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• Data resources 
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DISCLAIMER:

Information and topics discussed 
in this webinar are sensitive. 
Please consider this as 
background. If you wish to quote, 
please reach out. 



Current State of Rural



Life Expectancy in the US is Declining



Rural vs. Urban Differences – Leading Causes

Garcia M, Rossen L, Matthews K, et al. Preventable Premature Deaths from the Five Leading Causes of Death in 
Nonmetropolitan and Metropolitan Counties, United States, 2010-2022. MMWR Surveill Summ 2024;73 (No: 2)
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Generated with data from Newcomer, et al, 2025

Rural areas 
have lower 

rates of 
children up to 

date on 
recommended 

childhood 
vaccines than 
urban areas



A positive change, and a 
cautionary tale about provisional 

data





Social Determinants (Drivers) of Health

https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/social-determinants-health



Rural versus urban job growth since recession





Cardiovascular disease vs. Persistent poverty



Respiratory Disease vs. Persistent poverty
Respiratory Disease Mortality



African Americans in rural counties



Hispanics in rural counties



American Indian/Alaska natives in rural counties



Premature Death (YPLL):
2% Wealthiest Counties vs 2% Poorest Counties
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Health and Social Conditions of the Poorest Versus Wealthiest Counties in the United States. Egen, et. al.  
American Journal of Public Health  107:130-135 (2017)



Health and Social Conditions of the Poorest Versus Wealthiest Counties in the United States. Egen, et. al.  
American Journal of Public Health  107:130-135 (2017)

Adult Smoking Percentage
2% Wealthiest Counties vs 2% Poorest Counties
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Health and Social Conditions of the Poorest Versus Wealthiest Counties in the United States.  Egen, et. al.  
American Journal of Public Health  107:130-135 (2017)

Adult Obesity Percentage 
2% Wealthiest Counties vs 2% Poorest Counties
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Health and Social Conditions of the Poorest Versus Wealthiest Counties in the United States. Egen, et. al.  
American Journal of Public Health  107:130-135 (2017)

Adults with Some College Percentage
2% Wealthiest Counties vs 2% Poorest Counties

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0 20 40 60 80 100

Pe
rc

en
t o

f A
du

lts
 w

ith
 S

om
e 

Co
lle

ge

Percentile

All U.S. Counties
Poorest Counties
Richest Counties

76.6%

41.4%



Health and Social Conditions of the Poorest Versus Wealthiest Counties in the United States. Egen, et. al.  
American Journal of Public Health  107:130-135 (2017)

Children Living in Poverty Percentage 
2% Wealthiest Counties vs 2% Poorest Counties
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Rural Health Transformation & 
Medicaid Cuts



Background on Rural Health 
Transformation
• $50 billion over five fiscal years

• Half equally distributed among 
approved states

• Half distributed by CMS based 
on a formula

• State-led with unique priorities

• Introduced in H.R 1 on July 4, 2025

You are here!



• Estimated $137 billion lost in rural communities (KFF)
• Medicaid covers 1 in 4 people in rural areas (KFF)
• Coverage loss estimates are in the millions (RWJF)
• Marketplace coverage down 13% following expiration of tax credits (KFF)
• Plus work requirements and declining Marketplace coverage





Why is rural important?  Rural as a 
National Security Concern



The Role of Rural in National Security

FOOD & 
AGRICULTURE

ENERGY 
PRODUCTION

WATER MANUFACTURING

TRANSPORTATION DEFENSE



• The Numbers:
• 97% of all American land is rural (Census Bureau)

• 1.9 million farms as of 2022 (USDA Census of Agriculture)

• 95% of farms are operated by families (USDA Census of Agriculture)

• National security lens:
• Lack of independent food supply is a risk
• Unhealthy and malnourished population 

Food and Agriculture



• Coal mining
• Accounts for nearly 15% of U.S. energy production (AAF)

• Oil and gas
• US crude oil production reached 13.6 million barrels/day in 2025 (DOE)

