspapers, on the internet or 

in academic journals, to support the need for policy in either public arenas, beyond 

lamenting and chronicling the dwindling rural population.  In addition, little academic 

work has been done on the actual programs and practices in which rural communities are 

actively engaged in response to migration concerns in lieu of policy development. 

In this paper, I attempt to do two things.  I describe the demographic changes 

occurring in rural Oregon, paying particular notice to rural in- and out-migration, in a 

clear and direct manner.  I then describe interviews I held with community leaders in 

rural Oregon to discuss demographic change.  Using information from these interviews, I 

show how Oregon’s rural communities respond to, and think about, the demographic 

shifts occurring.  In particular, I document policies, programs and activities instituted to 

directly address the concern over rural Oregon’s population changes.  By doing this, I 

hope to show what may be successful in addressing troubling demographic changes in 

rural Oregon, and so provide the impetus for regional policy development. 

                                                
4 Economic Research Service, United States Department of Agriculture.  “Oregon: Three rural definitions 
based on Census Places.”   Percent 65 and over in rural Oregon is based on the U.S. Office of Management 
and Budget Metropolitan Statistical Area Designation definition of rural on page 11 of document.  
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data/ruraldefinitions/OR.pdf, accessed April 2008.   
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Chapter 2: Background 
 In this section, I review the academic literature on rural demographic change and 

policy.  First, I describe the demographic changes occurring in rural America, as 

described in the literature.  Then I explain what may be causing and influencing these 

demographic changes.  Finally, I examine what the literature has to say about the public 

policy response to these changes. 

 

Rural American Demographic Change 
Although there is little literature specifically about the demographic changes 

occurring in rural Oregon, the demographic changes occurring in rural America are well 

documented.  In “Demographic Trends in Rural and Small Town America,” Kenneth 

Johnson (2006) describes many of the demographic changes occurring in the rural areas 

of the United States.  Johnson notes that migration patterns over time play a major part in 

determining the nature of the changes in rural areas, although births and deaths do play a 

role.  Between 1920 and 1970, most rural counties in America lost population.  Birth 

rates were high enough that the total rural population still grew between 1930 and 1970, 

but this growth occurred in a minority of rural counties – so most counties lost population 

due to out-migration.  In the early 1970s, however, there was a “rural turnaround” when 

rural population growth exceeded metropolitan population growth for the first time.  This 

rural growth was primarily due to in-migration.   

By the mid-1970s through the 1980s, rural population growth slowed again as 

immigration slowed and then stopped. Once again, though, in the early 1990s, there was a 

“rural rebound” as in-migration into rural areas increased.  Net in-migration and the rate 

of natural increase (births minus deaths) decreased in the late 1990s.  Since 2000, 

according to Johnson, population growth in rural America has slowed dramatically, due 

to low in-migration and negligible natural growth.   

The drop in the natural growth rate is largely a product of selective migration 

(Johnson, 2006; Jones, et al., 2007).  Since the 1950s, there has been significant out-

migration of young adults in their twenties (Johnson, et al., 2005).  Thus, there are many 
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fewer young adults of childbearing age.  Young adults leave, according to many authors, 

in pursuit of higher earnings, or sometimes just jobs (Johnson, 2006; Jones, et al., 2007; 

Judson, et al. 1999).  These young migrants, however, do not necessarily migrate to a 

metropolitan center.  Often, if it is possible, the rural young will migrate to another rural 

area that provides higher returns to their skills and knowledge than their community of 

origin (Mills and Hazarika, 2001). 

In addition, at least since the 1960s, there has been a net influx of people over the 

age of 50 into rural areas (Johnson, 2006).  The rate of influx of these older migrants has 

generally increased over time.  There are, as a consequence, proportionally more older 

adults at risk of mortality now in rural America.  This migration trend, coupled with the 

out-migration of young adults, leads to much lower natural growth (Johnson, 2006; 

Walser and Anderlik, 2004).   

Associated with rural aging, rural areas are also becoming increasingly female 

(Kirschner, et al., 2006).  In general, women live about 4 years longer than men.  As a 

consequence, the aging of rural America also means rural America has a high proportion 

of older females: nearly two-thirds of rural adults 75 years old or older were female in 

2000.   

 

Racial and Ethnic Change 
Johnson also discusses the racial and ethnic diversity of rural America, noting, 

primarily, that rural America remains distinctly non-Hispanic white outside of a few 

areas in the southeast with high African-American concentrations, some Hispanic 

concentrations in the Southwest and a few Native American concentrations, mostly in the 

Great Plains and the upper Great Lakes.  It is likely, says Johnson, that rural America will 

become more racially and ethnically diverse.  The population growth rate for whites in 

rural America is lower than for any other race or ethnicity.  The Hispanic population 

growth in rural areas, on the other hand, was higher than for any other racial or ethnic 

group.  Hispanic growth in rural areas is fueled both by immigration and by a high rate of 

natural increase.  African-Americans and Native Americans in rural areas are seeing 

some modest growth, primarily due to natural increase.  Since the rural white population 
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has low in-migration, and negligible natural increase, rural America is likely to become 

relatively more diverse.   

 

Brain Drain 
One very serious concern of rural demographic change is “brain drain.”  Brain 

drain is the “out-migration of young, college-educated workers from the nation’s rural 

areas” (Artz, 2003, p.11).  Artz measures “brain drain” as a competitive share: if the 

percent of young, college-educated people in the population of a region is rising at a rate 

below the national average, then that region has a competitive disadvantage.  This 

competitive disadvantage can be interpreted as brain drain.  Brain drain, as stated by Artz 

and others, is occurring in many rural regions across the U.S. (Artz, 2003; Walser and 

Anderlik, 2004).  In fact, from a map in the article by Artz, it appears brain drain is 

occurring in more than 20 of Oregon’s rural counties.  Brain drain also seems to be 

occurring in conjuncture with population loss – 11% of U.S. counties lost population 

between 1970 and 2000, of these 95% were rural and 96% experienced brain drain. 

 

Influences on Rural Demographic Changes in America 
Johnson conjectures reasons for the rural demographic trends he documents, 

although he notes there is no easy explanation for the “rural turnaround” or “rebound” 

that has occurred.  He notes that, in contemporary rural America, recreational 

opportunities, natural amenities5 and scenic landscapes may be driving rural population 

growth.  Counties which attract retirees had the highest net in-migration during the 

1990s.  Counties with recreational opportunities also have job opportunities in the retail 

and service sectors.  Jobs may also become available in the construction trades in many 

high natural amenity counties, due to people having second homes built in these areas.  

Johnson also predicts baby boomers, as they age, will migrate to rural counties in larger 

numbers, to take advantage of recreational opportunities and natural amenities.6   

                                                
5 Natural amenities are landscape and environmental features which generally appeal to people such as 
water bodies, topographical variance and moderate climate.   
6 A rich literature on amenity-based migration is developing.  See Walters, 2000; Hunter, et al., 2005 
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Traditionally, rural areas depended on natural resources as their economic base 

(Johnson, 2006; Whitener and Parker, 2007).  Technological innovation, however, has 

allowed machinery and technology to replace a lot of the labor that once went into natural 

resource industries, like agriculture, forestry and mining.  In addition, America’s 

dependence on locally produced agriculture and other extracted resources has waned with 

globalization, further eroding the job market in rural areas.  This is probably the major 

contributing factor to rural out-migration.  Counties still dominated by agriculture and 

mining have, in general, seen the slowest population growth, and often suffer population 

decline.  Rural counties where recreation, service and retirement industries dominate, in 

contrast, have, on average, seen large population gains in recent years. 

Proximity to population centers, according to Johnson, also contributes to rural 

demographic changes.  Rural counties near a metropolitan area are more likely to 

experience growth.  In opinion polls, people regularly express preference for living in a 

smaller community that is near an urban center, so they can benefit from the services and 

amenities of urban life while enjoying the advantages of a smaller community.  This 

movement is the “spillover” of suburban sprawl into metropolitan-adjacent rural counties.  

The presence of a micropolitan area also increases population growth in rural counties, 

particularly if there is no nearby metropolitan center.  Conversely, non-metropolitan-

adjacent counties without a micropolitan center grew the least during the 1990s and into 

the new millennium, when the situation worsened (Johnson, 2006). 

McGranahan and Beale (2002) pose many of these same points about population 

change in rural America.  They note that areas that are remote and sparsely settled, 

referred to as “frontier” areas, are not easy places to live, and people moving there need 

some compensation such as natural amenities or family ties to make it worth their while.  

They remark that several low-amenity frontier counties did see growth in the 1990s, 

against expectation.  When these counties were examined more closely, the authors saw 

that this growth was generally due to unrecognized amenities or to a new condition.  

Most low-amenity frontier counties’ populations grew due to industrial agriculture – 

which grew mostly from increases in the Hispanic population – and the building of 
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casinos and prisons.  McGranahan and Beale do not consider casinos and prisons serious 

growth industries for rural areas. 

The authors of one of the few rural migration papers directly relating to Oregon 

use the paper as an opportunity to note the trade-off migrants may make between 

amenities and income (Judson, Reynolds-Scanlon & Popoff, 1999).  Recent Oregon 

immigrants were asked to respond to a survey developed by the Oregon Employment 

Department that asked a number of economic questions as well as the reason for moving.  

People who claimed they moved in pursuit of amenities also claimed the largest drops in 

income; those who move primarily for economic reasons accept little to no drop in 

income.  Judson, Reynolds-Scanlon and Popoff note that different age groups also seem 

to move for different reasons.  As noted before, young migrants move primarily for 

economic reasons.  Near-retirees, however, move based on a mix of economic and 

lifestyle reasons while retirees move to high-amenity areas.   

 

Implications of Rural American Demographic Changes 
It is important to reiterate that the aging of rural America is occurring for three 

reasons:  the out-migration of young adults, the in-migration of retirees and the aging of 

the population that remains in the rural areas.  One implication of this is that there are two 

diverging groups of older adults co-habiting rural America.  Retired in-migrants “tend to 

be better educated, wealthier, and more likely to be married than living alone, compared 

with the nonmetro aging-in-place population” (Jones, et al., 2007, p. 33).  Aging-in-place 

rural residents make up a greater proportion of the population in areas with fewer 

recreational opportunities.  They also often live in areas with less access to health care. 

Jones, Kandel and Parker (2007) discuss a potential impact of changing rural 

demographics.  They note that Hispanics settling in rural areas, on average, are low-

income, less-educated and may be likely to be in poverty.  The other major group of in-

migrants into rural areas, on the other hand, tends to be middle class or wealthier, retiring 

older whites.  Kirschner, Berry and Glasgow (2006) point out that the developing 

generation gap is exacerbated by a culture gap of different cultures and languages.  The 

influx of Hispanics has the potential to incite racial tensions in rural areas, both because 
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of cultural differences and by their impact on local labor markets (Lichter and Johnson, 

2006).  These two growing rural groups also create opposing stresses on public services 

and create very different business opportunities.  Retirees create needs for retirement 

communities, geriatric health care and nursing homes.  In fact, providing care for these 

aging rural residents will be one of the major challenges facing rural communities 

(Glasgow, 2003).  Young minority families, on the other hand, create a need for schools, 

jobs, housing and services for children and young adults.  They can also put a lot of strain 

on rural schools not readily prepared to offer educational opportunities to non-English 

speakers (Kandel and Parrado, 2006). 

The concentration of poverty in rural areas is also affected by the migration 

patterns into and out of rural areas (Nord, 1998).  The poor are quite mobile and seem to 

move in greater numbers to persistent-poverty counties than move out, for reasons that 

are not entirely clear.  There is some minor indication that the rural poor move to 

counties they perceive to have a lot of low-wage jobs, which may match the skill levels 

of these poor migrants.  Urban poor, on the other hand, may move into rural areas in 

pursuit of better neighborhoods, lower rent or even the possibility of purchasing a house 

(Fisher, 2005).  In addition, the non-poor tend to move out of high-poverty areas, which 

drives up the poverty rate, as well.   

Johnson (2006) discusses the impact of rural population change on rural 

businesses and economies.  In rural areas without amenity-based attractions, population is 

declining on average.  This population decline can create a downward spiral, as 

businesses struggle with fewer customers and sometimes falter, spurring further out-

migration (Walser, 2004).  On the other hand, in amenity-destination areas, the job 

market is growing in the service, recreation and tourist industries.  These jobs are often 

seasonal, though, and tend to be low-wage – difficult for communities accustomed to 

reasonably stable and relatively high-wage jobs in resource extraction industries. 

 

Policy Response to Rural Demographic Change 
Johnson’s report (2006) is fairly comprehensive and does a good job of describing 

the demographic changes taking place in rural America, as well as touching on some of 
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the implications of these demographic changes.  Johnson, however, is silent on the 

manner in which the U.S., States, rural counties or communities are addressing these 

changes.  Whitener and Parker (2007) suggest many communities will try to use 

economic and community growth to address population decline, but the authors give no 

indication how economic and community growth policies are meant to target population 

change.  Artz (2003) suggests that the problem of brain drain could be solved by well-

designed public policy.  The only policies she mentions are the “partially informed” (p. 

13) policies of tax incentives for science and technology college graduates and a letter-

writing campaign inviting graduates who have left to return. 

Walser and Anderlik (2004) discuss some of the policy ideas suggested to deal 

with rural population loss.  One policy suggestion is to view the declining population as a 

result of inevitable economic forces, so instead of trying to stem out-migration, try to 

educate and prepare rural residents so their transition to metropolitan areas, as they 

migrate out, goes smoothly.   The alternative solution, to try to preserve rural 

communities and stop out-migration, is economic development.  Economic development 

policies use government funds to support infrastructure improvement and expand 

business opportunities to reverse market trends towards rural, job loss, economic decline 

and population loss.  They suggest the cost of these types of policies could be substantial.  

The authors do not discuss these policies, however, in a manner suggesting they have 

been implemented.  Walser and Anderlik note that several small communities in Kansas 

have given land away if a residence or business is built on it, with some success for 

bringing people back into the community, but that this activity is only viable on a very 

small scale. 

There has been some attempt to try to address this issue at the federal level.  The 

New Homestead Economic Opportunity Act, or some similarly named and related 

legislation, has been introduced into the U.S. Congress every year since 2001.7  The Act 

would provide economic incentives to young, educated adults who move to, and settle for 

at least 5 years in, counties which have lost 10 percent or more of their population since 

                                                
7 http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=s110-1093, accessed May 2008. 
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1980 (Reichert, 2006).  Recent college graduates could receive limited student loan 

repayment, too.  This legislation, however, has yet to make it past Committee.  

