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Visualizing the rural population growth in Spain
during 2020 triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic

Mikel Gurrutxaga

ABSTRACT
Since the first months of 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic has driven social distancing measures in many
countries, which have made it potentially more attractive to reside in less populated areas. This paper
visualizes whether the registered populations in municipalities with fewer than 2000 inhabitants in
Spanish regions have changed during 2020 in a different way than previous years. The per cent
variation of the rural population is measured, as well as the proportion of the rural population over the
total population, in two periods: January 2000–January 2020 and during 2020. The results show an
increase in the rural population in 13 of the 17 Spanish regions, and an increase in the proportion in
14 regions during 2020, in contrast to the declining trends prevailing in previous years.
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In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, social distancing measures have led to an increase in
the residential attractiveness of rural areas and a rise in teleworking (Cotella & Vitale-Brovar-
one, 2020; Nathan & Overman, 2020). There is still little research on whether the pandemic is
leading to an increase in the rural population. The objective of this study is to show how the
pandemic affected the rural population’s volume and proportion in Spain during 2020. The
areas composed of municipalities with fewer than 2000 inhabitants were classified as rural.
These areas are characterized in general terms in Spain by their high ageing index (Pérez-
Díaz et al., 2020) and their population loss on a national scale since the beginning of the
20th century (Zoido-Naranjo & Arroyo-Pérez, 2003).

Population data were obtained from the Spanish Continuous Municipal Register, including
the provisional data of 1 January 2021 provided by the Spanish Statistical Institute (INE)
(2021). The period before the pandemic was delimited from January 2000 to January 2020,
to be compared with the period January 2020–January 2021. In Figures 1 and 2 we quantified
in the respective periods (i) the rural population per cent change per annum and (ii) the per cent
change per annum of the rural population’s proportion within the total population, by using the
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Figure 1. Average rural population per cent change per annum in Spanish regions from January
2000 to January 2020, further indicating the average per cent change per annum of the rural popu-
lation proportion within the total population.

Figure 2. Rural population per cent change in Spanish regions during 2020, further indicating the
per cent change of the rural population proportion within the total population.
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following expression:

change (%) = y− x

x∗n 100 (1)

where for (i): x is the rural population at the beginning of each period; y is the rural population at
the end; and n is the number of years that each period contains; and (ii): x is the rural population
percentage within the total population at the beginning of each period; and y is the rural popu-
lation weight at the end.

The results show an increase in the rural population in 13 of the 17 Spanish regions, as well
as an increase in the proportion of the rural population over the total population in 14 regions
during 2020, in contrast to the decreasing trends predominant in the prior period. Therefore,
the social-distancing measures implemented as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic have caused
an increase in the residential attractiveness of Spanish rural areas, composed of municipalities
with fewer than 2000 inhabitants, during 2020.
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