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Sigma: A Profile of Iowa's Rural Communities

Vernon Ryan
Andy L. Terry

Danyal Woebke

Rural communities have served for
generations as the symbol of what living in
Iowa is all about. While agriculture
dominated the state's rural landscape,
small towns became the local hub around
which social and economic transactions
took place.

Today, these local hubs are being
threatened by a series of interrelated
conditions: Younger individuals are moving
out of rural communities in search of better
economic opportunities; community
services and facilities are decaying as
declines in the number of residents and
businesses translates into a loss of public
revenue; and people remaining in rural
communities are becoming increasingly
disheartened and less committed to actions
required to address common local
concerns. It’s a vicious circle that entraps
many communities faced with
circumstances that seemingly are beyond
local control.

Recognizing the significance of
communities to Iowa's rural heritage and
their importance to Iowa's vision of the
future, a major research effort was initiated
in 1994 to assess the social and economic
conditions of Iowa's rural communities.
Based on information collected from
citizens of 99 communities, a hypothetical
community has been created to represent
the typical (or average) Iowa rural
community. This report describes Sigma,
the average community.

Sigma should be of value for planning
future rural development ventures. For local
development, it provides a benchmark for
assessing the status of individual
communities. Earlier reports in this series
made such comparisons for each of the 99
communities. For statewide development,
Sigma provides public officials with
information on the status of the typical Iowa
rural community. While not intended to
describe any single community, Sigma was
created for the purpose of summarizing the
overall status of Iowa's rural communities.

Meaning and Significance of Sigma

Sigma illustrates the current status of
Iowa's communities with populations of
500-10,000 residents. It is created using
information provided by citizens who
completed questionnaires distributed in 99
randomly selected communities (one per
county). Accordingly, Sigma is based on
residents' ratings of their own communities.
Three definitions are important when
reviewing Sigma's profile.

First, Sigma represents Iowa's 408 rural
communities with 500-10,000 residents that
are not contiguous to a metropolitan center
(i.e., cities with 50,000 population and
over). The rationale for excluding the state's
smallest communities from consideration
was to limit the study to towns where at
least minimal services beyond those
provided by local governments can be
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expected. Sigma goes beyond the
conventional definition of rural communities
(2500 residents) to include towns serving
as local regional centers for rural citizens.
Communities contiguous to metropolitan
centers were excluded because of the
urban proximity that obviously influences
their makeup.

Second, the definition of "resident" as used
in this report includes both individuals living
within and near Sigma's city limits. This was
done to extend the meaning of community
beyond political jurisdictions so that rural
farm and nonfarm residents would be
treated as citizens.

Third, "adults" who participated in the study
were limited to household heads and co-
heads. Caution should be used so as not to
generalize the findings to all adults since,
for example, young adults living with
parents were not included in the study.

Study Design

Probability sampling procedures were used
to select participants. Three sampling
stages were involved: First, one community
per county was randomly selected from all
communities in the county that met the
criteria as defined in the previous section.
Second, within each selected community, a
random sample of 150 households was
drawn from the local telephone directory.
Third, within each household, the head was
asked to participate or a co-head was
randomly selected if more than one
household head was present. By randomly
selecting all three units - community,
household, individual - Sigma represents
an approximation of all 408 communities
with between 500-10,000 residents that are
not adjacent to a metropolitan center.

Selected individuals were sent
questionnaires in June 1994. An enclosed
letter outlined the purpose of the survey
and instructions on who should complete
the questionnaire; half of the letters asked
the male head or co-head to complete the
survey, the other half requested
participation of the female head or co-head.
In situations where there was no head or
co-head of the gender requested, the letter
instructed the household head present to
complete and return the questionnaire.
Postal returns due to "incorrect address" or
"unable to locate" were replaced with
another household.

Two weeks following the initial mailing,
postcards were sent to everyone thanking
those who had returned their
questionnaires and asking nonrespondents
for their cooperation. Two weeks after the
postcard, replacement questionnaires were
sent to households that had not yet
returned the original questionnaire.