Hoey (2005) suggests focusing on policies that enhance the quality of life and 

livability of rural communities, rather than focusing on economic development.  In this 

way, rural communities can take advantage of the appealing aspects of a small 

community and of local amenities.  Amenity-based development, however, can change 

the social and physical landscapes in undesirable ways, and can even destroy the quality 

of life elements of a community which made the community desirable in the first place 

(Krannich, et al., 2006).  Often, uncontrolled growth and development can accompany 

amenity-based in-migration.  Relying on amenity and quality of life development to stem 

out-migration, besides being inappropriate for low-amenity regions, can create many 

problems for a community.  Successful amenity development would require balancing 

and controlling the related growth and economic development. 

One method of economic development used in many rural areas is recruiting 

retirees to come live in the area.  Reeder (2003) suggests that some rural communities are 

trying to attract retirees by creating planned retirement communities, marketing and 

advertising and even eliminating income tax for retirees.  It appears that planned 

retirement communities may be a successful method for attracting retirees, but it is too 

early, still, to determine if these methods are successful in the long term.  Reeder also 

posits that retiree-attraction has both positives and negatives as a method of economic 

development, largely depending on community characteristics.  In-migrant retirees can 

add to the local economy and the local tax base, and can increase the number of jobs in 

the service and health sectors.  They can also add, though, to uncontrolled growth and 

related congestion and environmental degradation, drive up housing costs and put a big 

strain on a public and health services.  Communities interested in recruiting retirees as a 

growth mechanism need to think about the potential effects on their own community. 

Nevertheless, Shields, Stallmann and Deller (2003) find that recruited retirees have 

positive economic impacts on the rural regions. 

One of the more recent policy attempts to reinvigorate rural communities, and 

thus retain residents, is to help rural communities foster entrepreneurial behavior 
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(Drabenstott, et al., 2003).  Other rural growth strategies, such as business recruitment, 

seem to be failing but many rural policy officials and experts agree that “rural policies 

built around entrepreneurship offer the greatest chance of helping rural regions” 

(Drabenstott, et al., 2003, p. 74).  In simple terms, entrepreneurship involves discovering 

or creating a market opportunity and then starting a business to exploit that opportunity.  

One of the biggest challenges for rural entrepreneurs is access to equity capital and 

support services.  Experts believe that successful rural entrepreneurship policy must be 

holistic and systematic, involving elements such as entrepreneurship education and 

training, fostering a culture of entrepreneurship, creating business networks and ensuring 

access to equity capital and infrastructure and institutional support.   

Fostering entrepreneurship is a strategy that falls under the rubric of Asset-Based 

Community Development.  As the name implies, Asset-Based Community Development 

is a model based on focusing on the positive – the assets a community already possesses 

or can easily exploit – rather than on what is lacking, as traditional Needs-Based 

Community Development does.  The concept of the model is fairly simple, although it 

can be quite difficult to implement.  A community organizes itself to identify their local 

assets and then works together to use these assets to build a positive future.  Assets may 

be economic, organizational, individual, cultural and/or natural source-based in nature 

(Allen, 2007). 

Interestingly, most of these policy recommendations remain vague and many have 

not been implemented, or implemented so recently as to not been reviewed yet.  There is 

very little available literature on policies and practices actually implemented by states, 

counties or rural communities to address rural demographic changes.  In this paper, I 

attempt to address this gap in the literature by examining and discussing the policy 

response to demographic change occurring in rural Oregon.  I examine the demographic 

changes taking place in Oregon and then interview rural policy makers and shapers to see 

if any of the above policies have been implemented and to what result. 
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Chapter 3: Oregon’s Demographic Changes 
 This section describes and presents the changes that have occurred in rural 

Oregon.  Changes for the entirety of Oregon, as well as some for the United States, are 

presented as well, for comparison purposes.  I will examine long-term time trends where 

possible, but usually will focus on more recent changes.  There will be a brief discussion 

on how “rural” is defined.  I will also discuss, in this chapter, population growth, the 

average age of the population and the minority and ethnicity rates of rural Oregon.  In 

addition, I will illustrate the manner in which the population is changing: birth and death 

rates will be covered, but particular attention will be paid to immigration and emigration. 

 

Demographics of the United States 
Between 1970 and 20068, the population of the United States grew 45.4 percent.9 

This means the population has grown nearly 1 and ½ times the size it was in 1970. Since 

2000, this rate has been just over 6 percent.  Since 1970, the U.S. also has been aging: 

there has been an increase in the average age of the population from around 32 years old 

to nearly 37 years. In addition, between 2000 and 2006, the Hispanic10 population grew 

from 12.7 to 14.8 percent.  The U.S. also became slightly more racially diverse over those 

8 years, rising from a minority11 rate of 17.6 percent to 18.3 percent.  The number of 

racial minorities grew 10.7 percent in those 7 years.  
 

Demographics of Oregon State 
 Oregon experienced similar, although more pronounced, demographic changes.  

Between 1970 and 2006, Oregon growth has far outpaced that of the U.S. at nearly 76 

                                                
8 While the U.S. Census estimates have been determined up through July of 2007, the most recent county 
(and some state) estimates are only through 2006.  2006 figures, therefore, were used for comparison 
purposes. 
9 All calculations are based on Census Data; estimates are based on July intercensal estimates of that year.  
http://www.census.gov/ 
10 Hispanic population can only be calculated from 2000 on.  Before 2000, Hispanic was a racial category; 
from 2000 on, it is demarked as an ethnicity.  Thus, the number of Hispanics tabulated since 2000 are not 
directly comparable to those before 2000. 
11 Racial minorities include Blacks, Asians, American Indian and Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiian and 
Other Pacific Islanders. 
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percent growth.  The population grew from 2,103,151 to 3,699,039 people.  That is 1 and 

¾ times the size it was in 1970.  Figure 3.1 shows the percent population change from 

year to year for Oregon.  Between 2000 and 2006, there has been 7.8 percent population 

growth compared to the 6% growth for the U.S..  Between 2000 and 2006, the Hispanic 

population in Oregon grew from just over 8 percent of the population to a little over 10 

percent. This was a 35.9 percent growth rate of the Hispanic population in Oregon; by 

comparison, the Hispanic population for all of the U.S. grew by 24.3 percent over that 

same time period.  Oregon has never been particularly racially diverse, but between 2000 

and 2006 the percent of the population comprised of minority races grew from 8.8 to 9.6 

percent.  This represents a growth rate of 18.5 percent, much higher than for the U.S. 
 
Figure 3.1. Percent Population Change in Oregon, 1971 to 2006 
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 Oregon has also aged.  The average age of an Oregonian in 1970 was just over 33 

years old12, and was nearly 37 and one half years old in 2006.  Another way to view the 

change in age is to look at the change over time of the population percentage of older 

Oregonians and the percentage that is young.  For example, the percentage of the 

                                                
12 This is a very rough estimate: all but recent Census age data for states is categorical.  To get the total 
average age, the mid-point age of each category was used and the final category was arbitrarily set to 90. 
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population 65 and older in 1970 was 10.8 percent in Oregon and rose to 12.9 in 2006.  In 

contrast, the population under 35 years of age dropped to 47.8 percent of the population 

in 2006 from 57.1 percent in 1970.  Figure 3.2 graphically shows the population percent 

changes for these selected age groups. 
 
Figure 3.2. Percent of Population of Two Age Groups in Oregon, 1970 to 2006 
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Oregon Rurality 
 Further, these demographic shifts can be broken down by each of Oregon’s 36 

counties.  Because the focus of this analysis is the rural communities’ response to these 

changing demographic shifts, counties are grouped based on rurality, both to address the 

issue of concern and to simplify presentation.  Here, it is important to define the manner  

in which county rurality is determined.  For the purposes of this analysis, the Oregon 

Office of Rural Health’s definition of “rural” is used:13  
 

Rural is a geographic area ten or more miles from a population center of 30,000 or 
more. Rural areas are of three general types reflecting relative distances between 
principal health care delivery sites. 

                                                
13 From: http://www.ohsu.edu/oregonruralhealth/oregonruralhealthplan.pdf, accessed May 2007: This 
definition was adopted as an administrative rule in response to legislation impacting rural health providers 
to determine which Oregon counties to look at as “rural.” 
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FRONTIER areas are counties that have a population density of six people per 
square mile or less.14 
REMOTE RURAL areas are more than 30 minutes average travel time* from a 
population center of 10,000 or more and are not within a frontier area. 
LESS REMOTE RURAL areas are 30 minutes or less average travel time* from a 
population center of 10,000 or more and are not within a frontier area. 

*Thirty minutes travel time means 
(a) In mountainous terrain, on coastal highways or in areas with only secondary 

roads available, 15 miles; or 
(b) Under normal conditions with only primary roads available, 20 miles; or 
(b) In flat terrain or in areas connected by interstate highways, 25 miles. 

 
Oregon’s counties are classified into four types by the Office of Rural Health: 

1. Those whose entire geographic area is frontier rural; 
2. Those whose entire geographic area is rural. This classification includes 

remote rural and less remote rural areas; 
3. Those whose geographic area is a mixture of urban and rural; and 
4. Those whose geographic area is entirely urban. 
 

Frontier counties are very sparsely populated and tend to be remote.  Notice the Office of 

Rural Health combines remote rural and less remote rural counties into one group, which 

will be referred to as “Rural” hereafter.  Table 3.1 presents Oregon’s counties classified 

by this system, based on U.S. Census 2006 estimates.  Figure 3.3 is a map which displays 

this information geographically. 

 
Table 3.1. Oregon’s Counties Organized by Rurality15 

Mixed urban and rural counties Rural counties Frontier counties 
Benton Clatsop Josephine Baker 

Clackamas Columbia Klamath Crook 
Deschutes Coos Lincoln Gilliam 
Jackson Curry Tillamook Grant 

Lane Douglas Umatilla Harney 
Linn Hood River Union Lake 

Marion Jefferson Wasco Malheur 
Polk   Morrow 

Washington   Sherman 
Yamhill Urban county  Wallowa 

 Multnomah Wheeler 

                                                
14 http://www.raconline.org/info_guides/frontier/frontierfaq.php, accessed August 2007, for further 
discussion. 
15 Table adapted from Oregon Office of Rural Health, 
http://www.ohsu.edu/oregonruralhealth/oregonruralhealthplan.pdf, accessed May 2007. 
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Figure 3.3. Map, Rural Categories for Oregon Counties 
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Demographics of Counties, Grouped by Rurality  

Population Growth 
These different classes of counties experienced very different demographic 

changes over time.  All of the classes gained population between 1970 and 2006, but the 

percentage growth differed markedly between classes of counties.  Both Frontier and 

Urban counties grew by about 22 percent over that time, while Rural counties grew by 

nearly 53 percent and Mixed counties by nearly 119 percent.  Just since 2000, Frontier 

counties lost over 2 percent of their population while the single Urban county grew 

around 3 percent; Rural counties grew over 5 percent and Mixed counties grew almost 11 

percent.  Figure 3.4 shows the percent population change from year to year for these 

groups of counties in Oregon.  From Figure 3.4, it may be observed that Frontier counties 

tend to have sustained periods of population loss. Both Urban and Frontier counties grew 
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about 22 percent over the 36 year period.  Except for a few years in the early 1980s, 

Mixed counties always have the highest year-to-year growth rate. 

 
Figure 3.4. Percent Population Change for Each County Class, based on Rural 
Classification, from 1971 to 2006 
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Race and Ethnicity 
 There were also differences among counties in the changes in racial and ethnic 

diversity between 2000 and 2006.  The percentage of the population comprised of 

minority races appears to change very little over that time span, although each county 

class did become slightly more diverse.  In 2000, for instance, 3.2 percent of the Frontier   

County population was a racial minority; by 2006, that had only grown to 3.5 percent.  

Multnomah, the Urban county, experienced the smallest increase as the minority 

population only grew 5 percent.  Mixed counties saw the largest increase in the 

percentage of the population consisting of minorities; the minority population grew by 34 

percent which represents an increase in the percent of the population made up of 

minorities from 5.1 to 6.2 percent.  The Hispanic population also grew in each of the 

classes of counties.  The Hispanic population increased the least in Frontier counties, 



 
 

19 

 
 

growing nearly 10 percent from 13 percent of the population to almost 15 percent.  The 

Hispanic population grew nearly 24 percent in Rural counties and 37 percent in 

Multnomah County.  The largest increase in Hispanic population was, again, in Mixed 

counties where the population grew 41 percent from 8 and ½ percent of the population to 

nearly 11 percent. 

Age 
 The average age of the population also differs between these classes.  In 1970, the 

average age16 of the population in Frontier and Rural counties was about 34.8 years old.  

The average age in Mixed counties was 33 years old.  The average age in Multnomah 

County was nearly 36 years old.  By 2006, the average age of each of these county 

groups had increased.  The average age in Frontier counties had increased the most to 42 

years old.  The average age in Rural counties increased to about 40.5 years old.  Mixed 

counties increased to nearly 38 years old.  Multnomah County’s average age increased to 

about 37.5 years of age.  These shifts in age demographics can also be looked at by 

comparing the changes in the percent of the population 65 and over and the percent of the 

 
Figure 3.5. Percent of Population Aged Under 35 by County Class, from 1970 to 2006 
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16 This is a very rough estimate: Census age data for counties is categorical.  To get the total average age, 
the mid-point age of each category was used and the final category was arbitrarily set to 90. 
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Figure 3.6. Percent of Population Aged 65 and Over by County Class, from 1970 to 2006 
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population under 35.  Figure 3.5 shows the changes in the percent of population, by 

county class, of those under 35.  Figure 3.6 shows the changes for those 65 and older.  As 

can be seen from Figure 3.5, Mixed and Urban counties have a much higher percentage 

of people under 35 than do Rural and Frontier counties.  It appears that since 2000, 

Multnomah County is seeing the fastest change in the decreasing percent of population 

under 35, while Rural counties appear to have stabilized.  Figure 3.6 tells another part of 

the story by showing that the percent of the population 65 and over is getting larger much 

faster in Frontier and Rural counties than for Urban or Mixed counties.  In fact, in 

Multnomah County the percent of population 65 and over has gotten smaller. 

 

Demographic Drivers 
 From the above information, it is clear that rural Oregon is older than Oregon as a 

whole, older than the average for the U.S., and seems to be getting older.  Still, how this 

has occurred is not clear.  The Demographic Equation, which defines population 

changeover a period of time, is a result of two factors: natural increase and net migration.  

