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Session Objectives

 List recent trends in the rural U.S.

 Define Social Determinants of Health and their relevance to rural 
health

 Identify challenges to health care in rural settings

 Evaluate strategies to encourage growth in the rural health care 
workforce



Your Patient: Rachel

Her Health Conditions:
✓Type 2 Diabetes
✓Hypertension
✓Neuropathy
✓Obesity
✓High Cholesterol
✓Tobacco Use
✓Breast Cancer



Your Patient: Rachel

Her Social Conditions:
✓Grew up in poverty
✓ Immigrated from Mexico at age 

19
✓Widowed at 35
✓Prefers to speak Spanish
✓No health insurance
✓Doesn’t have a drivers’ license
✓ Lives in rural Texas



 The social determinants of health are 
the conditions in which people are 
born, grow, live, work and age, including 
the health system. 

 These circumstances are shaped by the 
distribution of money, power and 
resources at global, national and local 
levels. 

 The social determinants of health are 
mostly responsible for health inequities 
- the unfair and avoidable differences in 
health status seen within and between 
countries.

WHO Definition

Social 
Determinants of 
Health



Determinants of HealthRachel’s Social 
Conditions:
✓Grew up in poverty
✓ Immigrated from 

Mexico at age 19
✓Widowed at 35
✓Prefers to speak 

Spanish
✓No health 

insurance
✓Doesn’t have a 

drivers’ license
✓ Lives in rural Texas



Impact of Factors 
on Risk of 

Premature Death

Source: Beyond Health Care: The Role of SDoH in Promoting Health & Health Care, KFF, 2015

Exacerbating Health Risks: Climate Change 
• Increasingly frequent extreme weather events
• Extreme heatwaves
• Storms and floods
• Disruption of food systems
• Increases in zoonoses and food-, water- and 

vector-borne diseases
• Mental health issues



Estimated Deaths Due to 
Social Factors in the US, 2000

Deaths Due to Social Factors

 Low education: 245,000

 Racial segregation: 176,000

 Low social support: 162,000

 Individual poverty: 133,000

 Income inequality: 119,000

 Area level poverty: 39,000

In Contrast…

Acute MI: 192,898

Cerebrovascular dx: 167,661

Lung cancer: 155,521

“Social causes can be linked to death as 
readily as can pathophysiological and 
behavioral causes. All of these factors 
contribute substantially to the burden of 
disease in the United States, and all need 
focused research.”

Estimated Deaths Attributable to Social Factors in the 
US. Galea S et.al. Am J Public Health. 2011 August; 
101(8): 1456–1465.



Where do you find concentrations of…

Low 
education

Racial 
segregation

Low social 
support

Individual 
poverty

Income 
inequality

Area Level 
poverty



Rural America



Defining “Rural” & “Nonmetro”?

 Nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) counties are defined by the Office of 
Management and Budget and include a combination of… 

 Open countryside

 Rural towns (places with fewer than 2,500 people)

 Urban areas with populations less than 50,000 that are not part of 
larger labor market areas (metropolitan areas). 



Frontier
Counties

Frontier 
Counties:
Those with a 
population 
density of fewer 
than 7 people 
per square mile



Examples of Rural Health Care Challenges

 Lower provider-to-population ratios in rural areas despite 
the disproportionate need for health services due to older 
population age and more chronic conditions

 Availability of Physician Specialists:

 Rural 40.1 /100K people vs. Metro 134.1 /100K people

 Suicide Rate:

 Rural 18.9 /100K people vs. Metro 13.2 /100K people

 Motor Vehicle Accidents:

 Rural 43% vs. Metro 56% (compared with 14% vs. 86% of US 
population)



Uninsured



HPSAs

• Health Professional Shortage Area 
(HPSAs) can be geographic areas, 
populations, or facilities. 

• These areas have a shortage of 
primary, dental or mental health 
care providers.



HPSAs

Primary Care- Rural
• Health Professional Shortage Area 

(HPSAs) can be geographic areas, 
populations, or facilities. 

• These areas have a shortage of 
primary, dental or mental health 
care providers.



HPSAs
Arizona



HPSAs
Texas



Primary Care
HPSAs

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Mental Health
HPSAs

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Dental Health
HPSAs

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Teen 
Birth Rate

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Male Life 
Expectancy

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Female
Life Expectancy

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Rural Hospital Closures

 186 Rural Hospital Closures 
in the US since January 2005

 102 complete closures + 84 
converted closures

 4 closures in Arizona

 24 closures in Texas

 143 hospital closures since 
2010



Critical 
Access

• Rural Emergency Hospitals (REHs) 
are a new provider type 
established as of 1-23-23 to 
address closures of rural 
hospitals. 

• The REH designation provides an 
opportunity for Critical Access 
Hospitals and certain rural 
hospitals to “convert” & continue 
to provide essential services:
• emergency services,
• observation care
• medical and health 

outpatient services that do 
not exceed an annual per 
patient average of 24 hours.



Adults without 
Health Care

Rural vs. Metro Counties



DM Prevalence

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Poor or Fair 
Heath

Rural vs. Metro Counties



Rural Health
Report Card



Rural Health
Report Card







Now, Some Good News:

 Rural population declined during the 2010s but increased 
dramatically during 2020–21.

 Metropolitan (metro) and nonmetropolitan (nonmetro/ rural) 
population trends shifted dramatically with the onset of the pandemic 
in 2020.

 During 2020–21, many people moved to nonmetro areas to reside in 
places with less population density as COVID-19 infection rates 
accelerated. 



Population Change, 1990-2021

Rural Counties



Growth in Rural Employment Sectors

Rural Counties

Health care and social assistance 
experienced the strongest growth. 
This includes home health and long-
term care employment in addition to 
positions in hospitals and outpatient 
clinics.



Back to Bad News: Workforce Diversity

Rural Counties



Mortality Rate 
x Race

Rural vs. Metro Counties



TTUHSC School of Medicine Strategies
To Support the Rural Physician Workforce

 Extensive curriculum focused on Social Determinants of Health

 Small group discussion on rural hospital closures in Texas

 Rural Health Elective

 Care of the Underserved Program of Distinction

 Hispanic Center of Excellence

 Family Medicine Accelerated Track

 Family Medicine Rural Health Residency Tracks 

 F. Marie Hall Institute for Rural and Community Health



Rural Health Elective Students

SDoH Group 
Presentations

Rural Hospital Closure Session Prep



Your Patient: Rachel

Your Approach:
✓Pro-active Preventive Care
✓Effective Care Access
✓Innovative Resources 
✓Culturally Sensitive Interactions
✓Humility & Patience
✓Advocacy for community
✓Advocacy for education
✓Advocacy for built environment
✓Advocacy the rural health care system



Useful Resources

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

 Rural Health Quarterly
https://ruralhealthquarterly.com/

 US Dept. of Agriculture Economic Research Service
https://www.ers.usda.gov/

 University of North Carolina Sheps Center for Health Services Research
https://www.shepscenter.unc.edu/

 Kaiser Family Foundation
https://www.kff.org/

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/about
https://ruralhealthquarterly.com/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/
https://www.shepscenter.unc.edu/
https://www.kff.org/
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