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Defining Rural …  
Multiple Definitions … And that’s okay 



• Two-thirds of rural 
counties consisted of 
at least 10% people 
of color

• One-third were 
more than a quarter 
people of color

• 10% of rural counties 
are majority people 
of color

Source: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2021/09/28/mapping-rural-americas-diversity-and-demographic-change/
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Changing Rural Population Demographics
Increasing diversity … 



Rural Health Landscape 
The Often Cited Rural Health Concerns … 
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The difference in age-adjusted 
death rates between urban and 
rural increased

Rates for each of the 10 leading 
causes of death in 2019 were higher 
in rural areas

Curtin SC, Spencer MR. Trends in death rates in urban and rural areas: United States, 1999–2019. NCHS Data Brief, no 417. Hyattsville, MD: National 
Center for Health Statistics. 2021. 
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Rural health and Inequities
Higher Mortality … 
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Rural Health and Inequities
Opioid crisis impact on rural communities 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics. Underlying Cause of Death 1999-
2020 on CDC WONDER Online Database, released in 2021. Data are from the Multiple Cause of Death Files, 1999-
2020, as compiled from data provided by the 57 vital statistics jurisdictions through the Vital Statistics Cooperative 
Program. Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/ucd-icd10.html on Mar 8, 2022 12:55:57 PM
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Rural Health and Inequities
Familiar and Long-Standing Challenges 

Workforce Supply …
• Ongoing shortages in primary care
• Significant gaps in behavioral health
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Rural Health and Inequities
Familiar and Long-Standing Challenges 

Workforce Recruitment and Retention …
• Exacerbated by the pandemic
• Loan Repayment Programs Play a Key Role
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Rural Health and Inequities
Familiar and Long-Standing Challenges 

State Loan Programs As a Tool
• Weighted percentages of administrators’ perceptions of the impact of the 

state service program on the site’s ability to recruit and retain clinicians of 
the participating clinician’s discipline

• Source: In Press, “Outcomes of States’ Loan Repayment and Loan 
Forgiveness Programs from the Perspective on Safety Net Practice 
Administrators.” (Pathman, Sewell, Rauner, Overbeck, Fannell)
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Source: https://sc.edu/study/colleges_schools/public_health/research/research_centers/sc_rural_health_research_center/documents/keyfactssheetsafetynetfinal.pdf

Assessing the Rural Health Safety Net
Special Federal designations play a key role 



Enhancing attention to the 
broader health equity 
issues inherent to rural 
communities

• New research from the 
University of South 
Carolina provides a new 
approach to examine 
these issues

Rural Health and Inequity
Longstanding Structural and Historical Factors
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https://www.healthaffair
s.org/doi/full/10.1377/hl
thaff.2021.01409

https://www.healthaffairs.org/racism-and-
health/storymap-the-problem-of-the-color-line

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.healthaffairs.org%2Fdoi%2Ffull%2F10.1377%2Fhlthaff.2021.01409&data=05%7C01%7CTMorris%40hrsa.gov%7Ccc53637eb8fc4e4126ef08da6ce97411%7C14b77578977342d58507251ca2dc2b06%7C0%7C0%7C637942047197563397%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QyNmR7DydjIzZ%2BbB3LqK3EHRPkPHwJMqscH4Ag6boU4%3D&reserved=0
https://www.healthaffairs.org/racism-and-health/storymap-the-problem-of-the-color-line


Rural Health and Inequity
Access to Hospital Care

140 Rural Hospital Closures since January 2010

https://www.shepscenter.unc.edu/programs-projects/rural-health/rural-hospital-closures/
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56% of rural counties lack hospital-
based OB services 

Loss of hospital-based OB services is 
most prominent in rural communities:

• With a high proportion of Black 
residents

• Where a majority of residents 
are Black or Indigenous have 
elevated rates of premature 
death

Rural Health and Inequity
Reductions in Access to Hospital Obstetric Services 

Number of rural hospitals with Obstetric services 
per 100,000 rural reproductive age women 
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Key Rural Questions
On Advancing Rural Racial and Ethnic Inequities 

• How best to navigate Federal/State/Tribal/territorial/local 
Jurisdictions in rural health care delivery and the impact on 
health equity?

• What are the existing and future innovations to preserve 
access to care in rural areas (hospitals, clinics, specialty care, 
telehealth)?

• What federal policy changes have the greatest potential to 
address issues at the intersection of rural health and racial 
and ethnic health equity?



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
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mailto:TMorris@hrsa.gov


Connect with HRSA

Learn more about our agency at: 
www.HRSA.gov

Sign up for the HRSA eNews

FOLLOW US: 
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http://www.hrsa.gov/
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USHHSHRSA/subscriber/new?qsp=HRSA-subscribe
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USHHSHRSA/subscriber/new?qsp=HRSA-subscribe
https://facebook.com/HRSAgov/
https://twitter.com/hrsagov
https://www.instagram.com/hrsagov/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/us-government-department-of-health-&-human-services-hrsa/
https://www.youtube.com/user/HRSAtube
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