Natural Increase is Births less the number of Deaths over a certain time period.  Net 
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Migration is the number of in-migrants minus the number of out-migrants.  Thus, the 

Demographic Equation17 can be written as:  

 
PopulationT = PopulationT-1 + Natural Increase + Net Migration, 

for Time Period T, 
where Natural Increase = !

!

T

T 1 Births - !
!

T

T 1 Deaths 

and Net Migration = !
!

T

T 1 In-Migration - !
!

T

T 1 Out-Migration. 
 

Natural Increase and Migration, then, drive demographic change. 

 The Census Bureau, for instance, estimates the State of Oregon’s population in 

2006 as 3,691,084 which equals 3,431,096, which is the estimated population in 2000, 

plus the Natural Increase between 2000 and 2006 of 91,372 (275,823 Births – 184,451 

Deaths) + Net Migration of 184,400 – a residual of  15,784.18  Notice that Net Migration 

has more than twice the impact on population change, between 2000 and 2006, than 

Natural Increase. 

Unfortunately, the Census Bureau does not break the Net Migration estimate into 

its components of in- and out-migration.  In addition, the Residual, which is a statistical 

remnant of the Census Bureau’s estimation procedure, does not contribute to 

understanding how the demographic changes in rural Oregon are occurring.  In the rest of 

this chapter, I will examine Birth, Death, In-Migration and Out-migration as drivers of 

demographic change in rural Oregon using different data sets than Census Bureau 

estimates.  I will focus extensively on Migration, since it appears to be a much greater 

component of Oregon’s demographic changes. 

 

Natural Increase 
 Natural Increase is the number of births less the number of deaths over time.  In 

this section, I examine birth and death rates separately, to consider their impact on 

population change in rural Oregon.  Figure 3.7 shows the birth rate, normalized to 

births/100,000 people, for the different county classes in Oregon.  The data on the 

                                                
17 http://www.geo.hunter.cuny.edu/~imiyares/demographic_equation.htm, accessed June 2008. 
18 http://www.census.gov/popest/national/files/NST-EST2007-alldata.csv, accessed June 2008. 
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number of births in Oregon used in Figure 3.7 comes from the Oregon Department of 

Human Services’ Center for Health Statistics’ database.19  The birth rate is markedly  

 
Figure 3.7. Births per 100,000 People by County Class, from 1998 to 2005 
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lower for rural areas and is dropping most rapidly in the Frontier counties.  One possible 

explanation might be migration: young people may be moving from the rural areas to 

more metropolitan regions and having children there, as suggested in Chapter 2. 

 Data on the number of deaths comes from the Oregon Department of Human 

Services’ Center for Health Statistics’ publication: “Oregon Vital Statistics Annual 

Report, Volume 2.”20  The average death rate, as seen in Figure 3.8, is much higher for 

the rural areas of Oregon than for the Mixed and Urban counties.  This, coupled with the 

lower birthrates, suggests that the population in rural Oregon should be rapidly declining.  

Figure 3.4, which showed that Frontier counties have been losing population for most of 

the 21st century, gives support to this idea.  This, however, does not say anything about 

the changing demographics, only that population is decreasing.  As was done above, the 

death rate can be examined by age group, too.  Figure 3.9 graphically displays the death 
                                                
19 http://www.dhs.state.or.us/dhs/ph/chs/data/birth/birthdata.shtml, accessed February 28, 2008.  
20 http://www.dhs.state.or.us/dhs/ph/chs/data/vol2.shtml, February 28, 2008. 
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rate by county class for Oregon’s residents under the age of 35.  While death rates for 

those under 35 are higher, in general, for rural areas than for more metropolitan areas, the 

distinction is not as clear and does not adequately explain the drop in percentage of 

 

Figure 3.8. Deaths per 100,000 People by County Class, from 1998 to 2005 
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people under the age of 35 shown in Figure 3.5.  Interestingly, however, the death rate for 

people in rural areas 65 years of age and older is, generally, lower than the state average, 

as can be seen in Figure 3.10.  The fact that the death rate for all rural residents is above 

average but is lower than average for those aged 65 and over, from Figure 3.8, partly may 

explain the aging rural population. 

 Using the Demographic Equation, I can calculate the Natural Increase between 

2004 and 2005 in rural Oregon.  Overall, in Oregon, there were 45,905 births and 30,854 

deaths, or a Natural Increase of over 15,000.  Looking just at rural Oregon, though, there 

were 1,278 births in Frontier Counties and 1,180 deaths between 2004 and 2005.  In 

Rural counties, there were 7,372 births and 7,130 deaths.  The Natural Increase for all of 

rural Oregon, combining Frontier and Rural Counties is 340 people.  Migration has a 

much bigger impact on rural Oregon’s changing demographics, as I will show below. 
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Figure 3.9. Deaths per 100,000 people Aged Under 35 by County Class, from 1998 to 
2005 
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Figure 3.10. Deaths per 100,000 people Aged 65 and Over by County Class, from 1998 
to 2005 
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In-Migration and Out-Migration for Oregon 
Another way to examine the changing demographics of Oregon’s rural areas is by 

studying the migration patterns.  For instance, it may be that a lot of older people are 

moving to rural areas, or the young are moving away, or some combination of these.  

Examining the movement of people between rural and metropolitan areas is another way 

to examine the demographic changes occurring in rural Oregon.  The Census Bureau, in 

2005, administered the American Community Survey (ACS) in Oregon.  The ACS is a 

detailed survey given to a small percentage of the population, 5 percent in this case, to 

complement the 10 year census.  The survey includes questions about whether the 

respondent, or others in the house or apartment, moved in the last year, and if so where 

did the mover(s) live the year before.21  From these questions, the movement of people 

between areas can be mapped. 

 

Oregon Public Use Microdata Areas 
 To retain respondent anonymity, however, the responses are aggregated out to an 

area called a Public Use Microdata Area (PUMA) by the Census Bureau.  A PUMA is a 

geographic area with at least 100,000 people that is based largely on county boundaries 

and does not cross state lines.  Therefore, people’s movements between counties cannot 

be shown, but movement between areas of at least 100,000 people can.  Fortunately, 

PUMAs in Oregon reflect Oregon’s rurality.  Figure 3.11 shows the PUMA boundaries 

for Oregon.  Notice there are many small PUMAs in the urban areas surrounding and 

including Portland.  The 19 Mixed and Urban PUMAs in Oregon’s Willamette Valley are 

consolidated into one area in the rest of the maps both to simplify exposition and because 

migration between Urban and Mixed areas is not part of the scope of this study.   

 Oregon’s rural PUMAs are 00100, 00200, 00300, 00500, 00800, and 01000.  

PUMAs 00400 and 00900 represent the Mixed counties of Deschutes and Jackson, 

respectively.  PUMA 00400, Deschutes County, was not combined with the other 

contiguous Mixed and Urban PUMAs because it is on the East side of the Cascade  

                                                
21 ACS question 14. http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/SQuest05.pdf, accessed October 2007. 
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Figure 3.11. Map, Boundaries of Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs) in Oregon 
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Mountains.  The Cascades roughly divide the state into East and West Oregon, where 

Eastern Oregon is traditionally considered more rural.  Keeping Deschutes separate from 

the Willamette Valley Mixed and Urban PUMAs, then, makes geographic and cultural 

sense.  In the discussion, the PUMAs are referenced by their relative geographic position  

 
Table 3.2. PUMA Identities and PUMA Numbers 

Identity PUMA Numbers 
Northeast 00100 

North Central 00200 
Deschutes 00400 
Northwest 00500 
Douglas 01000 

Southwest 00800 
Jackson 00900 

Southeast 00300 
Willamette Valley Mixed and Urban 00600, 00701, 00702, 01101, 01102, 

01200, and 01301 through 01313 
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in the state, or by their county name, if the PUMA encompasses only one county.  PUMA 

00100, for example, is referred to as the Northeast PUMA because of its relative position 

in the state, as can be seen in Figure 3.11.  Table 3.2 lists the PUMA identities – that is, 

their relative position or county name – by which the PUMAs will be referenced in the 

discussion, as well as the PUMA number. 

 

Immigration and Emigration Data  
 Census data files for PUMA data are on a national scale and are large and 

unwieldy.  As a consequence, most PUMA data used for this analysis was downloaded 

from the Minnesota Population Center’s Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 

(IPUMS) website.22  The IPUMS website allows the user to extract the specific variables 

of interest from the larger Census data set for downloading, making analysis significantly 

easier.  For this paper, variables extracted and downloaded included age, education, 

ethnicity, migration status, current PUMA and previous PUMA, among others. 

In addition, since the PUMA data is from a 5% sample, the figures are not exactly 

the same as the Census data and Census estimates for the whole population.  For 

example, Census estimates indicate that nearly 13 percent of Oregon’s population is 65 

years old or older in 2005.  Just over 15 percent of the respondents reported in the 2005 

PUMS data, however, are 65 and older.  Similarly, Census estimates show over 46 

percent of the population is under 35 in 2005 while about 42.5 percent of PUMS 

respondents in 2005 were under 35 years of age.  The Public Use Microdata Sample 

(PUMS), then, is just that: a sample of the population.  Nevertheless, the Census weights 

the individual respondents so that they represent more than just themselves.  When the 

weighted data is used, 12.7 percent of the PUMS respondents are 65 and over, compared 

to 12.9 for the Census estimate.  The weighted responses put 46.8 percent of Oregon’s 

population under 35 years of age, while Census estimates put this at 46.7 percent.  As a 

                                                
22 http://usa.ipums.org/usa/: Steven Ruggles, Matthew Sobek, Trent Alexander, Catherine A. Fitch, Ronald 
Goeken, Patricia Kelly Hall, Miriam King, and Chad Ronnander.  Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: 
Version 3.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota Population Center [producer and 
distributor], 2004. 
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result of the greater similarity between Census estimates and the weighted responses, 

only weighted data will be used when looking at the PUMS figures. The numbers used 

for the following analysis, then, are very approximate estimates, and can only be used to 

give a general impression of the movement between areas. 

 

Migration Into and Out of Oregon 
 The 2005 PUMA file represents 3,560,922 people23 in Oregon.  Between 2004 

and 2005, the vast majority of Oregonians, 79.4 percent, did not move.  Not represented 

in these numbers, are the nearly 111,000 who moved to another state from Oregon.24  

Oregon gained 166,740 people from out of state, during the same time.  That is, the 

population in Oregon grew by over 50,000 people just from in-migration.  Rural PUMAs 

had a net gain of 3,735 from out of state; with 26,210 people moving to other states and 

29,945 moving into the rural PUMAs from out of state.  Figure 3.12 illustrates the 

movement of people into and out of Oregon.   

The majority of those moving into rural Oregon come from California, Idaho and 

Washington, as might be expected.  From California, 9,257 people moved into rural 

Oregon; 2,164 moved from Idaho and 4,147 moved from Washington.  Proximity appears 

to play an important role in where people move.  For example, PUMAs bordering 

California had more people from California move in than from any other state or country; 

one third of all out-of-state migrants moving into the Southwest (00800) and nearly 40% 

of those moving into the Southeast (00300) were from CA.  Similarly, the majority of 

those who moved into the Northeast (00100) and North Central (00200) came from 

Washington.  Note that more people moved out of state from both the Northeast (00100) 

and Northwest (00500) PUMAs than moved in from out of state.  More people, nearly 

one third, moved from the Northeast (00100) to Montana than to any other state.  Over a 

quarter of those moving from the Northwest (00500) moved to Washington; between 

Washington and the Northwest PUMA there was a net migration to Washington of nearly  

                                                
23 After weighting. 
24 The ACS is administered only to people in the U.S. and Puerto Rico.  Individuals who moved to other 
countries are not counted in this data set.  This means out-migration will be under-counted. 
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 Figure 3.12. Map, Migration Into and Out of Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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1,000 people.  The biggest influx into rural Oregon was into the Southwest (00800), 

Douglas (01000) and North Central (00200) PUMAs, in that order.  In-migrants came 

mostly from California and Washington. 

 

Migration Into and Out of Oregon and Age 
 To see how this migration into and out of Oregon might be affecting the changing 

demographics of rural Oregon, the demographic changes must be examined.  For 

instance, rural Oregon is aging so it is important to look at the migration of the young and 

the old into and out of Oregon.  Figure 3.13 shows the migration flow of people under 35 

years of age into and out of Oregon.  There is not necessarily a clear pattern, but the rural 

PUMAs in Oregon lost 2,205 people under 35 to out-of-state migration.  Notice that the 

coastal PUMAs tend to have the smallest concentration of young, but both Southwest  
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Figure 3.13. Map, Migration of Younger People, under 35 Years of Age, Into and Out of 
Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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(00800) and Douglas (01000) saw a net in-migration of young from out of state in 2005.  

The Southeast (00300) saw a total net in-migration, as can be seen from Figure 3.12, but 

notice from Figure 3.13 there was net out-migration of those under 35 years of age.  The 

majority of these young out-migrants moved to Idaho.  In addition, the majority of those 

leaving the Northeast (00100) and the Northwest (00500) are under 35.   

Figure 3.14 illustrates the migration of those 65 years old and older into and out 

of Oregon.  Notice there is definitely an influx of older people from out of state into the 

rural PUMAs of the Northeast (00100), North Central (00200), Southeast (00300), 

Northwest (00500) and the Southwest (00800).  Recall from Figure 3.13 that the 

Northeast (00100), Southeast (00300) and Northwest (00500) all saw net out-migration of 

younger movers.  This indicates these rural areas are aging not only due to youth leaving, 

but also because more older people are moving in from out of state than are moving out.   
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Figure 3.14. Map, Migration of Older People, 65 Years of Age and Over, Into and Out of 
Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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Nearly 40% of older in-migrants into rural Oregon came from California; over 60% of 

the in-migrants into the Northwest (00500) came from California but only 27% of those 

moving into the Southwest (00800) were from California, interestingly.  Very few older 

in-migrants, around 6%, came from Washington.  Most older movers into the Southeast 

(00300) were from Idaho.  Nearly 30% of older people out-migrating from rural Oregon 

went to California; 50% of those from the Southwest (00800) went to California.  Other 

popular destinations were Washington, Arizona, Idaho and Alaska. 

  

Migration Into and Out of Oregon and Ethnicity 
Nearly 10% of Oregon’s population is of Hispanic ethnicity in 2005.  Figure 3.15 shows 

the migration of Hispanics into and out of Oregon between 2004 and 2005.  There is a 

large net out-migration of Hispanics from the Southwest (00800) and the Southeast 
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(00300).  Those from the Southeast moved to Idaho, and those from the Southwest 

moved to Texas and California.  The majority of those who moved into rural Oregon 

came from California. 

