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WWAMI Rural Health Research Center

• Mission: Improve and sustain rural health through research that engages 
policymakers, planners, and practitioners advancing equity in rural access to care.

• Focus areas: rural health workforce, access to high quality care
• Primary care
• Rurally relevant specialties
• Behavioral health
• Home health
• Out-of-hospital emergency care
• Cancer
• OB care
• Other topics



Collaborative for Rural Primary care 
Research, Education, and Practice

...to improve and sustain rural health through community engagement 
and research in rural primary care health professions education.



Roadmap

• What makes a health research project “rural”?
• What is “rural”?
• Resources
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Health research

Population health
Environment, systemic/structural factors, 
behaviors, resources – e.g., 
• policies
• finances
• physical infrastructure
• human resources for health (workforce)
• organizational behavior
• attitudes

Public health

Health services 
delivery



What elements are necessary to make a 
health research question or project

“rural”?



Potential “rural” research criteria
Is it… Necessary? Sufficient?

Who does the research?

Population studied?

Topic of study?

Appropriate methods?



Who does the research?



Who does the research?



Population studied?



Population studied?

“Add rural and stir…”

“Can’t see the forest”



Is it the topic?



Almost Rural
• Research topics students/residents proposed for Rural 

PREP/RTT Collaborative microresearch projects:
• Point of care lead level testing – effect on patient outcomes
• Cooking / healthy lifestyles / social and emotional learning curricula 

– impact on participants
• Perceptions of barriers to care among patients from racial and 

ethnic minority backgrounds
• Effect of COVID on patients with diabetes

ØNeed to conceptualize and specify the topic’s rural angle.



Is it the method?



Rural methodological considerations
• Defining “rural”
• Urban comparison (implied or actual) and/or within rural 

comparisons
• Sample size, representativeness, and variability
• Culturally/technologically appropriate approaches
• Research “on” versus “in” and “with”
• Protecting privacy / confidentiality of individuals and 

communities
• Generalizability to other rural populations



Potential “rural” research criteria
Is it… Necessary? Sufficient?

Who does the research? No No

Population studied? Yes No

Topic of study? Yes No

Appropriate methods? Yes No



Potential “rural” research criteria
Is it… Necessary? Sufficient?

Who does the research? No No

Population studied? ü

üTopic of study? ü
Appropriate methods? ü



Potential “rural” research criteria
Is it… Necessary? Sufficient?

Who does the research? No No

Population studied? ü

üTopic of study? ü
Appropriate methods? ü
Other?
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What is “rural”?



How to define “rural”?
• There is no one “right” definition. It depends on the 

research question.
• Whichever definition you choose can either over- or 

under-bound rural in some way.
• That choice will most certainly affect your findings.



Perception/identity-based measures
What best describes the type of place where you grew up?

Rural Suburban Urban

What is the population of the community where you reside?
… your EMS agency service area?

0-50,000 50,001-100,000 100,001-250,000 etc.

Do you consider yourself a “country” person? …a “city” person?
Not a lot A little A great deal Absolutely



Rural identity predicts rural practice intent

https://journals.lww.com/academicmedicine/Fulltext/2019/11001/Defining_Rural__The_Predictive_Value_of_Medical.9.aspx

Self-declared rural 
origin predicts medical 
students’ intent to 
practice in a small city 
/ town / rural area (as 
does rural high school 
county).

https://journals.lww.com/academicmedicine/Fulltext/2019/11001/Defining_Rural__The_Predictive_Value_of_Medical.9.aspx


FM residencies’ reported “rural” training locations

https://www.stfm.org/FamilyMedicine/Vol48Issue8/Evans596

19%-24% of programs 
with a rural mission 
reported only urban
ZIP codes (according 
to RUCAs) as “rural.”

https://www.stfm.org/FamilyMedicine/Vol48Issue8/Evans596


Health geography resources



Commonly-used standard geographic definitions
• Based on population size, density, geographic isolation and 

interdependence/functional relationships with other communities
• Commonly used federal definitions:

• UICs: Urban Influence Codes (county-based)
• RUCCs: Rural-Urban Continuum Codes (county-based)
• CDC National Center for Health Statistics Urban-Rural Classification 

