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for the chat: what comes to mind 
when you hear ‘rural’?



how does the federal 
government define ‘rural’?

•The U.S. federal government 
employs between 15 and 75 different 
definitions of "rural". source

•Congress has set in statute seven rural 
definitions to be used to determine 
eligible rural areas for different rural 
development programs alone. source

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9277290/#:~:text=Lacking%20a%20consensus%20definition%20at,policymaking%2C%20monitoring%2C%20and%20administration.
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R47510


how does New Jersey 
define ‘rural’?

The New Jersey State Office of Rural 
Health 

• A New Jersey community is 
considered rural if it has a 
population density of less than 500 
people per square mile.

• The federal government's definition 
of rural is an area that is not urban.

source

https://www.nj.gov/health/fhs/primarycare/rural-health/


learning objectives
1. Define intersectionality and explain its relevance to understanding 

rural communities in New Jersey and the United States.

2. Identify key social determinants and structural barriers that 
uniquely affect marginalized populations in rural areas.

3. Describe how overlapping identities (e.g., race, disability, 
immigration status) influence health outcomes, economic mobility, 
and civic engagement in rural contexts.

4. Apply strategies to center equity in rural policy, program 
development, and stakeholder engagement.
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What we'll cover this afternoon:

0101

foundation setting

02

differences in rural 
intersectionality

03

application & 
strategies

04

wrap-up & action 
steps

05

questions & answers



foundation setting 



who lives in rural areas?
• Racial diversity increased in nonmetropolitan 

America over the past decade, though the 
population remains 76% non-Hispanic White. 

• Diversity increased in rural America, even as the 
rural population declined. 

• The rural child population is more diverse than 
the adult population. 

• Growing rural diversity presents both challenges 
and opportunities for rural communities, people, 
and institutions.

source

https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/growing-racial-diversity-rural-america-results-2020-census


Rural 
Americans 
of Color in 
2020

source

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/mapping-rural-americas-diversity-and-demographic-change/


what is 
intersectionality?

Crenshaw defines it as a framework 
for understanding how multiple 
social categorizations (like race, 
class, gender, etc.) intersect to 
create unique experiences of 
discrimination and privilege.

source

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf


the differences in rural intersectionality



why intersectionality 
in rural is different

• Isolation amplifies barriers

• Visibility vs. invisibility 
dynamics

• Resource scarcity creates 
competition

• Different structural barriers 
emerge Graves, 2001



geographic isolation as 
identity multiplier

• Geographic isolation compounds 
social isolation for marginalized 
groups

• Limited "critical mass" means fewer 
peer networks and community 
support

• Distance to services 
disproportionately impacts those with 
multiple marginalized identities

• Digital divides cut off virtual 
communities and resources



the 
digital 
divide in 
rural 
America

source

https://ruralhome.org/rvfall2018/


visibility vs. invisibility 
dynamics

• Hypervisibility in small communities can 
increase vulnerability to discrimination

• Statistical invisibility in data leads to 
overlooked needs and missed funding

• Cultural invisibility perpetuates "rural = 
white and straight" stereotypes

• Strategic visibility choices become 
survival mechanisms



resource scarcity vs. 
competition

• Limited funding can pit communities 
against each other instead of addressing 
systemic inequities

• Single providers serve diverse populations 
without cultural competency training

• Informal networks can become 
gatekeepers of opportunity and resources

• Zero-sum thinking emerges when 
resources are persistently underfunded



fair housing 
in rural 
America – 
by the 
Numbers

source

https://ruralhome.org/rural-data-snapshots/


different structural 
barriers in rural areas

• Transportation deserts 

• Cybersecurity vulnerabilities 

• Workforce shortages 

• Economies of scale 

• Policy blind spots



Medicaid 
covered 
nearly half of 
all births in 
rural areas

source

https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-brief/10-things-to-know-about-rural-hospitals/


Medicare 
Covered a 
Larger Share 
of Hospital 
Discharges in 
Rural than 
Urban areas 
in 2023

source

https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-brief/10-things-to-know-about-rural-hospitals/


Hospital 
Closures 
Outpaced 
Openings in 
Rural Areas 
from 
2017-2024

source

https://www.kff.org/health-costs/issue-brief/10-things-to-know-about-rural-hospitals/


behind the numbers

• Agricultural communities
• Maternal Health
• Youth, education, and long-

term economic mobility

source

https://sjiph.org/projects/rowan-virtua-somrutgers-camden-migrant-health-initiative/


applications and strategies



centering equity in 
rural work

• Asset-based approach

• Intersectional analysis

• Geographic considerations

• Community engagement

• Policy Coordination 



practical strategies in 
program design

• Transportation solutions

• Cultural responsiveness

• Privacy protection

• Schedule flexibility



practical strategies - 
policy development

• Rural impact assessments: How will this 
policy affect rural intersectional populations?

• Resource allocation: Funding formulas that 
account for rural service delivery costs

• Infrastructure investment: Broadband, 
healthcare facilities, transportation

• Cross-sector partnerships: Healthcare, 
education, social services coordination



common pitfalls

• Assume urban solutions will 
translate

• Promote one-size-fits-all solutions

• Impose solutions without 
community input

• Ignore existing assets

• Underestimate community 
complexity



wrap-up and action steps



key takeaways

1. Intersectionality in rural areas is 
amplified by geography

2. Visibility dynamics create unique 
challenges and strategies

3. Resource scarcity requires 
innovative, collaborative 
approaches

4. Structural barriers manifest 
differently and require adapted 
solutions



call to action

• Individual action: Conduct 
intersectional analysis of your current 
programs/policies

• Organizational action: Review service 
delivery models for rural accessibility

• Systems action: Advocate for rural-
specific equity measurements and 
funding

• Community action: Partner with rural 
communities as experts in their own 
experiences



thank you!
For More Information or 
to stay in touch, visit: 
https://darcigraves.org/ 

https://darcigraves.org/


organizations
• Health & Healthcare:

– CDC Office of Rural Health
– Federal Office of Rural Health Policy at HRSA
– Rural Health Information Hub
– National Organization of State Offices of Rural Health
– National Rural Health Association
– Rural Health Research Gateway

• Research & Policy Organizations:
– Rural Sociological Society
– Center on Rural Innovation
– Brookings Institution - Metropolitan Policy Program (Rural 

section)
– Economic Research Service (USDA)

• Equity & Social Justice Focused:
– National Rural Assembly
– Rural Coalition/Coalición Rural
– Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance 

Fund
– Rural Organizing Project

• Digital Equity & Broadband:
– Benton Institute for Broadband & Society
– National Digital Equity Center
– Connected Nation

• LGBTQ+ Rural Resources:
– Rural Pride Network
– National Center for Transgender Equality (Rural 

Programs)
• Disability & Rural:

– National Disability Rights Network
– RTC: Rural (Research and Training Center on 

Disability in Rural Communities)
• Data & Mapping:

– RHI hub - Rural Health Information Hub
– USDA Rural Data Gateway

• For New Jersey Specifically:
– New Jersey State Office of Rural Health
– Rutgers Cooperative Extension
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