 
Figure 3.15. Map, Migration of People of Hispanic Ethnicity Into and Out of Oregon by 
PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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Migration Into and Out of Oregon and Education 
 Another concern has been “brain drain.”  To determine if there might be brain 

drain, the migration of those with at least an associate’s degree are tracked in Figure 3.16.  

Only two PUMAs, the Northeast (00100) and Southeast (00300) show net out-migration 

of people with a college degree.  The majority of the educated leaving Oregon went to 

Washington, Montana, South Dakota and Texas.  Those with at least an Associate’s 

Degree moving into rural Oregon came from many places, but nearly two thousand of the 

7,000 educated rural in-migrants came from California. 
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Figure 3.16. Map, Migration of People with at least an Associate’s Degree Into and Out 
of Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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Migration Into and Out of Oregon, Education and Age 
 This can be broken down more completely by looking at the younger educated 

population.  Figure 3.17 shows the movement between 2004 and 2005 of people under 

the age of 35 with at least an Associate’s Degree.  Comparing Figure 3.16 and Figure 

3.17 gives interesting results.  The Northwest PUMA (00500), for instance, has net in-

migration of all people with at least an Associate’s degree, but Figure 3.17 indicates those 

in-migrants are slightly older, as there is net out-migration of the young with a college 

degree.  Also, the majority of those out-migrating from the Northeast (00100) who are 

educated, are younger.  On the other hand, the educated people migrating into North 

Central (00200) from out of state are mostly younger, as well.  A lot of the young 

educated in-migrants come from Washington; there appear to be many destination states 

for young, educated out-migrants. 
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Figure 3.17. Map, Migration of People under the Age of 35 and with at least an 
Associate’s Degree Into and Out of Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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Migration within Oregon 
 Thus far, the PUMA data has only been used to show migration into and out of 

Oregon.  In-state migration, however, is very important for determining the nature of the 

demographic shifts in rural Oregon.  In fact, nearly twice as many people moved within 

the state of Oregon as moved into or out of Oregon.  Figure 3.18 shows the migration 

between 2004 and 2005 within the state of Oregon.  Of the 555,915 people who moved 

within the state of Oregon, only 45,029 moved between PUMAs; the vast majority of in-

state movers did not move far.  There is, in general, a net migration from the rural 

PUMAs to the Willamette Valley Mixed and Urban region, as can be seen from figure 

3.18.  Nearly 4,000 more people moved into the Willamette Valley from rural Oregon 

than moved from the Willamette Valley to rural Oregon.  The only rural PUMA that had 

a net in-migration from the Willamette Valley was Douglas (01000).  In fact, only the 
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rural PUMAs of the Northeast (00100) and Douglas (01000) had net in-migration from 

the rest of Oregon.  There were nearly 6,000 more people migrating from rural PUMAs 

into all Mixed and Urban areas than migrating in the other direction.  Since there were 

only 3,735 net in-migrants into rural Oregon from out of state, there was a net loss of 

population in rural Oregon between 2004 and 2005.  Overall, there was a fair amount of 

migration between rural PUMAs.  The Northeast (00100), for instance, had a net in-

migration from all of Oregon of about 680 people, but had a net in-migration from other 

rural PUMAs of around 860.  

 Migration and Natural Increase are the factors that cause change in populations as 

defined by the Demographic Equation.  Between 2004 and 2005, 42,879 people migrated 

into rural Oregon from out of state or from Mixed and Urban counties in Oregon.  During 

that time, 45,051 people migrated out of rural Oregon.  So there was a Natural Increase of  

 
 Figure 3.18. Map, Migration Within Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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340, as shown earlier, and Net Migration of -2,172.  Migration, in this one year, had over 

6 times the impact on population as Natural Increase.   
 

Migration within Oregon and Age 
 As was done for migrants into and out of Oregon, the in-state migration can also 

be broken down into age groups and education levels to deepen the understanding of 

within state migration.  Figure 3.19 shows the in-state migration for people under the age 

of 35.  Much like total in-state migration as shown in Figure 3.18, there is a general trend 

of movement of younger people from rural Oregon to more metropolitan areas, as well as 

a fair amount of inter-rural migration.  Both the Southeast (00300) and the Northwest 

(00500) had over 1,000 more young move to the Willamette Valley than move in.  The 

Southeast had a mass exodus of the young to other parts of Oregon.  Only 01000,  
 
Figure 3.19. Map, Migration of Younger People, under 35 Years of Age, Within Oregon 
by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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Douglas County, had more young who moved to the Southeast than moved from the 

Southeast.  Looking again at Figure 3.13, it is evident that the Southeast and the 

Northwest (00500) are clearly losing their younger population to other places both in and 

out of state.    

 Although there were 27,017 older people who moved within the state of Oregon, 

only 3,747 older people moved between the PUMA regions as seen in Figure 3.20.  Older 

movers do not exhibit a clear pattern of movement between rural and more metropolitan  

 
Figure 3.20. Map, Migration of Older People, 65 Years of Age and Over, Within Oregon 
by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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areas.  The coast of the Northwest (00500) seems to be a destination for older movers, 

though, as nearly 700 more older people moved into the Northwest from the Willamette 

Valley than moved to the Valley.  The Northwest also gained population from the rural 

PUMAs of the Northeast (00100) and the Southwest (00800) and only lost under 40 older 
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people to North Central (00200).  Recall that the Northwest, as can be seen in Figure 

3.14, had a net in-migration from out of state of 750, gaining over 1,500 older people 

overall, supporting the idea that this area is a desired destination for retirees.  The 

Southwest (00800) showed more movement into the Willamette Valley (and into the rural 

Northwest) than back into the Southwest.  Although interstate migration, from Figure 

3.14, indicates there is net in-migration of nearly 400 older people, migration within 

Oregon shows the Southwest (00800) has total net out-migration of over 100 older 

people.  North Central (00200) also shows a net loss of 76 older people after taking all 

migration into account, but the majority of older leavers went to another rural PUMA, the 

Northeast (00100).  In addition, although every PUMA except Douglas (01000) gained 

older people from out of state, Douglas gained nearly 40 older people after taking 

migration within the state into account.  Overall, older people in the state do not seem to 

 
Figure 3.21. Map, Migration of People of Hispanic Ethnicity Within Oregon by PUMA 
between 2004 and 2005 
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move much between rural areas in Oregon, although they do move in and out of the state. 

 

Migration within Oregon and Ethnicity 
 There seems to be a general trend of migration from rural areas to metropolitan 

areas for Hispanics, as can be seen in Figure 3.21, although there is not a definite pattern.  

Like those moving between states, from Figure 3.15, more Hispanics are leaving the 

Southeast (00300) and the Southwest (00800) than moving in.  Within-state movers, 

however, are leaving the Southeast in much higher numbers than for the Southwest.  The 

only rural PUMA gaining within-state Hispanic movers, however, is the Northwest 

(00500), the same PUMA that attracts older migrants.  The growth in the Hispanic 

population in rural Oregon, then, must be coming from some other source than migration.   

 

Migration within Oregon and Education 
 The in-state migration patterns of people with at least an Associate’s Degree 

supports the contention of “brain drain” from rural to metropolitan areas, as evidenced in 

Figure 3.22.  The Northeast (00100), North Central (00200), Southeast (00300) and the 

Southwest (00800) all lost educated movers to other PUMAs within the state.  Both the 

Northwest (00500) and Douglas (01000) gained educated population from within and out 

of Oregon.  In addition, North Central (00200) gained educated movers when both within 

and out-of-state movers are considered; the Northeast (00100), the Southeast (00300) and 

the Southwest (00800) saw net losses.  Together, the rural PUMAs lost about 1,500 

educated movers to the Mixed and Urban PUMAs within the state, but when the out-of-

state movers are included, the Rural PUMAs gained nearly 500 educated people.  

Figure3.23 shows the migration pattern of people under the age of 35 with at least an 

Associate’s Degree.  The migration pattern in Figure 3.23 is fairly ambiguous.  In the 

Northeast (00100), for example, most of the educated migrants who left for the 

Willamette Valley are young and only a few come into the PUMA from the Southeast 

(00300), another Rural PUMA.  North Central (00200), on the other hand, got many more 

young, educated in-migrants from the Willamette Valley and Deschutes (00400) than left.   
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Figure 3.22. Map, Migration of People with at least an Associate’s Degree Within 
Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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The general pattern, looking at Figure 3.17 as well, may be that the educated young leave 

the Eastern-most counties for other areas, but will move to the Southwest coast (00800), 

to Douglas (01000) and to North Central (00200).  These movers also seem to be moving 

away from the Northwest (00500), which attracted the most older movers.  The young 

educated might be moving to Douglas (01000) and North Central (00200) in pursuit of 

jobs and amenities.  Both areas are home to start-ups and North Central, in particular, is 

attractive to the young due to Hood River, an area well-known for outdoor activities and 

breweries, and The Dalles, where Google is very active. 

 

Rural Oregon Demographic Summary 
 There is ample evidence that the rural areas of Oregon have seen impressive 

demographic changes beyond what Oregon as a whole or the U.S. has experienced.  Most  
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Figure 3.23. Map, Migration of People under the Age of 35 and with at least an 
Associate’s Degree Within Oregon by PUMA between 2004 and 2005 
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clearly, the rural population is aging – due to low birthrates and low death rates for older 

people, but mostly due to the young moving away and older people moving in.  In the 

single year between 2004 and 2005, as seen from the American Community Survey data I 

mapped, this trend is clear.  Over the course of this one year all the rural PUMAs together 

had a net in-migration of 1,625 people 65 years of age and older and a net out-migration 

of 5,989 people under 35.  There is distinct movement of the young from rural areas to 

more metropolitan regions.  These demographic changes are both apparent and 

significant and could inspire policy action by rural communities to attempt to address 

both the issues concomitant with an aging population and the issue of keeping, or 

attracting, younger people to live in rural Oregon.  The measures some rural communities 

in Oregon are taking to contend with the demographic changes are discussed in chapter 

four. 
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Chapter 4: Rural Oregon Responds to the Demographic Changes 
 This section presents the results of interviews with community leaders in rural 

Oregon.  Census data and maps can paint a clear picture of demographic changes, and 

even who is moving where, but they cannot address the question regarding communities’ 

responses to demographic changes.  Leaders in the rural communities of Oregon may be 

able to explain their communities’ policy responses to the demographic changes just 

illustrated in the last section.  These policy makers and shapers craft the community 

strategies to address demographic shifts, and should be able to explain the policies 

implemented, those to be implemented, and the rationale behind these policies.  They 

may also be in a position to assess the success of these policies.   

 In this section, I describe Tillamook and Union Counties, the two rural counties in 

which interviews were conducted.  Then I present the ways in which the policy shapers 

interviewed think about their resident counties, paying particular attention to their views 

on how the communities think ahead and work together.  I show that those interviewed 

are concerned about demographic changes: most notably, the loss of younger residents.  

The interviewees have several reasons they believe may explain the loss of younger 

residents, as well as possible solutions to this problem, which are presented toward the 

end of the chapter.  Although the counties are different on many different fronts, I find 

the interviewees from both counties have strikingly similar ideas about demographic 

changes and its causes and solutions.   

 

Tillamook and Union Counties 
 I talked to community leaders in two rural counties, Tillamook and Union 

Counties, as well as with a few people who are knowledgeable about rural policy in 

Oregon, to see how rural communities in Oregon are responding to demographic changes.  

These two counties were chosen through a rigorous method, out of the 27 Rural and 

Frontier counties of Oregon, to reduce the potential pool of community leaders 

interviewed to a number that might be reasonably accommodated within the scope of this 

study.  The method of choice was designed, in particular, to try to get responses across a 
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range of community types.  Appendix A details the method used to choose Tillamook and 

Union Counties.  Figure 4.1 shows the locations of the chosen counties within the state of 

Oregon. 

 
Figure 4.1. Map, Tillamook and Union Counties 
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 For many reasons, Tillamook and Union are good choices as research sites for 

obtaining a broad range of responses to the research question.  These counties offer 

different examples of resource bases, geographic features and proximity to Oregon’s 

large cities – all of which affect who might be attracted to these counties, why they might 

be attracted, as well as the opportunities available to them once there.  Looking just at the 

natural environment, as an example, Tillamook County is on the coast, and has a coastal 

climate and environment.  Union County, on the other hand, is in the semi-arid Northeast 

of Oregon, and is fairly remote.  Using information from the Northwest Area Foundation 

Indicators Website25, the Oregon Department of Forestry26, and the U.S. Census Bureau I 

compare Tillamook and Union counties side-by side in Table 4.1. 

Tillamook gained population (4.6%) between 2000 and 2006, while Union 

County (-0.8%) lost population.  Figure 4.2 shows the population from 1970 through 

                                                
25 http://www.indicators.nwaf.org/DrawRegion.aspx?RegionID=1, accessed March 19, 2008 
26 Percent federal and state land calculated using ArcGIS from a GIS layer created by the Oregon 
Department of Forestry. http://www.oregon.gov/ODF/GIS/gisdata.shtml, accessed March 19, 2008 
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2006 for both Tillamook and Union Counties.  The population of people under the age of 

35 grew 9.6% in Tillamook, between 2000 and 2006, and dropped 2.1% in Union.   

