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Abstract 

Rural communities and the people who live there are vital to the United States. 

However, due to dramatic technical, economic and political changes of the last century, large 

numbers of small rural communities across the United States are in jeopardy and in danger of 

extinction.  Given the steep decline in population and increasing poverty, the future of small 

towns and the rural environment is unclear.  Research focusing on rural communities has 

tended to spotlight rural poverty as a farming issue and failed to see the larger implications of 

the loss of the social and cultural environment that is home to fifty million Americans.  Without 

an adequate framework or network for addressing the full context of this crisis, rural scholars 

focus too narrowly on specific areas of agriculture, health, education, culture, law enforcement, 

and economic development thus rarely capture the full complexity of the rural environment.  A 

cross-disciplinary approach supporting the development of integrated, innovative, 

interdisciplinary methodologies is essential to understanding the fundamental social, cultural, 

and economic changes in the national landscape.  Beyond simply understanding the crisis of 

rural communities, the approach must be to develop and test transferrable engagement 

processes and policies that facilitate their recovery and revitalization. 
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The Problem 

Rural life is often depicted as a pastoral ideal and resistant to social, cultural, or 

economic distress, however, the reality is that rural families and communities currently face 

more severe hardships than their urban counterparts.  A consequence of these hardships is 

increased poverty and a diminished population.  Poverty, most generally defined as an 

economic condition, also has profound psychological, social, and physiological implications for 

individuals, families, and communities.  Loss of rural population is often due to the outward 

migration of the most talented and skilled, leaving behind those who are ill-prepared to sustain 

their communities socially, culturally, or economically. 

Economically impoverished communities, defined as those with more than a 17% 

poverty rate, tend to offer much lower wages and smaller incomes; job prospects are poor; 

health care professionals are scarce; educational opportunities are limited; and downtowns 

offer more vacant than occupied spaces.  Communities in decline are not typically considered 

good investments in the world of finance.  Less commercial activity produces a lowered tax 

base, thus fewer civic services and amenities are possible.  Further exacerbating the problem 

has been a seismic technological and political shift in agricultural industries.   The rise and 

popularity of the mega-store is often blamed for the challenges experienced by local owners of 

industrial and commercial enterprises.  The global market place appears to have systemically 

contributed to underinvestment in younger workers who, without college degrees entering the 

labor force, are far from competitive in the workforce.  

The current discipline-specific approach to rural poverty has been ineffective.  While the 

2009 overall poverty rate in the United States climbed to a disturbing 14.3%, up 1.1% from the 

previous year, the rural poverty rate grew 1.5% to 16.6%.  More than 7.9 million people outside 

metropolitan areas had incomes below the poverty level in 2009.  Increases in the rural poverty 

rate have wide-ranging implications. 

Implications 

People who live in poverty are less likely to seek regular medical care or advanced 

education, but are more likely to become involved in drugs and other illegal activities.  Children 

living in poverty tend to have more problems in school and to drop out of high school.  Without 

a high school diploma, their job prospects are poor.  Studies of chronic poverty reveal that 

parents who did not finish school, are not likely to encourage continuous school attendance or 

regular medical checkups for their own children.  Those children who do show promise by 

finishing high school, and seeking higher education, are not likely to return to their hometowns 

– resulting in a “brain drain” from the community (Carr & Kefalas, 2009):  a tragic, potentially 

devastating, loss of the town’s most talented and capable.   
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With increased rural poverty has come debilitating increases in stress, suicide, and 

crime.  According to Evans and Shamberg (2009) one significant ill effect of poverty is chronic 

stress which appears to impair cognitive development and working memory.  This, in addition 

to better known experiential factors related to poverty, such as having parents who don’t have 

as much time or energy to engage with them, significantly compromises the student’s potential 

for academic success.  Such issues can directly influence and compromise workforce 

development.   

Rural crime, violence, and suicide have increased dramatically in the last several years.  

While urban crime has declined, rural communities have experienced a notable twenty percent 

rise in violent crime.  Suicides average three times more frequency in rural than urban 

environments (Yenerall, 2009).  High rates of crime discourage economic and population 

growth and compromises the development of social capital, the network of social support for 

which the rural environment was lauded.  Social capital is a strong predictor of civic 

involvement.  For any community to survive, its members must assume an active role in its 

governance and maintenance. 

Loss of population exacerbates rural economic conditions evidenced in high levels of 

bankruptcy and empty, derelict, or abandoned downtown commercial districts.  Today, the 

concept of modern “ghost towns” is not just a threat, but a reality across the rural landscape.  

As towns disappear, so does a unique culture and economy that has been described as the 

“Heartland of America:” once a driving force in the development of the country that made the 

United States a global economic power. 

Overlooking the rural experience has impoverished our understanding of a large 

segment of our population and their contribution to the culture and the economy.  

Significantly, rural Americans make up one fifth of the U.S. population.  This suggests that a 

large number of our citizens live in conditions that compromise their health, education, and 

general well being.  Widespread loss of small rural communities threatens the agricultural 

community and the nation’s food supply.  Those who migrate to metropolitan areas are often 

under educated and ill-prepared for the urban job market.  Rural residents and communities 

represent unique and specific cultural attitudes fundamental to the national discourse.  It is 

rural America that supports not only our food production, but a disproportionate number of 

our armed forces and a large portion of the active voting population.    

