
NERCRD Digest | August 2024 
Learn more at https://bit.ly/3XjMbAn 

 
This work was supported in part by the United States Department of Agriculture, National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) under project #2022-51150-38139 and 

by the Pennsylvania State University and NIFA Multistate/Regional Research Appropriations under project #NE2249.  Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or 
recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the USDA or those of other funders. 

 
 
 
   

 
 

Overview 
The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on U.S. 
tourism, but its eIects were not uniform across the country. A 
study conducted by researchers from Penn State and West 
Virginia University reveals that some rural communities actually 
experienced employment gains in the leisure and hospitality 
sector during this period. The research provides valuable 
insights for developing rural tourism and destination 
management strategies that enhance community resilience. 
 
Findings and Impacts 

• While leisure and hospitality employment declined by an average of 12% across all 
counties, 332 counties actually experienced an increase in employment in this sector. 

• Rural counties were generally better able to weather the shocks of the pandemic than their 
urban counterparts in terms of the tourism economy. 

• Some of the most rural and sparsely populated counties saw significant growth in tourism-
related employment, with up to two-fold increases in certain areas. 

• The study revealed that in places where employment losses were greatest, wages were 
more likely to increase, indicating that workers who retained their jobs in hard-hit areas 
received pay raises. 

• These findings highlight both opportunities and challenges for rural community well-being, 
as sudden influxes of tourists can impact housing markets, quality of life, and 
environmental quality. 
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