Altogether, 10,798 of the 14,850
questionnaires sent out were completed
and returned for an overall response rate of
72.7 percent. For individual communities,
response rates ranged from 62 to 83
percent. (See Appendix A for a listing of all
communities and their response rates.)

Comparing sampled communities with
all communities:  Comparisons are made
of the selected communities with all
communities to determine the extent to
which the sample represents others not
included in the study. In terms of population
size, the distribution of the 99 selected
communities compares very favorably with
the distribution of all Iowa communities
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(Table 1). Note, for instance, that 27
percent of Iowa's 426 communities have
between 500 and 749 residents as of 1990;
32 percent of the sampled communities fall
within this size range. None of the six size
categories reported in Table 1 show
differences greater than five percent.

Other comparisons are made based on the
average number of persons per household
(Fig. 1A), percent of adults who are 65
years of age and over (Fig. 1B), and
percent of adults who are in the labor force
(Fig. 1C).  Each comparison provides
further evidence that the 99 communities
are a good cross section of all
communities.  By adopting a 99 percent
confidence interval as an acceptable
sampling error, all comparisons by
community size show that the average of
each attribute for the studied communities
is no different than the comparable average
for all communities.  This is noted in
Figures 1A-1C by the fact that all of the
population means fall within the sampling
intervals (noted in the graphs by a line) of
the sample means.  These findings support
the conclusion that the sampled
communities are no different than all 408
communities.

                                                
1 Source: 1990 Census of
Population

Table 1. Comparison by size of sampled
communities with all Iowa communities
(500-10,000)1

 All    Sampled
Size     communities     communities
500-749 113 27% 32 33%
750-999 71 17% 15 15%
1000-1499 84 20% 15 15%
1500-2499 66 15% 18 18%
2500-4999 53 12% 11 11%
5000-9999   39     9%    8     8%
    Total 426 100% 99 100%

Fig. 1A.  Persons per household
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Fig. 1B.  Population over 65
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Fig. 1C.  Adults in labor force
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communities, the fact that half leave Sigma
to purchase most of their "daily needs" was
not expected. Obviously, shopping in
communities other than their own has
become a common practice among Sigma
households.

Rating Sigma's Social Features

To most individuals, community means
more than a physical infrastructure; it also
means having things in common with
people they live close to, things like similar
interests and concerns. In some localities,
this sharing serves as a form of glue that
pulls residents together and helps them
recognize the importance of the term
"citizen". In other communities, there is little
if any awareness or interest in individuals'
commonalties. The abilities of citizens to
recognize their commonalties and to
demonstrate a willingness to pull together
to celebrate common interests and address
shared problems is as important to Sigma's
future as is its physical infrastructure.

Sigmans were asked to describe their
preferred community by choosing one of
the following options: 1) where people feel
comfortable dropping in on each other
without notice; 2) where people wait for an
invitation before visiting others, or 3) where
people pretty much go their own way while

making little contact with each other. Over
three-fourths of Sigma’s residents (78%)
prefer a community where people do not
hesitate dropping in without notice (Fig. 6).
They then described Sigma as they find it
today using the same three options; two-
thirds (66%) see it as a town where people
feel comfortable dropping in without notice.

While the actual description of Sigma is in
general consistent with the community type
preferred, the 12 percent difference
between residents' preferred community
and their actual rating suggests that some
find Sigma more formal than they would
like. In fact, one-third describe it as a
community where people either wait for an
invitation before visiting (22%) or pretty
much go their own way (12%). Might these
findings suggest a gradual erosion of the
informal interaction patterns that have

Actual

�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������

Drop in
without notice

66%

Wait for
invitation

22%

Go own way
12%

Fig. 5.  Where services are acquired

�����������������
�����������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������

81

50

37

27

11

6

19

50

63

73

89

94

Church

Shopping (daily needs)

Primary health care

Rec/entertainment

Shopping (big ticket items)

Specialized health care

Mostly local          
Mostly outside         

������
������

Fig. 6.  Types of communities

Preferred

����������������������������
����������������������������
����������������������������
����������������������������

Drop in
without notice

78%

Wait for
invitation

15%

Go own way
7%



12

persisted in rural America through
generations, an erosion that is occurring
even over the objections of most Sigma's
local residents?