• Natural gas
• Rural counties drive growth (USDA ERS)

• Renewable energy
• Grown 50% in rural areas since 2021 (E2)

• National security lens:
• Energy Independence

Energy Production

Crude oil production in U.S. by state, 
2024 (in 1,000 barrels)

Source: Statista Research Department



Water
• Watersheds are located in rural areas

• Need for protected environments in 
the context of agricultural 
production, wastewater runoff, and 
municipal sewage (RAND)

• National Security Lends:
• Water quantity and quality is 

dependent upon healthy rural 
ecosystems

Source: Influences of Key Factors on River Water Quality in Urban and 
Rural Areas: A Review by Anh et al



• The numbers:
• More than 3.5 million Americans work in 

manufacturing (Aspen Institute)
• Rural America’s second largest sector 

(Aspen Institute)

• Stalling growth
• Negative growth rate from 2023 to 2024 

(USDA Rural at a Glance)
• Loss of rural jobs and economic stimulus

• National Security Lens:
• Increased reliance on other nations

Manufacturing



• The numbers:
• 68% of America’s road miles are in rural 

areas (U.S. DOT, 2025)
• 46% of truck vehicle miles occurred in rural 

areas between 2000 and 2019
• More than 630 short line railroads 

(American Association of Railroads)
• Connect rural towns, farms, and businesses
• Operate over 45,000 route miles 

• Barge lines connect rural areas to 
goods, services, and to urban centers

• National Security Lens:
• Highly dependent on rural areas for the 

movement of goods and services

Transportation

Source: Department of Transportation

Map of large 
inland barge 
routes through 
rural America



• Rural young people are more 
likely to enlist than their urban 
peers (Veteran Scholars)

• Rural jurisdictions are home to 
the majority of military bases

• National Security Lens:
• Rural is critical for military defense

Defense

Source: Military spouse licensing: a case study of registered 
nurses near military bases



Rural Data
Limitations, Loss, Challenges, and Opportunities



ETSU Data Challenges Study
• Systematically reviewed a subset of the peer-reviewed literature 

that considered rurality, with a focus on limitations sections
• Guided by the PRISMA reporting guidelines
• Supported by a health sciences librarian

• Focused on original research studies using secondary, quantitative 
data

PRISMA. PRISMA 2020. Accessed July 23, 2024. https://www.prisma-
statement.org/

https://www.prisma-statement.org/


PRISMA 
Diagram

a The primary search strategy included a broader timeframe; however, this 
review was ultimately limited to studies published during 2019-2022.



Author-Reported Study Limitations
Limitation Type

Count of Studies a

N (%)
Missing, unmeasured, or proxy variables or confounding 218 (84.2)
Underreporting or underestimating, overreporting or overestimating, or other 
measurement errors 156 (60.2)

Generalizability, sample characteristics or representativeness, or selection 
bias 144 (55.6)

Definitions of rurality or geographic measures 101 (39.0)
Study design 97 (37.5)
Outdated data, delayed data, or other time-related limitations 54 (20.8)
Self-reported data and associated biases or limitations 53 (20.5)
Small sample size, data suppression, or limited statistical power 49 (18.9)
Missing data 21 (8.1)
Data modeling or other statistical limitations 21 (8.1)
Other 9 (3.5)

a Categories for limitations were not mutually exclusive. Totals may not sum to 100% or 259.



• Small sample sizes and “invisible populations”
• Response rates/survey data
• Data suppression or censoring
• Modeling
• Provisional data
• Differences in data access by state

• State priorities for data collection/monitoring 

Sample Sizes, Quality, and Reliability

EXAMPLE
CDC WONDER data is suppressed 
when the count is less than 9 (for 

confidentiality) and unreliable 
when less than 20 (for large 

standard errors)



• Large versus small geographic levels
• May mask within-rural differences

• Granular data often proprietary or limited in geographic scope
• Example: health system electronic medical record data has encounter-level data, but 

only for their system

• Data without rural indicators, or with indicators but no geographic 
identifier to match with other sources

