
Rural Communities and Suicide Prevention



97% of U.S. land

18% of U.S. population

What is rural?



The Rural U.S. is Diverse
Rural Stereotypes[1]
• Open country
• Agriculture economy (or other extraction industry, e.g., mining, fishing, 

logging) 
• White
• Uneducated

Rural Realities[1]
• Range of rurality from frontier to large towns.
• Agriculture accounts for less than 1% of rural jobs today

• Other large sectors: retail, tourism and outdoor recreation, 
healthcare, education

• Cultural diversity of the rural U.S. is growing



Rural Socio-
Economic 
Challenges

• Higher percentage of individuals live below the poverty line.[2] 
• Higher percentage of rural counties score at the worst level on 

the area deprivation index.[3]
• Lower college graduation rates compared to urban areas.[1]



Rural health Care

• 65% of rural counties are designated 
health care workforce shortage 
areas[4], over 75% are behavioral 
health workforce shortage areas[5]

• Rural primary care providers report 
being less prepared to screen for and 
manage suicidal patients[6,7]

• Rural residents in need are less likely to 
receive mental health or substance use 
treatment[8]



Rural Health Disparities
• Rural residents more likely to report fair to poor health[9]
• Higher rates of diabetes, obesity, infant mortality, malnutrition, poor water quality, etc.[10]

• Greater rates of isolation, especially for vulnerable populations[1,11]



Rural Suicide 
in the U.S.[12]
• Rural suicide increased 48% 

from 2000-2018

• Rural suicide rates are higher 
than urban (19.4 vs. 13.4 per 
100,000 in 2018)

• Firearms suicide deaths are 
more prevalent in rural vs 
urban areas.



Rural Veteran Suicide
• Rural Veterans have a 14-20% increased risk of death 
by suicide[13,14]
• Important to consider rural suicide rates stratified by 
race[14]



Rural Suicide 
Risk Factors 
Around the 
World[15]

•Access to services, transportation, geographic isolation

Geography

•Stigma, stoicism, self-reliance

Cultural factors

•Farm stress, poverty, area deprivation

Economic

•Lethal means access, esp. firearms and pesticides

Environmental

•Social isolation

Interpersonal factors

•Chronic health disparities, mental health disease burden

Physical and Mental Health



Suicide Risk among Adults in Rural U.S.[16]

Use of firearms account for most of the rural-urban suicide disparity in the U.S.

Substance use, especially alcohol, is more often cooccurring with rural suicides.

Access to and quality of care disparities are persistent in the rural U.S.

Financial and economic factors contribute to suicide risk, but may not contribute 
significantly the rural disparity.

Fewer studies and lower evidence quality for factors at the outer levels of social 
ecology.



Strengths In 
Rural 
Communities



Most best practices have not been examined relative to rural needs

How do you reduce the role of 
firearms in rural suicide?

How do you effectively 
overcome cultural and systemic 
barriers to care?

What combination of strategies 
are needed for rural 
communities to reduce suicide 
rates?



Together With Veterans
Rural Veteran Suicide Prevention Program

13

The Together With Veterans Program 
(TWV) enlists rural Veterans and their 
local partners to join forces to reduce 
Veteran suicide in their community.

TWV is funded by the Veterans Health Administration Office of Rural Health, as an 
enterprise-wide initiative in partnership with the Office of Mental Health and Suicide 
Prevention.



Veteran-Driven
• Veterans provide permission and work together to implement TWV in their 

community

Collaborative
• Community partners play a key role in successfully supporting Veterans and their 

families

Evidence-Informed
• TWV strategies are drawn from well-researched models that have shown to 

effectively reduce suicide

Community-Centered
• TWV partnerships develop a unique suicide prevention action plan based on 

community strengths and needs

Guiding Principles of TWV



TWV Provides Tools, Training & Technical Assistance to 
Rural Veteran Leaders

• Tools: Online Portal and Toolkit
• Training in TWV program model, tools, processes and 

suicide prevention best practices
• Technical Assistance

• Capacity development
• Community coaching
• Peer mentoring



TWV provides trusted 
leadership in rural 
communities to:
• Enhance health care collaboration
• Improve care system knowledge of Veterans
• Increase safe storage of firearms
• Increase social connectedness
• Increase help-seeking



Thank you!
nathaniel.mohatt@cuanschutz.edu
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