Other findings show that Sigma for the
most part is viewed favorably by its citizens
when it comes to social relationships. On
measures of friendliness, most everyone
(92%) can usually find someone in Sigma if
they just feel like talking (Fig. 7). It’s a
friendly town as viewed by citizens who feel
that Sigma is like living with a group of
close friends (76%), and that residents look
out for each other (74%). In fact, most
believe that even people they don't know in
Sigma would help out if they ever had an
emergency (85%), and that the whole
community usually helps out when
something in the community needs to get
done (73%). Apparently, friendliness and
willingness to help others in time of need
are dominant norms in Sigma that hold
citizens together.

The extent to which Sigma is receptive to
input from citizens presumably depends on
who is providing the input (Fig. 8). For
example, most feel that contributing to local
governmental affairs is open to almost
anyone who wants to participate (90%).
Another indication of local government's
receptiveness is that three-fourths (74%)
anticipate a quick response should they

ever call a city office with a complaint. Local
clubs and organizations are also seen by
most as interested in what is best for all
Sigma residents (87%).

Problems, however, might exist in how
Sigma reacts to newcomers and individuals
coming from different backgrounds. For
example, approximately one-third feel that
Sigma is not receptive to new residents
taking leadership positions (32%), and that
the community is unwilling to accept people
from different racial and ethnic groups
(36%). Apparently, while Sigma reacts
favorably to input from long-term citizens,
new residents and those of different racial
and ethnic backgrounds apparently do not
receive the same treatment.

Attachment to Sigma

Individuals become personally attached to
their communities in a variety of ways. As
residents of Sigma, attachment among
citizens is quite high since over half (55%)
indicate knowing half or more of Sigma's
adults by name (Fig. 9). At the same time,
however, one in every eleven (9%) say they
know few if any by name, suggesting that
there are residents who are socially isolated
from the rest of the community. The same
pattern is found when asking citizens what
proportion of their close personal friends

Fig. 7.  Supportiveness
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live in Sigma; more than half indicate half or
more are residents of Sigma (54%), yet 14
percent either have no close personal
friends or all of their friends live elsewhere.

The proportion of one's relatives and in-
laws living in Sigma gives further evidence
of potential isolation; while one-fourth
(23%) report at least half of their relatives
and in-laws living in Sigma, one-third (33%)
either have no living relatives or none live
locally. This is in sharp contrast to earlier
generations when most Sigmans probably
attended the same family reunions.

Community attachment is also reflected in
the degree of local organizational
memberships. In Sigma, local participation
is lower than expected. Church-related
groups and activities such as Bible study
groups or being on church committees, are
popular with well over half (59%) of Sigma's
adults involved (Fig. 10). Beyond church
activities, however, participation drops
significantly: One-third (33%) belong to a
local recreational group of some type, and
one-fourth (27%) belong to a local political
or civic group such as PTA, PEO, or
development organization; only one-in-five
have membership in a local job-related
organization (20%), or a service or fraternal
organization such as Lions, Kiwanis or

Eastern Star (18%). Altogether, Sigma
adults on average belong to 1.7 local
organizations; one-third (33%) do not
belong to any.

Expressed Interest in Sigma

Earlier mention was made of the shared
interests and concerns that arise among
individuals living in close proximity; Sigma
continues to demonstrate this trend. As
shown in Figure 11, 92 percent say it’s
important for them to feel part of the
community they live in, and most (91%) say
they are interested in knowing what goes
on in Sigma. No doubt, that’s why half
(51%) of them participated in some type of
community improvement project over the

Fig. 10.  Local memberships
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past year. Still, that leaves half of the
citizens as nonparticipants. Based on self-
assessments of their involvement in Sigma,
about four-in-ten (43%) are either
somewhat or very active, while almost one-
fifth (18%) report no involvement
whatsoever. Accordingly, while Sigma has
many committed citizens, it also has its
share of freeriders who leave others to take
care of community matters.