• Changing geographic definitions (census tracts, ways to define geography)

Geographic Limitations



Administrative Challenges 
• Expenses to purchase data
• Requirements for accessing data

• Access to specific software and/or data expertise
• Restricted access requiring lengthy approval processes



Not all measures mean the same thing 
across the country, including by rurality
Different physical, cultural, and political landscapes can 
result in measures being more or less relevant to different 
areas

• Examples: 
• Having a personal vehicle vs. public transportation
• Distance in miles vs. considerations of terrain



Data and data access are changing
• Some data may be harder to find or nonexistent
• Holes in data and inability to compare with previous or 

future data
• Lacking robust baseline data to observe impact from new 

policy changes
• Some studies may not control for known confounders



Compromised Federal Data



Compromised Federal Data

• Terminated datasets include:
• Current Population Survey Food Security Supplement (USDA)
• Drug Abuse Warning Network (SAMHSA)
• Indicators of School Crime and Safety (ED)
• Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System (CDC)
• Future Risk Index (FEMA)
• National Beneficiary Survey (SSA)
• Air Toxins Screening Assessment Cancer Risk Estimates (EPA)



Compromised Federal Data

• Key data elements removed from other datasets
• Equity
• Social Drivers of Health
• Gender Identity
• Race and ethnicity
• COVID vaccination
• Racial discrimination
• Sexual/gender discrimination



Discontinuation of County Health 
Rankings & Roadmaps



In sum…
• There are existing challenges with rural data
• Data is nuanced
• Challenges with data access, reliability, and guidance are 

everchanging
• Agencies, researchers, and organizations may have 

limitations in what they can release, even if not federally 
funded

• Different organizations and individuals are responding differently
• Some journals are federally supported



Things to consider when covering 
research or reviewing data

Does the study 
present analyses by 

gender, race, and 
ethnicity?

Does the study 
control for factors 

such as gender, 
race, and ethnicity? 

How recent is the 
data? 

Are the data 
preliminary, 
modeled, or 
predicted?

Was the research 
funded? By who? 

What research 
questions or 

analyses were not 
conducted?



www.ruralhealthresearch.org

https://www.ruralhealthresearch.org/


RURALHEALTHMAP.NORC.ORG

Rural Health Mapping Tool



Rural Health Mapping Tool

RURALHEALTHMAP.NORC.ORG



RURALHEALTHMAP.NORC.ORG

Rural Health Mapping Tool



REI.NORC.ORG



REI.NORC.ORG



REI.NORC.ORG



• One unique example of rural data leveraged for rural 
communities

• Joint partnership between academic and state 
government 

Livability Indicators Dashboard

HTTPS://WWW.ETSU.EDU/CPH/RURAL-HEALTH-
RESEARCH/TN-LIVABILITY-DASHBOARD.PHP



INDICATOR CATEGORIES

Age-Friendly 
Communities 

(3)

Community 
Engagement 

(3)

Community 
Infrastructure 

(5)

Economy 
(8)

Education
(13)

Employment
(3)

Fiscal 
Responsibility 

(2)

Food Access 
and Nutrition 

(8)

Health Care 
Access 

(31)

Health Status 
(12)

Housing 
(9)

Natural 
Environments 

(2)

Transportation 
(6)

HTTPS://WWW.ETSU.EDU/CPH/RURAL-HEALTH-
RESEARCH/TN-LIVABILITY-DASHBOARD.PHP



HTTPS://WWW.ETSU.EDU/CPH/RURAL-HEALTH-
RESEARCH/TN-LIVABILITY-DASHBOARD.PHP



HTTPS://WWW.ETSU.EDU/CPH/RURAL-HEALTH-
RESEARCH/TN-LIVABILITY-DASHBOARD.PHP



@etsucrhr

Michael Meit, MA, MPH | Director | 240-273-2751 | meitmb@etsu.edu

www.etsu.edu/cph/rural-health-research

https://rei.norc.org 60
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