
National Academy of Sciences
Workshop on Rural Health Equity: 

A Policy Perspective

Tom Morris
Associate Administrator
Federal Office of Rural Health Policy (FORHP)
Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA)



Rural America is Not … 
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Myth Busting/Preaching to the Choir 

A Smaller Version
of Urban America



What Are the Differences?

• Significant Regional Variation
• Infrastructure
• Mix of Clinicians, but overall 

shortages
• Higher Poverty
• Geographic Isolation
• Weather as a Risk Factor
• Higher Percentage of Elderly
• Financial Viability/Payer Mix
• Employment and Economics

• Patient Volume
• Health Disparities
• Declining Population 
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Defining “Rural” 
• 65% of counties 

are rural

• 445 “frontier” 
counties

• About 17% of 
the population 
lives in
a rural area



• http://depts.washington.edu/fammed/rhrc/wp-
content/uploads/sites/4/2016/09/RHRC_DB160_Larson.pdf
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Rural Health Workforce

Physicians • MDs/Dos 5.5/10K non metro vs. 
7.9/10K in metro

All Primary 
Care

• MD/DO/NP/PA 11.6/10K in non 
metro vs. 16.2/10K in metro 

Dentists • 3.6/10K non metro vs. 5.9/10K in 
metro

Dental 
Hygienists

• 4.5/10K in non metro vs. 
5.0/10K in metro 

http://depts.washington.edu/fammed/rhrc/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2016/09/RHRC_DB160_Larson.pdf
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Rural Mental Health Workforce

Source: WWAMI Rural Health Resource Center

http://depts.washington.edu/fammed/rhrc/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2016/09/RHRC_DB160_Larson.pdf
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Rural Safety-Net Providers
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Rural Safety-Net Providers
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Rural Safety-Net Providers



Rural Hospital Viability
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Rural Hospital Viability
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• Little Data Available
• 911 Coverage Not Universal
• High Fixed Costs, Low Patient 

Volume, Long Trips
• Heavily Reliant on Volunteers
• Financially challenged
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Rural Emergency Medical Services Considerations
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Key Rural-Urban Public Health Differences

Source: Analysis by Dr. Kate Beatty, ETSU



• Finance
• Health Care Team 

Assumptions
• Evidence-Base
• Population Thresholds
• The Evaluation Trap
• Block Grants vs. Direct 

Community Funding
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Rural Health Policy Pitfalls



• Telehealth
• Electronic Health Records
• Mobile Health
• Broadband
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Rural Health and the Elusive Technology Solution
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Rural Health and 
the Department of Health and Human Services



• Getting the Rural Voice in to the 
Policy Process

• Putting Research Findings into the 
Hands of Rural Leaders
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Rural Health Policy and Research

https://www.ruralhealthresearch.org

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/

https://www.ruralhealthresearch.org/
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/
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Rural-Specific Programs

• Pilot Programs for Rural Communities
• Expanding the Community Health Gateway

• Public Health Programs
• Screening
• AEDs and Opioid Reversal Programs

• Grants Focusing on Performance 
and Quality Improvement for Small 
Rural Hospitals

• State Offices of Rural Health

Community-Based Division Hospital-State Division

Office for the Advancement of 
Telehealth

• Telehealth Network Grants
• Telehealth Resource Centers
• Licensure and Portability



• National Advisory Committee on Rural Health and 
Human Services
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Another Voice for Rural Policy to HHS

http://www.hrsa.gov/advisorycommittees/rural/publications/index.html

• Issues Policy Briefs and Makes 
Recommendations to the HHS 
Secretary

• Focus on Both Rural Health and 
Rural Human Service Issues 



• Supporting Access via … 
• Workforce Training
• Clinician Placement (National Health Service Corps)
• Infrastructure Support
• Targeting Resources by Designating Shortage Areas
• Enhanced Payments through Medicare and Medicaid
• Pilots and Demonstrations
• Provision of Public Coverage
• Support of Private Coverage
• Investments in Technology

• Telehealth
• Broadband
• Electronic Health Records
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The Federal Investment in Rural Health
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Agency for Health Research and Quality

Administration for Children and Families

Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services

National Institutes of Health

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration

Rural Health and
the Department of Health and Human Services

Centers for Disease Control

Health Resources and Services Administration

Indian Health Service

Administration for Community Living
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HHS Activities in Health Equity

Federal Interagency Health  Equity Team (FIHET)
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Health Resources & Services Administration
And Rural Health

 Health Centers
 Serve 1 in 3 people living in poverty and 1 in 6 rural residents

 Maternal and Child Health
 Home Visiting: In FY 2016, 160,000 parents and children nationwide received HRSA-supported 

home visiting services, in 35% of all urban counties, and 23% of all rural counties

 Bureau of Health Workforce
 In FY 2016, 160,000 parents and children nationwide received HRSA-supported home visiting 

services, in 35% of all urban counties, and 23% of all rural counties
 28 of 59 Teaching Health Centers include a rural rotation
 Training grants support 187,764 students from rural areas; HRSA-supported training spots include 

8,409 rural locations



Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
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• Rural Council
• Innovation Center 

Awards
• Technical Assistance 

Targeted to Rural and 
Underserved

• The Chronic Care Management  Campaign
• Focus on Rural and  Underserved



https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/rural_health_series.html
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CDC Rural MMWR Series



Contact Information

Tom Morris
Federal Office of Rural Health Policy (FORHP)
Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA)
Email: tmorris@hrsa.gov
Phone: 301-443-4269
Web: hrsa.gov/ruralhealth/
Twitter: twitter.com/HRSAgov
Facebook: facebook.com/HHS.HRSA

mailto:tmorris@hrsa.gov
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