Rating Sigma as a Place to Live

Most citizens value Sigma as a place to
live. Two-thirds (67%) definitely agree and
one-fourth (27%) somewhat agree that they
feel "at home" in Sigma (Fig. 12).  Four-
fifths (81%) would be either very or
somewhat sorry if they had to move away
from Sigma, leaving one-in-five (19%) who
would be pleased to move or wouldn't care
one way or the other.

Attachment to neighborhood also provides
a degree a stability for rural residents.
When asked their reactions should they be
forced to move from their neighborhood to
another section of Sigma, almost two-thirds
(63%) would not favor such a move, one-
third (34%) would be indifferent, and very
few (3%) would be pleased. Presumably,
most Sigma citizens are content with their
current neighborhood, although their
attachment to the community appears
stronger than their attachment to the
neighborhood.

To determine the ratings citizens give
Sigma on a series of attributes that many
people look for in a community, a seven-
point scale was used with one end listing
an attribute in a positive fashion (e.g.,
friendly) and the other end listing it
negatively (e.g., unfriendly). Individuals
were instructed to score Sigma using the
scale ranging from "one" (most negative)
to "seven" (most positive).

Of the eight attributes listed (Fig. 13),
Sigma scores highest on providing a safe
environment (5.7) and having friendly
people (5.6). It also receives high ratings on
being well-kept in appearance (5.3), trusting
(5.2), and supportive (4.9). More concern is
expressed with Sigma's openness to new
ideas (4.4) and its level of tolerance (4.3); it

Fig. 12.  Overall satisfaction
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scores lowest on excitement (3.5). Many of
these results support conclusions
discussed earlier, such as Sigma being
friendly and trusting, but less tolerant and
open to new or different ideas and people.

Sigma's Future

What about the future of Sigma as
characterized by its residents? In spite of
the fact that most want to continue living
there, severe threats to Sigma's future are
found (Fig. 14). Threats related to the
community's economic shortcomings are
particularly noted, such as the closing of
small businesses (51%), loss of family
farms (39%), and lack of local jobs (35%).
Sigma, as viewed by its own citizens,
apparently has become a community
trapped in a period when family farming is
less prominent than in previous times,
which contributes to the loss of small
businesses that once served farming and
farm families, and where employment
alternatives for those displaced are few. As
a result, out-migration occurs, which is
identified by almost a third (29%) of the
citizens as a serious threat to Sigma's
future.

Sigma's economy, however, is not the only
threat to its future; citizens also see
significant cracks in the community's social
fabric as community indifference (26%),
loss of community spirit (22%), failure of
people to work together (22%), and lack of
community leadership (22%) all are sighted
as severe threats. When one in every four
residents expresses concern with the very
things that have traditionally made small
towns attractive - pride in one's community
and willingness to work together - there is
reason to conclude that Sigma’s problems
run deeper than the community's economic
outlook. When community identity and a
desire to improve no longer exist among

residents, the community will suffer. There
are indicators suggesting that Sigma’s
once-strong social fabric has been
weakened.

Overview

In many ways, Sigma is the home of Iowa's
rural heritage. Today, while many of the
state's citizens still live in Sigma, a
significant number have moved elsewhere
in search of better employment
opportunities, better and more diverse
services and facilities, and the attraction of
the city's bright lights. Regardless of the
reason, Sigma faces an uncertain future.

This report, using feedback from nearly
11,000 citizens throughout the state,
documents what's right and what's wrong
with Sigma. Because of the research
design used in the study, the results allow
for conclusions to be drawn about Iowa's
rural communities rather than about people
living in rural Iowa.