 
Table 4.1. Selected Characteristics of Tillamook and Union Counties  
 Tillamook Union Oregon 
Percent population 
change, 2000-2006 4.6% -0.8% 8.2% 

Net migration rate, 
2000-2006 5.5% -1.7% 5.8% 

Percent change in 
population age 
<35, 2000 - 2006 

9.6% -2.1% 4.2% 

Percent change in 
population age 
65+, 2000 - 2006 

0.7% 3.3% 8.9% 

Poverty rate, 2005 13.5% 14.7% 14.1% 

Top two 
employment 
industries, 2005 

Government 
(13.9%) 

Manufacturing 
(12.0%) 

Government 
(18.5%) 

Retail trade 
(11.5%) 

Government 
(12.7%) 

Retail trade 
(11.0%) 

Area 1,133 sq. miles 2,039 sq. miles 98,466 sq. miles 
Percent public land 
   Federal 
   State 

64.1% 
  19.4% 
  44.2% 

48.2% 
  47.7% 
    0.4% 

56.1% 
  53.5% 
    2.5% 

 
Figure 4.2. Population in Tillamook and Union Counties based on Census estimates, 
1970 -2006 

17,500

18,500

19,500

20,500

21,500

22,500

23,500

24,500

25,500

26,500

19
70

19
72

19
74

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

Po
pu

la
tio

n

Tillamook
Union

 



 
 

45 

 
 

During the same period, the population of those 65 years old and over grew only 0.7% in 

Tillamook, but grew 3.3% in Union.  These numbers may be surprising, given the 

indication from the PUMS data in the last chapter that the Northwest PUMA (00500), the 

PUMA containing Tillamook County, gained more older people than the Northeast 

PUMA (00100) which contains Union.  Recall, however, that these PUMAs encompass 

much more than just Tillamook and just Union.  These older movers may be moving into 

the Northwest PUMA (00500), but not into Tillamook County, for example.  Also, it is 

important to recognize that these population changes are based on estimates made by the 

Census Bureau, and that the numbers moving between PUMAs is extrapolated from a 5% 

sample of the population.  Figure 4.3 shows the population of those under the age of 35 in 

Tillamook and Union Counties between 1970 and 2006, and Figure 4.4 shows the 

population of those 65 years of age and over. 

 
Figure 4.3. Population of individuals under the age of 35 in Tillamook and Union 
Counties based on Census estimates, 1970 -2006 
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 Tillamook’s population has been growing fairly steadily in the last several years 

while Union is actually losing population.  Most of Tillamook’s growth is in the young 

and middle age groups, as the population 65 years of age and older has held reasonably 

constant since the late 1990s, as can be seen in Figure 4.4.  Union’s population loss, on 



 
 

46 

 
 

the other hand, is due more to the loss of people under the age of 35, as shown in Figure.  

4.3, because the population 65 and over has been growing gradually.  Notice from Figure 

4.3 and 4.4 that Tillamook has over 1,000 more people 65 years old and over than Union, 

but about a thousand fewer people under the age of 35.  Even given the changes in the 

population indicating Tillamook is gaining young movers, Tillamook has a much older 

population. 

 
Figure 4.4. Population of individuals 65 years old and older in Tillamook and Union 
Counties based on Census estimates, 1970 -2006 
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Interviews 
 I spoke with community leaders and influential citizens in Tillamook and Union 

Counties.  In Tillamook, I interviewed a Tillamook County Commissioner, a mayor of a 

local city, a community college president, members of the Tillamook Futures Council 

which is an organization stewarding the citizen-based, long-range Strategic Vision for 

Tillamook County, an individual on the Tillamook School District’s Board of Directors, 

people associated with the Economic Development Council of Tillamook County 

(EDCTC), an administrator with the Tillamook County Pioneer Museum, and someone 

involved with the Nestucca Valley Development Council which is a community/school 

partnership in which high school students in south Tillamook County work to address 
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local community needs.  Many community leaders in Tillamook have multiple roles; I 

talked to just 6 leaders in the county although there are at least 10 positions listed above.  

In Union County, I spoke with a Union County Commissioner, a mayor of a local city, a 

university professor, a former Union County Commissioner and a staff member from 

Oregon Rural Action (ORA), a progressive organization designed “to bring people 

together to build strong communities” based in La Grande.27  To gain a state-level 

perspective, I talked with Jim Azumano, the director of the just-dissolved State of 

Oregon’s Office of Rural Policy, staff members of the Association of Oregon Counties 

(AOC) and, another rural Oregon County Commissioner who is a well-known political 

actor in Oregon’s rural affairs. 28   

 

Tillamook and Union Counties: Planning and Partnerships 
 The policy-shapers to whom I spoke look at their resident counties very 

differently.  On the face of it, Tillamook County is better positioned to address policy 

problems, such as losing young residents.  The County is more forward-thinking than 

most rural areas: in 1997, the County Commissioners put together a council to create the 

internationally recognized “Tillamook County Strategic Vision.”  The Vision is a long-

range plan for the county based on citizen input.29  The Vision is used to guide policy 

with yearly benchmark checks and an associated action plan.  Union County, on the other 

hand, may be at more of a loss to address over-arching policy issues and plan for the 

future.  One of the Union County participants noted that politics in the County tends to be 

reactive, rather than proactive.  Not only do they have no “Vision” equivalent, but 

politics in the County seem fraught with strife and contention30.  Union City, as an 

                                                
27 http://www.oraction.org/ mission statement. 
28 The discussion points for the open-ended interviews I held are in Appendix B, along with a copy of the 
OSU Internal Review Board (IRB) Informed Consent Document given to each of the participants.  I took 
extensive notes while those interviewed spoke; no audio recordings were made, in compliance with the IRB 
regulations for an Exempt From Full Board level of review.  All participants waived their right to keep their 
responses confidential, as political actors discussing public policy.  The following discussion is based on 
the participants’ viewpoints, and may not reflect other county citizens’ views. 
29 http://www.tillamookfutures.org/, accessed March 2008. 
30 Here is an example regarding two of the people I spoke with in Union: 
http://www.lagrandeobserver.com/Opinion/Guest-Columns/Bowing-out, accessed March 2008. 
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example, one small city in Union County, has suffered a spate of recalls, firings and 

indictments over the last several years in the city government31.  Another Union 

participant states there is a lack of political leadership at the county level. 

 A very important, and related, difference between the two counties regards 

passing levies – something that indicates county residents are willing to look to the future 

and try to build community assets.  A Union County participant spoke of Union County: I 

recognize this is not the only town driven by an influx of the elderly.  One repercussion of 

this here, though, is we can never pass a school levy because there is no incentive to pay 

for education.  In stark contrast, Tillamook has passed several levies recently, even 

though several respondents pointed out the county has the highest average age of any 

Oregon county.  A Tillamook County community leader says of Tillamook County: The 

County has passed three bond levies to build or refurbish High Schools.  So the County is 

upgrading the schools.  Most exciting is the bond passed to build a new Community 

College.  A new central library has recently been built, and we just passed a 5-year 

operating levy.  Tillamook is doing much better than average as far as passing levies.   

 Tillamook, though, does not have a strong sense of community as a county.  

There is a distinct divide between South Tillamook and the rest of the County. People 

feel differently in South Tillamook County: they are very tied to the land.  In addition, 

South Tillamook is composed primarily of unincorporated communities disjointed from 

each other.  There is nothing to bring South Tillamook together: there are about 13 

unincorporated communities and residents of each define themselves by their community, 

so we have Hwy 101 communities, the loggers and the dairies, vs. coastal communities. 

In addition, if an agency, nonprofit, etc. wants to work on a project in South Tillamook, 

they have to know the right person to speak to for anything to get done – there isn’t an 

infrastructure in place without incorporation.  Unlike Tillamook, there was no sense that 

Union itself was divided, although there was mention of strong local community ties in 

Union.   

                                                
31 http://rgweb.registerguard.com/news/2007/03/25/ol.kidmayor.0325.p1.php?section=oregonlife, accessed 
March 2008. 
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 Tillamook residents do seem more able to create and use private/public 

partnerships.  One Tillamook County participant notes: Private/Public partnerships are 

very positive here.  We’ve had a great success by getting the Community College, the 

Economic Development Council and the county talking and working together on 

workforce training.  Nevertheless, Union County has exhibited some ability to band 

together for the public good.  A Union County interviewee mentions new playground 

equipment put in the community park near the river where three-fourths of the funding 

was from private donations.  He notes that it was good to see the community connecting 

together.  Another Union County participant discusses working with a group of very 

disparate interests – environmentalists and hunters, for example – to create a 4,500 acre 

park. 

 

Policy Response to Demographic Change 
 Although the counties have differing social capital32 capacity, the counties are 

more similar than not in their thinking about and response to rural demographic changes.   

Since the respondents from each county discuss the issues in basically the same manner, 

their responses will be grouped by issue, rather than by county.  The similarity of 

response supersedes the ways in which the counties differ. 

 The demographic change of greatest concern to rural Oregon is youth leaving.  

Respondents note the reasons they believe youth are leaving: namely, lack of affordable 

housing and lack of living-wage jobs that interest the young.  Participants feel that the 

most promising ways to keep youth in the area involve workforce training, fostering 

entrepreneurial opportunities and helping the youth forge strong ties to their rural 

communities. 

 In general, Tillamook seems like it might be better poised to address concerns 

about demographic change than Union County due to better planning and ability to form 

partnerships.  Nevertheless, the policy shapers in both counties say their communities are 

                                                
32 Social capital is the stock of social networks and relationships that can be utilized to solve common 
problems.  A community with high social capital is more able to work together, forge partnerships and 
address problems than a community with low social capital. 
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responding to demographic change in the same way.  One Tillamook County participant 

summarizes the sentiment of the respondents nicely: There is no local policy to deal with 

the issue of population change and migration.  One of the community leaders from Union 

County adds: we don’t have a pro-active policy to address those concerns, but we should.  

Simply put, there is no county or community-based policy to address the demographic 

changes occurring in these rural areas of Oregon.   

 

Concern about Demographic Change 
 People in rural Oregon are concerned, though, about the demographic changes 

taking place. At least one community leader in Union County is very aware of the 

changes taking place so that there are fewer youth and more elderly.  Another leader in 

Union County daily hears people express concern about the issue of kids leaving.  A 

participant interviewed for a state-level perspective notes that everyone is aware of the 

issue – people comment about it in newspaper.  In Union, however, although there 

appears to be some concern, in general, there is a feeling that people are ignoring the 

issue. People aren’t cognizant of it being an issue, although people are overall concerned 

about the health of the county and about income, etc. One policy-shaper is blunter: Few 

people expressing concerns in Union.  Few people will even consider it; there’s a sense 

of denial.  The sense is that rural residents have a nagging concern about demographic 

changes occurring in their communities, but are not doing anything about it as a 

community. 

There is some, mostly positive, discussion, particularly in Tillamook, about the 

growth in the Hispanic population. Kindergarten classes are starting to grow mostly due 

to the Hispanic influx.  One Tillamook County interviewee feels that there are a lot of 

Hispanics now in the region, without whom the county wouldn’t survive.  The dairies 

certainly wouldn’t survive.  There is greater concern about wealthy retirees with second 

homes in these regions.   

The big worry by far, though, is youth leaving and not returning.  The target is 

youth migration.  Youth leaving is a serious problem in rural areas because it not only 

breaks up the family but it often can spell the end of the family farm or business.  It also 
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creates economic problems because it’s the prevalence of youth 25 to 35 that drives the 

economy.  A participant quips: our rural areas export wheat and kids. 

 

Affordable Housing 
 The most frequently cited reason, mentioned by nearly every participant, for 

youth leaving and not returning is a lack of affordable housing.  A community leader in 

Tillamook County asks: How are we going to keep young people if they can’t rent or 

afford rent or buy? This leader observed that the problem is not limited to the lack of 

affordable first time homes; there is also a severe reduction in available rentals.  For 

example, the town of Seaside has lost 25% of its rental stock in the last year and a half or 

so.  Where can people rent then?  A Union County policy-maker wants to make the 

distinction between low-income housing projects and available workforce housing: there 

does need to be nice housing for first time buyers – and that’s not addressed by low-

income development.  One Union County participant expressed the most concern over 

affordable housing.  If you look at the numbers, Union passed the point where a person 

making the median income could afford a median priced home about 2 or 3 years ago.  

And yet nothing is being done.  Local government doesn’t want to address it – they don’t 

even SEE it as an issue.    

The lack of affordable housing, in the eyes of the respondents from both counties, 

is closely tied to wealthy retirees moving to these rural areas or just maintaining second 

homes there.  Affordable housing is being affected largely by retirees and it’s not really 

an issue being worked upon; it’s a problem no one knows how to address.  Another 

participant adds: in 2005, at least, around 50% of the houses purchased in La Grande 

were from buyers who were from out of state or by real estate speculators from Bend.  

There is no stock for, and nothing being purchased by, first-time buyers.   

This creation of second homes and influx of wealthy outsiders is viewed as 

something of a mixed blessing/drawback. The greatest worry is over conflict: one 

Tillamook County policy shaper says the arrival of wealthy retirees buying second homes 

is causing a change in the complexion of the community due to the wealth and affluence 

of the people coming here. There is increased potential for conflict which may be avoided 
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if all parties resolve to recognize the differences, and make sure everyone is valued and 

all perspectives considered.  Another participant, however, thinks there may be many 

positives from second home owners: they pay property taxes but are not registered to 

vote in the area, so their input on local policy is minimal while they contribute to the tax 

base.  In addition, although retirees may use more services like health-care, this can 

provide living wage jobs, like health care jobs, for locals.   

 

Jobs in Rural Oregon 
 There is a sense, too, in both counties, that jobs in rural Oregon may not be 

available or amenable to youth.  There is a great deal of residual anger and frustration 

over the loss of logging jobs from changes in federal forestry policy in the 1990s.  One 

policy shaper flatly states everything is related to stopping cutting timber.  There is a 

huge economic stress due to loss of timber-related jobs, adds another interviewee’s.  One 

participant reflects: partly, this unemployed/ underemployed issue in rural areas is due to 

the change in logging policy.  People are no longer following the family tradition of 

going and working in the woods.  Now they worry about the long-term stability of the 

industry. It’s the same for the fishing industry.  This participant believes that as a nation, 

we’ve put rural communities at risk due to national policy. A Union County policy-maker 

fears the demonizing of natural resource industries. It’s hard to make a living in an 

industry that’s demonized.  Without natural resource industries, though, rural 

communities are left with few resources and ways to keep the youth.   

There is also the feeling in both counties, though, that many of the traditional 

rural jobs no longer appeal to today’s youth, like working on dairy farms in Tillamook 

County, for example, or working as a choker setter in the logging industry.  A community 

leader in Tillamook claims the young from the farms aren’t interested in staying and 

managing the 24/7 stand-down on the dairy.  Another policy-maker notes there are a lot 

of open jobs not filled in Tillamook at something like $10/hr advertised wage.  Yet, today, 

$10 an hour doesn’t get into a house; that is, it is not really a living wage.  There are 

really not a lot of jobs out there paying family wages.  On the other hand, there is a big 

logging contractor I know who does pay family wages, and yet he always has lots of 
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openings due to employee problems with drugs or unwillingness to put in the hours and 

the hard labor. There is a certain amount of speculation about what might be behind the 

unwillingness to engage in these hard-labor jobs.  One Union County participant 

summarizes the sentiment: it’s difficult because lifestyles and attitudes have changed.  

Kids want to go to the big city, and although they may have always wanted to, more do 

now.  Also, people used to go to the city when they were young and then come back to 

raise a family, but we are no longer seeing that kind of return.   