Scheme for Counties (county-based)
• RUCAs: Rural-Urban Commuting Area codes (Census-tract-based; ZIP 

code approximation available)
• FORHP: Federal Office of Rural Health Policy Definition (county and 

RUCA-based)
• FAR: Frontier and Remote Codes (ZIP code approximation)



Resources
• USDA Economic Research Service

• “What is Rural?” https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-
population/rural-classifications/what-is-rural/

• Data for rural analysis: https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-
population/rural-classifications/data-for-rural-analysis/

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-classifications/what-is-rural/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-classifications/data-for-rural-analysis/


Rural Health Information Hub: “What is Rural?”
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/what-is-rural

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/what-is-rural


American Journal of Public Health, 2005

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1449333/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1449333/


Journal of Environmental and Public Health, 2013
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3697777/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3697777/


Rural Policy Research Institute (RUPRI), 2020

https://rupri.public-
health.uiowa.edu/publications/p
olicypapers/Considerations%20
For%20Defining%20Rural%20P
laces.pdf

https://rupri.public-health.uiowa.edu/publications/policypapers/Considerations%20For%20Defining%20Rural%20Places.pdf


Medical Care, 2021
Comparison of 8 federal definitions

• Article: https://journals.lww.com/lww-
medicalcare/fulltext/2021/10001/which_definition_of_rurality_should_i_us
e___the.4.aspx

• Webinar: “Which Rurality Definition?...”: 
https://www.healthworkforceta.org/media-library/which-rurality-definition-
the-relative-performance-of-8-federal-rural-definitions-in-identifying-rural-
urban-disparities/

https://journals.lww.com/lww-medicalcare/fulltext/2021/10001/which_definition_of_rurality_should_i_use___the.4.aspx
https://www.healthworkforceta.org/media-library/which-rurality-definition-the-relative-performance-of-8-federal-rural-definitions-in-identifying-rural-urban-disparities/


Rurality agreement among 8 federal definitions

Rural population 
ranges from
~10 million to ~75 
million, depending 
on definition!

Long et al. 2021. 
Which definition of 
rurality should I use….



Challenge:
Measuring rurality of health care organizations
• Even if we use standard definitions, we have to decide how to 

use them.
• Example: In organizational research (where the organization is 

the unit of analysis), how to classify rurality of service or 
catchment areas?

• Mobile health care: EMS and home health agencies
• Large multi-site systems

• “Rural-serving” is sometimes the best way to describe.





Rural diversity, intersectionality, and health equity
• Health equity requires us to think about different types of rural 

places and different populations within rural places.
• Do both a rural/urban comparison and intra-rural comparisons if 

possible.
• Incorporate intersectionality at all stages of a project:

• rural subpopulations: race, ethnicity, gender identity, region, sexual 
orientation, age, ability, religion, education, income…

• Go beyond documenting disparities from a deficit perspective to 
include solutions, strengths, resilience, lessons rural can offer to 
other communities.



Higher rural poverty – especially for Black, 
Indigenous, and Hispanic populations

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-poverty-well-being/#demographics



Womack LS, Rossen LM, Hirai AH. Urban-Rural Infant Mortality Disparities by Race and Ethnicity and Cause of Death. Am J Prev Med. 2020 Feb;58(2):254-260. doi: 
10.1016/j.amepre.2019.09.010. Epub 2019 Nov 15. PMID: 31735480; PMCID: PMC6980981.



Rural Health Information Hub 
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/


For more than 30 years, the Rural Health Research Centers have been 
conducting policy-relevant research on healthcare in rural areas and                                                                        

providing a voice for rural communities in the policy process.

The Rural Health Research Gateway ensures this 
research lands in the hands of our rural leaders.

ruralhealthresearch.org
Funded by the Federal Office of Rural Health Policy, Health Resources & Services Administration 
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Connect
Davis Patterson: davisp@uw.edu

WWAMI Rural Health Research Center
http://depts.washington.edu/uwrhrc @wwamirhrc

Rural PREP
https://ruralprep.org/ @ruralprep

UW Center for Health Workforce Studies
https://familymedicine.uw.edu/chws/ @uwchws

mailto:davisp@uw.edu
http://depts.washington.edu/uwrhrc
https://ruralprep.org/
https://familymedicine.uw.edu/chws/