Fig. 14.  Community threats
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Findings show that today's Sigma has
retained many traits that have made living
in small communities attractive to many
Iowa citizens. As examples, Sigma offers
its residents a safe environment, and
churches and schools continue to serve as
mainstays of local life. Citizens also give
high ratings to fire protection and
emergency response services. Citizens
participate in local activities and want to be
informed about what's going on in the
community. Finally, most of them prefer to
continue living in Sigma.

Other conditions show signs of a
community in distress: Today's residents
are older than in the past, largely due to the
out-migration of younger residents. Also,
many residents leave the community to
work, which leads in turn to more shopping
and greater reliance on services and
facilities located elsewhere. Severe threats
to Sigma's future as defined by its residents
give further evidence of a troubled
community; lack of jobs, loss of small
businesses and family farms, and the
corresponding out-migration of people are
cited most frequently as conditions that
threaten the future of Sigma.

These threats lead to further problems for
Sigma's social fabric. Although most
citizens describe the community as friendly
and caring of others, a growing sense of
indifference about the community is noted.
A lack of local leadership also handicaps
Sigma, along with signs that the community
is less open to new residents and those
from different racial and ethnic
backgrounds.

In closing, we can only speculate on the
severity of the trends experienced in
Sigma. Our speculations, however, are not
encouraging; economic woes are at the
point where social cohesion is in jeopardy.
As people move out of the community,
qualified leadership goes with them. New
residents find it more difficult to replace
those leaving as Sigma is less willing to
accept them in leadership positions.
Remaining citizens continue their
commitment to each other, but commitment
to the community has weakened. When
loss of community commitment becomes
the rule rather than the exception, there is
little hope for Sigma's future. While Sigma
is not at the point of such despair, if nothing
is done to reverse ongoing trends, there is
little to stand in the way of such a fate.
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Community
Response

 Rate Community
Response

 Rate Community
Response

 Rate
Afton 75% Elma 83% Mount Ayr 69%
Agency 63% Epworth 80% Murray 69%
Ainsworth 77% Estherville 80% Nashua 79%
Albert City 82% Everly 75% Neola 70%
Albia 72% Farmington 67% Nora Springs 77%
Albion 73% Fontanelle 74% Northwood 67%
Allerton 66% Fruitland 69% Oakland 78%
Altoona 69% Garnavillo 79% Olin 78%
Anita 75% George 67% Pacific Junction 71%
Atkins 76% Gilbertville 67% Pleasantville 65%
Audubon 80% Glidden 75% Pocahontas 78%
Bancroft 79% Gowrie 81% Pomeroy 75%
Batavia 62% Graettinger 79% Quasqueton 76%
Battle Creek 73% Grand Mound 77% Radcliffe 81%
Bayard 73% Hamburg 74% Sabula 76%
Bedford 67% Hartford 71% Sac City 76%
Bloomfield 71% Hartley 83% Saint Ansgar 77%
Buffalo Center 81% Hills 70% Saint Charles 75%
Calmar 71% Hopkinton 72% Sheffield 81%
Center Point 75% Hospers 79% Sibley 73%
Chariton 67% Humboldt 77% Traer 80%
Cherokee 70% Jefferson 74% University Park 63%
Clarence 79% Kanawha 78% Ventura 77%
Clarinda 78% Lake Park 75% Villisca 75%
Colo 73% Lamoni 73% Waukon 74%
Columbus
  Junction

69% Le Claire 78% Waverly 77%

Corning 69% LeMars 70% Webster City 69%
Correctionville 65% Madrid 66% Wellsburg 77%
Denison 69% Mapleton 78% What Cheer 70%
Donnellson 74% Mediapolis 74% Williamsburg 75%
Dumont 78% Missouri Valley 75% Winfield 73%
Eagle Grove 75% Monroe 73% Woodward 66%
Elgin 81% Montezuma 69%
Elk Horn 75% Moulton 67% Total 72%

Appendix A:  Participating Communities