 

Limited Industrial Growth Possibility  
In addition, the respondents of both counties feel their capability to create new 

living-wage jobs is restricted because there is limited ability to create industrial land in 

these counties.  An important issue, according to a Union participant, is that 50% of 

Union County is federal land, so there is not much available to develop.  If a business 

were to come in and say they wanted the last of the industrial land, but need skilled 

workers and housing for it, we would be hard pressed to supply both.  Another policy-

maker notes that the City of La Grande has very limited capacity to grow or develop 

more industrial land: We’re hemmed in by the mountains and by Island City. There are 

actual structural issues that limit our ability to grow.  A Tillamook County community 

leader makes a parallel observation in Tillamook.  There is very little industrial land 

except at the Port of Tillamook.  There are only little dabs elsewhere, and with the State 

Forest covering so much of the County, we aren’t going to be able to develop much more.   

 

Potential and Conventional Ways to Address Demographic Change 

Economic Development 
Although there is no policy in place in either county, the respondents have 

thought about the issue and have ideas about the solution.  According to many 

respondents from both counties, the AOC and the Office of Rural Policy, the solution to 

youth leaving, by and large, is economic development. The notion of keeping youth here 

is strongly associated with economic and community development.  One of the mayors 



 
 

54 

 
 

interviewed feels we have to have some economic growth to even address this problem.  

The Mayor discusses a recently written draft given to the City Council on rethinking 

Economic Development to more fully address youth leaving.  In short, the only way to 

turn this around is to find a way to get people to want to move here and we can’t do that 

unless we have job growth.  Basically, we need family wage jobs!  One Tillamook 

participant likes NW Oregon Works (NOW), which is a group of three and a half NW 

rural counties working together to identify existing local clusters and emerging clusters 

(like aviation), picking one cluster in each county and attempting to build capacity and 

implement retention and expansion activities.  As it stands, the plan is to create 25 local 

jobs by working with small businesses to retain and expand their business using existing 

resources.  Hopefully, from this, more opportunities will develop for young people to find 

jobs.  One of the participants from the Economic Development Council of Tillamook 

County believes a weak workforce without soft skills is our biggest issue.  The Economic 

Development Council, which has been trying to match up employers and workforce, has 

started recruiting in the High School because of the trouble finding workers with soft-

skills – we’ve even had to start going into the 7th and 8th grades.  We’re really hoping to 

get a “home-grown” workforce.   

 

Community Engagement and Development 
 A more holistic response suggested to solve the problem of youth leaving is 

engaging youth in education, training, and, importantly, forging strong connections with 

their local community.  One step in that direction is the career fair Junior High and High 

School students recently started by the Economic Development Council of Tillamook 

County. A lot of Tillamook kids have never even been out of the county, so how can they 

be expected to make choices, if they don’t know what else is out there, says Sally Tuttle.  

Kids also need to see the practical application of their education – like seeing how math 

is used when doing electrical work.  Youth entrepreneurship programs attempt to try this 

holistic approach more fully.  The individual involved with the Nestucca Valley 

Development Council notes that if you consider the statistics - if a young person is going 

to live and work in Tillamook County, he or she will need to start his or her own business 
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or work for a small business of less than 5 people.  As a result, entrepreneurship becomes 

very important, which is an area in which high schools don’t necessarily do a good job.  

Hopefully, students get a taste of entrepreneurial spirit in the Nestucca Valley 

Development Council, and can learn to see and fill a niche and make a difference in the 

community. 

There is also, as a participant noted above, a role for community development and 

community effort.  One Union County policy-shaper wants the whole community to 

respond and plan solutions.  We must create a community-wide forum that is open to the 

public, but also with a board selected to represent different factions, to address this issue.  

At a minimum, he adds, we need to improve the activities that bring families in.  Another 

community leader adds to this idea: the only thing to get kids to stay is to offer 

opportunities for them. They want to feel safe and have decent jobs to feel proud of and 

have a nice place to live. 

 

Community College 
 An important element to many of the respondents of both counties is a community 

college to attract and retain youth.  A Tillamook County participant remarks: a 

community college plays a big role in community vitality, but it needs to meet the 

community’s needs.  It’s nice that the community supports the Community College here in 

Tillamook, by passing the bond to build a new community college.  The community 

college president notes that there’s a relationship between education and employment 

that should be recognized.  We need to begin early to encourage kids to think about 

education and where that might lead, and the usefulness of it.  We should make sure to 

offer courses at the Community College based on the local industries’ interests.  A 

Tillamook County participant talks about the previous president of the Tillamook Bay 

Community College, and why he was not successful in Tillamook.  The previous 

Community College president was too concerned with the Community College as a 

springboard to higher education and not at all concerned with workforce issues or other 

community needs.  We’re happy to be rid of him.  Another policy-maker reflects, a 

potential student might think that staying would be better than going, due to new school 
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that’s local and inexpensive.  This is what will be successful in addressing the issue of 

youth leaving: the Community College and workforce training.   

One of the Union County participants laments the lack of a community college in 

Union County. I tried to get the presence of Blue Mountain Community College in La 

Grande.  I even got funding while I was on the County Commission, but it’s been cut 

since.  The current Commissioners don’t see the need – but Blue Mountain Community 

College in Pendleton is too far away and over a snowy pass.  A community college offers 

different services than Eastern Oregon University does, but community leaders sadly 

don’t see that. 

 

Examples of Programs and Activities 
Although there is no policy response, at the community or county level, to address 

the demographic changes taking place, there are several programs and activities in 

operation in both counties and across the state.  These programs are run by non-profits or 

other organizations and businesses – often in partnership with each other.  Even these 

activities, though, are not specifically targeted at retaining or attracting youth to rural 

Oregon.  Retaining youth is just one desired consequence.  In addition, the success of this 

goal is very hard to measure.  One of the Tillamook County participants talks about 

evaluating the Nestucca Valley Development Council: How do I measure success or 

failure?  If I have 100 students go through the program and 5 return after college, is that 

a 95% failure?  Is it a 5% success?  It’s not clear what metric or comparisons to use for 

evaluation. 

There are existing programs and activities which respondents feel have an explicit 

goal of keeping the young in the area, or to have them return after college.  Three 

programs eliciting a lot of excitement from many interviewees tend to combine elements 

of workforce training and building community and local business ties.  These programs 

often are the result of partnerships between different interested organizations.   These 

programs are: the Nestucca Valley Development Council; Connecting Oregon for Rural 

Entrepreneurship’s (CORE) Youth Entrepreneur Program (YEP); and, a workforce 
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training program developed in partnership between Stimson Lumber, Hampton Mills, 

Tillamook Bay Community College and Tillamook High School. 

Tillamook County’s greater social capital capacity is relevant here.  Two of these 

programs, the Nestucca Valley Development Council and the workforce training 

program, are in Tillamook County.  CORE’s Youth Entrepreneurship Program is 

available in Baker, Coos, Douglas, Lake, Lincoln, Union and Wallowa Counties as well 

as Warm Springs.33  Note there is a Youth Entrepreneurship Program occurring in the 

Baker, Union and Wallowa County area which is administered by the Northeast Oregon 

Economic Development District (NOEDD).  In March of 2006, Craig Schroeder of the 

Center for Rural Entrepreneurship gave a workshop on retaining youth in La Grande 

which helped form the kernel of the NOEDD Youth Entrepreneurship Program.  None of 

the interviewees from Union County mentioned this program, nor did they have other 

examples to offer. 

The Nestucca Valley Development Council (NVDC) is, as briefly described 

above, is a way for young people – in this case, High School students in South Tillamook 

County – to become more connected to their communities by learning how to address 

community needs and how to write grants to fund service learning projects to improve the 

communities of South Tillamook County.  The students develop Needs and Assets 

Assessments for rural communities of South Tillamook County.  The NVDC has been 

recognized by the Oregon State Superintendent of Public Instruction as one of the top 

five outstanding school/community partnerships.34  Although the mission of the NVDC is 

to have students work on ways to improve local communities, the ultimate hope of the 

interviewee associated with the NVDC is that the students will gain the tools to succeed 

in college and then come back with ties to the community. 

Rural Development Initiatives, Inc., the umbrella organization for CORE, has 

provided facilitator training to the students in NVDC to help them build community 

partnerships.  CORE’s Youth Entrepreneurship Program, however, is what one of the 

                                                
33 CORE is funded by a W.K. Kellogg Foundation grant. CORE’s umbrella organization is Rural 
Development Initiatives, Inc. (RDI), a private nonprofit in Eugene.  As a result, people may also refer to 
YEP as an RDI program. 
34 http://www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?=573, accessed May 2008. 
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state-level interviewees enthusiastic.  Entrepreneur classes have been started in some of 

the school districts in CORE’s jurisdiction.  YEP classes are designed to help youth think 

about local markets and opportunities for business development in their community.  

CORE also assists with writing a business plan and opening the business.  This 

participant feels this program gets people at a younger age seeing the opportunities 

available in their communities.  It allows youth to develop ties to, and find support from, 

their local communities.  The participant talked of The Kayak Shack in Waldport, 

Lincoln County as a successful example of the Youth Entrepreneurship Program.  The 

Kayak Shack’s inception is also another example of a partnership formed by many 

community stakeholders.  The Kayak Shack is a profitable business, conceived, managed 

and run by students, with some help and training, which provides employment as well as 

entrepreneurial education to local students, and helps them recognize the viability of 

living and working in their community.35   

Tillamook residents are very proud of and excited by the workforce training 

program initiated by Stimson Lumber.  One of the Tillamook County policy-makers 

believes the partnership has the potential to fill workforce needs, create good paying jobs 

and keep kids here.  One of the participants associated with the EDCTC talked a lot about 

this partnership.  The participant briefly explained the program: they pay for kids’ college 

and they pay them a salary so they’ll stay and fill millwright positions at the mill.  The 

participant is most impressed that the mills have really invested time and money into this 

program, and are even buying the training modules for the Community College, which is 

a not inconsiderable expense.  Many of the Tillamook County participants are also very 

pleased with the partnership that has developed between the High School, the 

Community College and Stimson and Hampton.36   

 

                                                
35 Information about The Kayak Shack can be found at http://www.whskayakshack.com, or in the Newport 
News-Times of Newport, OR:  (2007, June 6). South county high school entrepreneurs show Oregon from 
a different perspective. News-Times. p. D8. and Eberly, Laura (2005, June 15). Kayak Shack expands 
opportunities in Waldport. News-Times. Page D1. 
36 A description of the program can be found at 
http://www.lcd.state.or.us/BOLI/ATD/popularity_boxes/TBCC_article_for_State_4-07.pdf, accessed April 
2008. 
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Conclusions 
 The policy shapers of rural Oregon profess widespread concern over the 

demographic changes occurring.  Above all, the policy shapers I interviewed were most 

concerned over the loss of younger people in rural communities.  Nevertheless, there is 

no apparent public policy in place in rural Oregon to address youth leaving, or any of the 

demographic changes occurring, even in a more forward-thinking county like Tillamook.  

Respondents believe the root of the problem lies with the lack of affordable housing and 

insufficient job opportunities.  Respondents suggest activities to address the situation, 

such as economic and community development, which may help retain and attract youth, 

although that is not the primary goal of these programs.  

Many respondents are optimistic about the programs or activities that have been 

developed and started.  Respondents are most enthusiastic about the opportunities 

presented by Tillamook Bay Community College, focused workforce training that 

involves partnerships between schools and businesses and youth entrepreneurship 

programs.  There is still a sense, though, that it may be too little, too late.  One participant 

says: I don’t think anybody knows what is going to be the solution for the young people 

here.  Everyone does agree on one thing: as much as they do not want their communities 

to lose their young, they do not want their community to end up like Bend.  As Bend 

becomes more expensive, people are moving to other counties.  Bend is an example of 

what can go wrong with economic development; workers can’t even live there.  Bend is 

ruined.  The community is totally changed.  Unfortunately for many rural communities in 

Oregon, change is occurring regardless: some are experiencing uncontrolled economic 

and population growth, others are beginning to dwindle away as their population shrinks 

and schools and businesses close.  Planning and policy, though, may at least allow these 

communities to direct or minimize change. 
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Chapter 5: Demographic Changes in Rural Oregon and Public Policy 
In this section, I review the demographic changes occurring in rural Oregon, 

discuss the responses of the interviewees and make suggestions as to how a policy 

response may benefit the communities of rural Oregon.  I stress the multifaceted nature of 

the problem, and while I suggest there are no easy solutions, I argue significant inroads 

can be made towards the goal of retaining young people in rural areas. 

 

Demographic Change in Rural Oregon 
 I demonstrated, in Chapter 3, that the demographic changes taking place in rural 

Oregon are real and important.  Since 2000, in Oregon, Frontier counties have lost 

population.  Rural counties grew, but grew more slowly than heavily suburban counties.  

Ethnic and racial minorities have increased across the state, as the state become more 

diverse, but rural Oregon is seeing diversity develop at a much slower pace than for the 

rest of Oregon.  Most notably, and most worrisome for rural residents, the residents of 

rural Oregon, on average, are much older than the rest of the state.  In addition, the 

percent of the population 65 years of age or older continues to rise quickly in rural areas; 

the more remote and less populated the area, the more quickly the population is aging. 

 Natural population increase (births minus deaths) is very low for rural Oregon.  

There were fewer than 200 more births than deaths in rural Oregon per 100,000 people, 

in 2005.  In the rest of Oregon, in 2005, by contrast, there were more than 1,000 more 

births than deaths per 100,000 people.  The low natural increase in rural Oregon 

contributes to the rapid aging, but migration is nevertheless the primary driver behind the 

demographic changes occurring in rural Oregon.   

 There appear to be two simultaneous migration trends shaping the demographic 

changes in rural Oregon: young people are leaving rural Oregon and older people are 

moving into rural Oregon.  In 2005, 2,205 more people under the age 35 moved out of 

state from rural Oregon than moved in.  On the other hand, there was a net increase of 

1,333 people 65 years old or older into rural Oregon from out of state.  Migration within 

the state exhibits this same pattern.  In 2005, 3,784 more younger people moved to the 
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Mixed and Urban counties from rural Oregon than moved in.  That same year, there was 

a net increase of 292 older people into rural Oregon from migration from the rest of 

Oregon.  In that one year, rural Oregon lost 5,989 younger people and gained 1,625 older 

people due to migration.   

 

Rural Oregon’s Response 
 These significant demographic changes occurring in rural Oregon have caused 

rural residents to express concern.  This concern prompted me to talk to policy makers 

and shapers in rural Oregon to assess the policy response to these demographic changes.  

I talked to people in the rural counties of Tillamook and Union in Oregon.  These 

counties were picked on the basis of a number of differences in order to get insight from 

a range of perspectives in rural Oregon.   

 Although the counties were different on a number of fronts – from geography to 

social capital – the interviewees from both counties had remarkably similar things to say 

about rural demographic change.  Foremost, the interviewees feel the aging of the rural 

population, particularly due to younger people leaving rural areas, is very worrisome.  

Yet in both counties there is no policy, at the state, county or community level, to address 

the out-migration of younger people.  This is not to say the respondents are not concerned 

about youth leaving – they express deep concern and say that many residents are 

concerned – but no public policy has been implemented.  

 The respondents have thought about the problem and think they know why 

younger people are leaving.  There are primarily two reasons the younger people are 

leaving rural Oregon, according to the interviewees from both counties: a lack of 

available or amenable jobs for young adults and a lack of affordable housing.  Natural 

resource jobs are fewer than in the past, and those that are still around often involve very 

difficult physical labor.  The respondents, in both counties, believe that youth today do 

not like the limited job opportunities or the type of jobs available.  The other problem for 

young adults in rural areas is lack of affordable housing.  The older people moving in, 

often with some wealth, are driving up housing costs.  Few young families can afford to 
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buy their first home in many rural communities, and so must leave if they want to own a 

house. 

 The interviewees have also thought about possible policy steps which may 

encourage younger people to stay or return, although they have not implemented these 

ideas as policy.  These potential policies, however, are not aimed explicitly at young 

people, but at overall community and economic development.  That is, the interviewees 

from both counties believe economic and community development is necessary to attract 

youth, but they have not implemented economic or community development policies or 

activities specifically to attract younger people.  Having a local community college is 

seen as a good way to enhance the community and to encourage youth to stay.  Another 

method which is seen as useful is to have good workforce training programs, which start 

training in high school or earlier, to get youth invested in local industry.   

 There are some programs and activities in place that are intended to encourage 

younger people to stay in their local rural area, although this does not appear to be their 

primary goal.  These programs and activities, interestingly, are not a result of public 

policy, and often not even a result of government bodies.  Programs which attempt to 

help youth forge connections with their local communities are viewed with a great deal of 

promise, by interviewees.  One permutation of this type of program is youth entrepreneur 

training programs, which attempt to show young people in rural Oregon how to recognize 

a local business opportunity and exploit it.  A partnership between businesses, the high 

school and community college, in Tillamook County, is seen as particularly promising to 

interviewees from Tillamook.  This partnership, initiated by a business, has developed 

and is operating a workforce training program to get youth interested, knowledgeable 

about and trained in local industry jobs.   

 

Recommendations 
 Although many of the policy makers I interviewed felt there should be policy in 

place to address youth leaving, and businesses and non-profits are stepping in to create 

programs to retain young people, this topic is simply not being addressed as policy.  

Admittedly, targeting youth leaving as a policy measure is not simple.  There appear to 
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be multiple elements at work: lack of jobs and lack of housing are the primary problems 

listed by the interviewees.  Many young adults, too, want to see the world or experience 

the cultural amenities of urban areas, activities unavailable in remote, rural communities.  

If people are leaving to pursue opportunities – for work, for housing, for culture – they 

cannot find locally, how can rural communities develop a wide array of opportunity to 

retain these people?   

The catch-22 facing these communities is that developing any opportunity is 

likely to make developing the other opportunities more difficult.  Most importantly, 

development, of any sort, risks changing the very nature of the community they treasure.  

The example here is Bend, Oregon.  Bend has developed elements of urban-type culture 

and has experienced a lot of economic development, creating considerable in-migration, 

as well as many jobs and even wealth for some.  They have lost, as a consequence, 

affordable work-force housing: working-class residents have largely moved to other, 

nearby, communities (driving up housing costs in those communities, in the process) 

because they can no longer afford to live in Bend37.  Most significantly, the community is 

no longer recognizable as the same community before development – it is no longer even 

classified as rural – which frightens policy makers elsewhere who are considering how to 

develop their own rural communities.  Change, it appears, worries many rural residents.  

Former Union County Commissioner John Lamoreau thinks there is a difference between 

what people want and what they are willing to live with: Union residents want thousands 

of high paying jobs, for instance, but they don’t want the change that would go what that.  

Amy Stricklin the Nestucca Development Council in Tillamook County notes youth do 

not want more tourism, and they definitely don’t want more people.  Basically they don’t 

want change. 

Right now, rural Oregon appears to be relying on nonprofits and businesses to 

create opportunities necessary to attract younger people.  Relying on these separate and 

unconnected efforts, though, produces a somewhat incoherent and disjointed response to 

demographic change.  Developing a public policy response, though, may help guide and 

                                                
37 2005 Central Oregon Workforce Housing Needs Assessment. 
http://www.oregonhousingworks.org/Studies/123/4/8/, accessed May 2008. 
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direct these different efforts into a cohesive plan to address the multiple issues which 

influence younger people deciding to stay, leave or move to rural communities in 

Oregon.  I believe that if policy makers consider this a policy issue, and pursue it as such, 

there is strong potential to remedy the problem of younger people leaving, at least 

partially.  Even making inroads on the issue may create a spiraling-up effect, as people 

realize the problem might be solvable. 

It is essential, given the multiple elements influencing the decision for young 

people to leave rural Oregon, to view the problem holistically.  A comprehensive solution 

must address the many elements influencing younger people’s decisions to migrate.  The 

nonprofits and businesses which have programs and activities in place are doing great 

work and may be experiencing some successes, although it is still too early to know 

much.  However, these separate programs do not have the ability to address the problem 

holistically without government support in the form of policy action.   

A program operating in Nebraska, called HomeTown Competitiveness, is 

specifically designed to stem youth out-migration and seems to have met with some 

success (Emery and Flora, 2006).  HomeTown Competitiveness (HTC) is a holistic, 

integrated, collaborative strategy that has effectively increased social capital in one rural 

county in Nebraska, and is being expanded from there.  The program is a bundle of 

strategies targeting leadership development, entrepreneurship, youth involvement and 

inter-generational business and wealth transfer, undertaken in unison, to reverse the 

downward spiral of declining assets endemic to faltering rural communities.  Emory and 

Flora found the program to be successful primarily due to its multi-pronged approach 

which encouraged growth and interactions between social, community, physical and 

wealth capitals.  HTC is a collaboration between nonprofits and non-governmental 

organizations operating largely on grant money from the Kellogg Foundation.  The HTC 

Development Framework is a trademarked development tool, unfortunately, so many of 

the methods appear to be unavailable to the general public38.  Nevertheless, community 

                                                
38 An interesting tool developed by HTC is the Youth Attraction Formula. The tool calculates the minimum 
number of returning young people needed to sustain the population.  This tool appears like it could be quite 
useful, but the methodology to determine the population numbers is not available. 
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leaders in rural Oregon can still engage in similar strategies given policy support at the 

local and state level. 

The initial activity in which rural counties should engage is to perform an asset 

assessment, as suggested by the Asset-Based Community Development Model touched 

on in Chapter 2.  The counties and communities need to know what assets they have, 

what assets they could have, qualities that can and should be developed and what 

qualities it would be imprudent to pursue.  Wallowa County Commissioner Ben Boswell 

feels this activity is very important: we need to do community assessments to know where 

we are starting from, before we can know where we want to go.  He notes, however, that 

there is a major problem with this: it is not clear how to evaluate the condition of a 

county or to identify potential assets.  As a result, planning may be based on flawed 

assessment data.  This is an area where state guidance may be helpful.  The State of 

Oregon can more easily evaluate assessment tools currently in use than counties and 

communities, and then suggest an assessment strategy to them.  The State could provide 

expertise, then, to help streamline the counties’ assessment processes, increasing 

efficiency and reducing assessment costs. 

Next, as suggested, rural communities should develop a multi-pronged policy 

program.  The first four strategies of the policy program are: leadership development, 

fostering entrepreneurs, getting youth involved in the community and encouraging 

generational wealth transfer39.  These strategies are often inter-related and can build off 

the others.  This program of strategies should increase opportunities for younger people, 

as well as help them develop ties with the community.  Many of the programs in place, in 

fact, focus on one or two of these elements.  In addition, the policy program also must 

address a fifth strategy: ensuring affordable workforce housing exists for middle-class 

families.   

The first strategy, leadership development, is about rural communities 

encouraging and recruiting more community members to take decision-making roles.  In 

                                                
39 This is basically the HomeTown Competitiveness program, although I am suggesting that communities 
in rural Oregon can also follow these strategies, with policy guidance from the state and local policy 
direction.  The discussion about the strategies is partly taken from a summary of the HTC program found at 
http://www.htccommunity.org/files/Summary.pdf, accessed May 2008. 
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many places, the same few people fill local leadership positions and remain in these 

positions.  The multiple leadership roles occupied by just a few people in Tillamook 

serves as an example of this.  This is not to suggest current leaders are not performing 

their jobs well, and with passion and concern, just that there is knowledge, talent and 

dedication in the community not currently utilized.  Encouraging new people to take 

leadership positions brings the community closer – more people feel invested in their 

community – and may allow new ideas to develop.  A particularly important group from 

which to recruit for leaders is youth.  This has multiple advantages as it trains young 

people early in how to lead, it creates strong connections between youth and the 

community – it dovetails with the youth involvement strategy – and it helps rural 

communities be forward thinking.  Jim Azumano of the Office of Rural Policy comments 

on this strategy: it would be good to diversify the governmental boards and commissions 

in rural Oregon: if you look at the average age of a board member you’ll see it is 

imperative that we invite youth to apply to board positions and make them welcome. 

Encouraging entrepreneurship is a rural development strategy already taking place 

in many places in rural Oregon.  Fostering local entrepreneurs makes sense as an 

economic development strategy.  For example, it keeps the development focus local, 

which reduces recruitment costs and increases long-term success rates.  It also, though, 

keeps money circulating within the community.  Bringing in large businesses from 

outside the community – old-style economic development – may not keep money 

circulating in the community since headquarters may be located somewhere else, and 

markets may be in many other places.  Trying to bring in outside businesses also tends to 

have a low success rate in attracting or keeping recruited industries.  In addition, jobs in 

industries brought into rural areas tend to be low-wage and anticipated benefits tend to be 

much lower than expected (Naples, 1997).  Locally sited entrepreneurs, on the other 

hand, have their entire operation in the community, although they may be selling their 

products in many markets.  Just as for leadership development, it is valuable to focus on 

developing youth entrepreneurs to keep youth in the community.  This not only helps 

youth develop useful skills, but allows them to see opportunities and make a livelihood, if 

successful, anywhere, including their local community.  
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Encouraging rural youth to become involved in their communities is a prudent 

and practical strategy to retain youth.  As youth feel more a part of their community, 

through involvement, they take a sense of ownership of their community and feel more 

connected.  Active involvement shapes youth’s attitudes toward their community in a 

positive manner.  Youth, however, need to feel welcome, enfranchised and respected to 

fully engage in their community (Brennan, et al., 2007).  To use this strategy to retain 

youth in rural communities, there has to be more effort than simply offering 

opportunities: a concerted effort must be made to insure involved youth feel valued and 

that their contributions mean something.  Developing just these three strategies, with 

youth in mind, should allow youth to see, create and seize opportunity in Oregon’s rural 

communities.  In fact, the skills youth may gain from these strategies will help youth 

succeed wherever they choose to live.   

The fourth strategy suggested by HTC is capturing wealth transfer.  This strategy 

is somewhat novel, but seems very useful.  In rural areas, wealth is often based in land-

ownership.  Very frequently, heirs live somewhere out of the community which often 

means the interest in using the local assets, and the monetary value, go out of the 

community when they inherit.  Similar situations also may occur for local older business 

owners.  HTC, as part of its strategy, is trying to encourage property owners to will at 

least 5% of these local assets to charitable community foundations that will engage in 

community and economic development activities with these resources.  If residents can 

see the benefits of keeping wealth within the community, this strategy seems like it 

would be an effective way to fund community improvements without having to rely on 

state or federal government. 

Finally, retaining or attracting younger people does little good if there is no place 

for them to live.  Ensuring there is affordable workforce housing is a necessary 

component of any policy attempting to address attracting younger people.  Chris Perry of 

Oregon Rural Action in Union pointed me toward Asheville, North Carolina, where the 

Buncombe County Commissioners recently adopted Workforce Housing Policy for their 
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county40.  The Workforce Housing Policy focuses on ensuring households that make up 

to 140% of the local Average Median Income can afford housing without spending more 

than 30% of the household income on mortgage payments.  The County will offer 

development assistance funding to developers who build housing affordable for working 

families, at the rate suggested above.  The developer must sell the housing to families 

who make 140%, or less, of the average median income, live full time in the county and 

for whom the housing will be their primary residence.   Developers can get assistance 

related to sewer costs or they can get deferred construction loans.  A developer, for 

instance, can get a 0% deferred construction loan payable once the homes are sold.  The 

developer must prove the housing will remain affordable through deed restrictions, and 

must show the home purchase price and the buyer’s income on their loan application.  

Rural counties in Oregon could enact similar policy to allow younger people to buy 

homes locally.  Funding could come, in part, from the charitable foundations established 

from the captured wealth transfer.  Funding and direction might also come from the state 

level.    

 It is hard to tell if Oregon is ready to address rural demographic change 

vigorously.  There are both positive and negative activities regarding rural policy in 

Oregon occurring right now.  The state, counties and communities are beginning to 

seriously look at several of the components driving the young away from rural areas, for 

example, and research and work has been initiated on the workforce housing problem in 

some areas.  Many of the programs and activities developed and run by non-profits, 

businesses and partnerships show a lot of promise toward encouraging young people to 

form ties with their rural communities.  On the other hand, the recent dissolution of the 

chronically under-funded Office of Rural Policy does not bode well for the development 

of comprehensive rural policy. 

 There is a place for holistic policy to address the concern about youth leaving 

rural areas and not returning.  Younger people may be able to stay in, or come to, rural 

                                                
40 Details about the Workforce Housing Policy can be found here: 
http://www.buncombecounty.org/governing/depts/Planning/news_detail.asp?newsID=5856 accessed May 
20, 2008. 
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areas if jobs and housing are available.  If the policy makers and shapers direct their 

influence to working on these issues in a comprehensive fashion, reasonable progress 

toward retaining and attracting youth to rural Oregon is possible.  It may be too late to 

solve the problem, although evidence from other areas, like the HTC program in 

Nebraska, suggests solutions still exist.  The community leaders in rural Oregon must 

muster the political will to grapple systematically with the problem if they wish to see a 

change.   Community leaders in rural Oregon seem to understand the situation and have 

thought about the solutions.  Union County Commissioner Colleen MacLeod speaks to 

the fundamental issue: the only thing to get kids to stay is to offer opportunities for them.  

They want to feel safe, have decent jobs they can feel proud of and have a nice place to 

live.  Policy makers in rural Oregon just need to step in and make policy that will foster 

situations to create opportunity for the young people of rural Oregon. 
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Appendix A: Method Used to Choose the Counties on which to Focus the Interviews 
 
 I analyzed the rural counties of Oregon and chose Tillamook and Union using a 

method that Bill Reimer (Reimer, 2002) developed for his work with The New Rural 

Economy: Options and Choices (NRE) program of the Canadian Rural Revitalization 

Foundation (CRRF,) used to compare rural communities In Canada.  Reimer used five 

dimensions as the basis of comparison. These five dimensions are: 1) The extent of 

exposure to the global economy; 2) The relative stability of the local economy; 3) The 

adjacency to large metropolitan centers; 4) The level of community capacity; and, 5) The 

extent to which the community is leading or lagging. For the purposes of my analysis, I 

altered some of the variables Reimer used to operationalize these dimension because of 

differences in data definitions and availability between Canada and the U.S. 

 Exposure to the global economy, the first dimension, references the rural counties 

vulnerability to international competition and markets.  The wood products industry in  

 
Table A.1. Industries by Exposure to the Global Economy41 
Exposed to global economy Less exposed to global economy 
Agriculture and related services Construction 
Fishing and trapping Transportation and storage 
Logging and forestry Wholesale trade 
Mining, quarrying and oil wells Retail trade 
Manufacturing Real estate and insurance agent 
Communication and other 
    utilities 

Accommodation, food and  
   beverage services 

Finance and insurance Education services 
Business services Health and social services 
 Government Services 

 
Oregon serves as an example of the impact of the global economy: between 1997 and 

2001, for example, the average annual lumber export decreased by 49% due to low 

demand abroad, competition from Europe and South America and a strong dollar.42  I 

classified rural counties with 42% or more of their labor force in industries exposed to 
                                                
41 Table adapted from Reimer, Bill. 2002. A Sample Frame for Rural Canada: Design and Evaluation. 
Regional Studies. 36 (8). Page 849. 
42 From Abbot, Rob and Brian Rooney. April 25, 2005. The Lumber and Wood Products Industry: Recent 
Trends. Oregon Labor Market Information System Feature Article.  
http://www.qualityinfo.org/olmisj/ArticleReader?itemid=00002411 accessed March 5, 2008 
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global markets as globally exposed and those with more than 60% in industries exposed 

to local markets as locally exposed.  Counties with less than 42% of their labor force in 

globally exposed industries and less than 60% in locally exposed industries are 

designated as having standard exposure.  Table A.1 lists the industries and their 

classification used to determine global exposure.  Data was calculated from the Oregon 

Labor Market Information System’s (OLMIS) Current Employment by Industry Reports 

for 2006.43  

 The second dimension, the relative stability of the local economy, has clear 

implications for rural communities.  Highly fluctuating economies make long-term 

planning difficult – both for the community and for families – and makes it more difficult  

 
Table A.2. Industries by Economic Fluctuation44 
Fluctuating economies Stable economies 
Agriculture and related services Manufacturing 
Fishing and trapping Transportation and storage 
Logging and forestry Wholesale trade 
Mining, quarrying and oil wells Retail trade 
Construction Business services 
Finance and insurance Education services 
Real estate and insurance agent Health and social services 
 Government Services 
 Communication and other 

    utilities 
 Accommodation, food and  

   beverage services 
 
for local, small businesses to survive.  Uncertainty about keeping one’s job, because 

layoffs may occur, is hard on all wage-earners, but rural wage-earners may suffer greater 

adverse effects because alternative job opportunities are limited in rural areas.  Counties 

with more than 31% of their labor force in industries considered more susceptible to   

fluctuation are classified as fluctuating economies and those with 75% or more in 

industries considered stable are classified as stable economies.  Counties with 31% or less 

                                                
43 OLMIS’ Current Employment by Industry Reports: 
http://www.qualityinfo.org/olmisj/CES?x=1&y=1&p_action accessed May 2007. 
44 Table adapted from Reimer, Bill. 2002. A Sample Frame for Rural Canada: Design and Evaluation. 
Regional Studies. 36 (8). Page 850. 
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of the labor force in industries susceptible to fluctuation and with less than 75% in stable 

industries are designated as having a middle economy.  Table A.2 lists the industries and 

their associated classification based on susceptibility to fluctuation.  Data was calculated 

from the Oregon Labor Market Information System’s (OLMIS) Current Employment by 

Industry Reports for 2006.45 

 Adjacency to large metropolitan centers, the third dimension, is simply a measure 

of a rural community’s relative isolation from, or nearness to, a population and commerce 

center.  Being near a metropolitan center increases the residents of a rural community’s 

opportunities and access to resources (governmental services and specialized medical 

care, for example) as well as providing a base for employment and buying and selling 

goods.  I used MapQuest46, an online mapping and directions site, to determine the travel 

time from the rural county’s largest population center to the nearest metro area in 

Oregon, which I defined as a population center of 30,000 or more people in 2006, as the 

measure of adjacency.  Those with a travel time of less than 2 hours will be considered 

Metro Adjacent, those with a travel time greater than that, will be consider Not Adjacent.   

 
Table A.3. Oregon Cities with Population of 30,000 people or Greater, in 2006 

Albany, Linn County 
Beaverton, Washington County 
Bend, Deschutes County 
Corvallis, Benton County 
Eugene, Lane County 
Grants Pass, Josephine County 
Gresham, Multnomah County 
Hillsboro, Washington County 
Keizer, Marion County 
Lake Oswego, Clackamas County 
McMinnville, Yamhill County 
Medford, Jackson County 
Portland, Multnomah County 
Salem, Marion County 
Springfield, Lane County 
Tigard, Washington County 

                                                
45 OLMIS’ Current Employment by Industry Reports: 
http://www.qualityinfo.org/olmisj/CES?x=1&y=1&p_action accessed May 2007. 
46 http://www.mapquest.com/  
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Table A.3 is a list of cities in Oregon with populations of 30,000 or more people, based 

on Portland University’s Population Center data.47 

 The fourth dimension is the level of community capacity.  This dimension 

attempts to define and measure the possibility of interconnections between community 

members and community groups as well as the ability of the community to work together 

toward a goal.  Table A.4 lists the variables used to operationalize community capacity.  I  

 
Table A.4. Variables Used for the Community Capacity Factor Analysis 

Percent of county’s population that have completed a BA or more, 2000 
County's concentration in professional services relative to the US concentration,  

3-year average over 2002-2004 
Percent of county’s population in government service, 2006 
Percent of county’s population in education and health service occupations, 2006 
Percent of county’s seniors living independently, 2004 

 
performed a Factor Analysis on these variables, as recommended by Reimer, which gave 

me two Factors.  The first Factor weighted heavily on Education-related variables.  The 

second Factor was weighted more on the Professional variables.  If county factors were 

high (low) in both Education and Professional, I considered the county to have high (low) 

capacity.  Those counties where factors had opposing values, I considered to have 

capacity somewhere in the middle. 

 The extent to which the county is leading or lagging is the fifth dimension.  As the 

definition of this dimension implies, the focus here is on how well the rural community is 

doing – particularly in comparison to other counties.  This dimension looks at the 

outcomes of local economic, political and planning processes.  Table A.5 shows the 

variables used to determine the extent to which the county is leading or lagging.  Again, I 

performed a Factor Analysis on these variables which gave me four Factors.  I used the 

first two factors to determine this dimension.  The first Factor weighted heavily on 

variables related to Employment and Income.  The second Factor was weighted more 

heavily on where and how that Income was spent, and if it were enough.  As above, if a 

county’s factors were high (low) in both Employment and Spending (reversed sign), I 

                                                
47 http://www.pdx.edu/media/p/o/PopRpt06_fnl7.pdf accessed May 2007.  These estimates differ slightly 
from Census Bureau estimates, which were used in Chapter 3. 
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considered the county to be a leading (lagging) county.  Those counties where factors 

had opposing values, I considered to be in the middle. 

 
Table A.5. Variables Used for the Leading or Lagging County Dimension Factor 
Analysis 

Unemployment rate as percentage of US unemployment rate, 2004 
Percent of county population receiving food stamps, 2005 
County worker participation rate, 2006 
Percent of cost-burdened renters in county, 2000 
Percentage of owner occupied households in county, 2000 
Percent of county population divorced, 2000 
Median household income, 2003 
Percent of county population with income below U.S. poverty level, 2002 
Median home value, 2000 
Percent of cost-burdened owners in county, 2000 
Net job growth per 1000 people, 2004 
Oregon Progress Board economic ranking, 2005 

 

 The framework that results from these 5 dimensions allows for easy comparison 

between Oregon’s rural counties.  Table A.6 shows the comparison matrix.  I looked for 

counties with opposing characteristics to try to get diversity between the communities 

chosen for interviews.  For instance, I wanted a county that has global exposure for its 

economy and one that is locally exposed, one that suffers economic fluctuation and one 

that is stable, etc.  The only two counties with opposite characteristics are Tillamook and 

Union counties, as can be seen in the table.  Thus, these two counties are the counties 

used for the qualitative analysis.  Tillamook is much more globally exposed and has 

greater economic fluctuation, due to more labor force in logging and agriculture, whereas 

Union is locally exposed and has economic stability because more of their labor force is 

in government and education.  Tillamook is also close to metropolitan areas, it only takes 

about an hour and 20 minutes to get to a population center of over 30,000 people.  It takes 

over 4 hours to get to a population center in Oregon from Union.  Tillamook has low 

capacity, using Reimer’s metric, because of a relatively low concentration of people in 

professional service jobs, working for the government or in health in education.  On the 

other hand, Union has high community capacity because of a relatively high 

concentration of people in these fields.  Tillamook also has leading outcomes and Union 
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has lagging.  The biggest difference in outcomes between the two counties is for job 

growth, percent of cost-burdened renters and economic ranking.  The cross-hatched rows 

at the end of Table A.6 are counties which did not have enough data available to fill out 

the table.   

 
Table A.6. Oregon Rural County 5-Dimensional Comparison 

County Global 
Exposure 

Economic 
Fluctuation 

Metro 
Adjency capacity outcomes 

Tillamook global fluctuating adjacent low leading 
Union local exp stable not adj high lagging 
Columbia global fluctuating adjacent low lagging 
Baker standard fluctuating not adj high lagging 
Clatsop local exp stable adjacent middle middle 
Coos local exp stable not adj middle lagging 
Crook global middle adjacent high leading 
Curry standard fluctuating adjacent low leading 
Douglas standard stable adjacent low leading 
Grant standard fluctuating not adj middle middle 
Hood River standard middle adjacent mid-high leading 
Jefferson global middle adjacent low leading 
Josephine global fluctuating adjacent middle middle 
Lake global fluctuating not adj middle middle 
Lincoln local exp stable adjacent middle middle 
Malheur local exp stable not adj middle middle 
Umatilla global stable not adj low middle 
Wallowa global fluctuating not adj high lagging 
Wasco standard fluctuating adjacent high lagging 
Yamhill global fluctuating adjacent middle middle 
Gilliam global  not adj  leading 
Harney local exp middle not adj  middle 
Klamath local exp  adjacent high lagging 
Morrow global fluctuating not adj  middle 
Polk   adjacent  leading 
Sherman local exp  adjacent  lagging 
Wheeler global fluctuating not adj  middle 

 



 
 

80 

 
 

Appendix B: Interview Protocol 
 

Interview 
The unstructured informant interviews will be sequenced roughly as follows: 

 Introduction: Hello, my name is Samuel Johnson and I am a graduate student in 

Public Policy at Oregon State University.  As you may recall from my earlier phone call, 

I was given your name by … as someone who is familiar with migration policy in your 

county/community. 

 Background: To make sure I am clear, when I say migration policy, I am not 

referring to immigrant policy - policies regarding workers coming into the area from 

foreign countries – but to policies regarding all the people who might be coming into or 

leaving the community.  For example, there is a lot of talk out there about declining 

population in rural communities.  We also know that in the amenity-rich rural 

communities of Oregon, there are a lot of retirees and other people seeking an outdoorsy 

lifestyle moving into rural Oregon.  Basically, I hope to determine what public policies 

you have in place to try to encourage people to stay in your community (particularly the 

young) and what policies are in place to invite new people in.  I also would like to know 

if you think these policies have met with any success and if you’ve had any unintended 

consequences from the policies.  I hope to get two things from this interview: the results 

of the interview will be used to satisfy graduation requirement for my Public Policy 

degree. I also hope, though, that I will discover useful policy information that will help 

rural communities address migration.   

Do you mind if I take notes during the interview?  Because we are discussing 

public policy, I am not planning on keeping your responses confidential – that is, I may 

use your name and position, when writing up the report, with your statements.  However, 

if you would prefer, and would be more comfortable, we can keep your answers 

confidential.   Would you please read and sign the Informed Consent form?   

Main questions:   

• History 

o What concerns spurred the development of migration policy in your area? 



 
 

81 

 
 

o For how long has your community attempted to address this issue? 

o Were there public concerns about implementing migration policy? 

• The Policies 

o What activities and policies are in place to address migration? 

o What difficulties have you had? Cost, implementation, etc. 

o Have there been many changes in the policies?  What are these changes? 

o Have these policies been successful? 

o In which ways have they been unsuccessful? 

o Have you focused these policies on a particular group/type of person?  For 

instance: young families or retirees? 

o Have you had any unexpected or unintended results from these policies? 

o Has it changed the community? 

• Future 

o Do you plan on changing any of the existing activities? 

o Do you plan on engaging in new activities?  

 

Closure:  Thank you very much for your time.  Is there anything you would like 

to add?  May I call you back if I need to clarify something?  Who might you suggest I get 

in contact with next to discuss this issue? Would you like to receive this report once it is 

complete?  Would you like to change your position on confidentiality?  Thank you again. 

 
 
Informed Consent Document 
 On next two pages. 



 
 

82 

 
 

 



 
 

83 

 
 

 
 