There is a dire need for reversing the decline of America’s rural communities.  The cost 

of not examining and adequately understanding the complex social, cultural, and economic 

climate of this segment of our country portends a looming crisis.  However, just as technology 

has captured the entrepreneurial spirit in many urban environments, existing small rural 
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communities need to identify their capacity for creativity, innovation, and invention.  The 

preponderance of low wage jobs and subsistence living cannot sustain the rural communities 

that 55 million Americans call home.  There can be no one solution to this much needed 

revitalization.  No one discipline can address the plethora of issues and relationships to be 

considered in finding understanding and solutions to the crisis in rural America.  

Addressing the Problem 

A cross disciplinary, holistic approach is necessary to capture the full complexity of the 

rural environment, its trajectory, and potential for recovery.  Such an approach, by definition, 

would include teams with members from diverse corners of academia and the professions, 

including, but not limited to: sociology, psychology, health and medicine, business, 

entrepreneurship, architectural and urban design, art, anthropology, and education, among 

many others.  The search for understanding and solutions to the decline and impending loss of 

the rural population will require development of new methodologies for integrating disciplines, 

collecting relevant data, and analyzing complex socio-cultural findings.  Both theoretical and 

practical research is necessary.  By understanding the place we are trying to develop or 

preserve, we have a greater chance of succeeding.  Sociologists, together with education and 

business specialists, must find new ways to identify and optimize the creativity intrinsic and 

within communities to develop new economic ventures and a new economy unique to and 

appropriate for rural communities in a post-agricultural environment.   

Health and medical specialists must inform and be informed by architectural and urban 

designers, and transportation specialists in order to fully define and identify the concept of 

healthy, safe, sustainable environments.  Delivery of medical services in small rural 

communities is not only a medical problem, it is an issue of economics, education, and, often, 

transportation.  If the economics of a community cannot support a medical practice, and the 

nearest doctor or clinic is a long distance away, health and medical problems may be ignored in 

a family with no access to transportation. 

The rural community is a place that thousands of African Americans, Latinas/os, Asians, 

and Native American call home, each group with unique characteristics, values, and traditions, 

and often with limited integration with each other or with the Caucasian members of their 

communities.  Immigration and integration can be viewed from multiple perspectives.  Little is 

known about the recent influences and relationships of race, sexuality, and gender roles in the 

development and sustained environment of the rural community. Social scientists, educators 

and environmental designers must collaborate to adequately identify the successes and 

opportunities for meaningful engagement between diverse populations.     



 

 

 
 

5 

Increasingly the elderly are drawn to retirement in rural communities.  Focusing on this 

immigrating population, educators, psychologists, sociologists, cultural anthropologists, 

architectural designers, and medical professionals together may find new opportunities for a 

longer healthier, happier life for the individual retiree.  Just as small schools have been shown 

to have social and psychological benefits for students and their achievements, small 

communities may hold similar benefit for elders. If so, how will the rural community adequately 

support their needs and avoid an “elder ghetto”?  How do relocated elderly integrate and 

contribute to a traditional community, and conversely impact that community considering the 

growing sentiment to “age-in-place”? Is this an opportunity for creating new models of the 

entrepreneurship, education, or healthcare? 

Some rural communities have already ceased to exist, others will die as well.  Some will 

disappear due to climate change.  The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is in 

the process of strategic planning to address climate threat to communities located in lowlands.  

Some single-industry communities, such as logging and mill towns, have died due to changes in 

technology, or political changes.  Causes of death and decline of America’s small rural 

community are varied and diverse; the impacts are equally varied and diverse.  The grief and 

loss of a community may be comparable to the loss of a home:  it impacts individuals, families, 

neighbors and neighboring communities.  Many disciplines will find valuable information in 

studying the process of the decline, the grieving that follows it, and the response of surviving 

communities.  With knowledge of the process of decline, we may learn lessons of survival. 

Successful teams experience advancement through the intellectual fertilization that 

comes from interaction with diverse and divergent thinking.  This is a challenge in academic 

silos and in carefully guarded professions.  Utilized within each academic discipline are 

common, preferred methodologies adequate and appropriate for research within the 

disciplinary boundaries.  However, in a complex, multi-disciplinary investigation, new 

methodologies reflective of the collaborative effort may be more fruitful.  A major effort should 

be made to encourage, develop and refine new, effective methods for creating and sustaining 

such teams.   

Likewise, methodologies appropriate to the social and cultural idiosyncrasies specific to 

a rural community must be flexible and adaptable, or, perhaps, even invented for unique 

situations:  a rural community in northern Alaska may have little in common with a rural 

community in south Georgia except size and poverty.  The complexity and vastness of America’s 

rural crisis requires a critical review of our current accepted concepts of rigorous inquiry.  

Understanding the capabilities and needs of people and the communities may require close, 

personal communications.  Challenges to this research include:  many rural communities do not 

have access to the internet; there is a strong anti-government sentiment (often directed to 



 

 

 
 

6 

academic institutions as well); and in the some states families and communities are often 

located in remote and isolated areas.          

Capacity for Addressing the Problem 

Place is important.  A program of support for interdisciplinary research holistically 

addressing the psychological, social, and cultural conditions and economic recovery of 

America’s small rural communities has the potential for directly impacting millions of people.  A 

coordinating national center for rural cultural vitality could support cross disciplinary research 

teams, distributing research and research application strategies.  Across all the United States 

are potential consumers of such support, including the National Trust Main Street participants, 

land grant universities extension agents, rural community organizations, and individuals 

interested in preserving their own rural communities.  

Stimulating innovation and creativity to invigorate a community and its diverse 

stakeholders will provide an avenue to independence and economic stability.  Methodologies 

that engage rural communities in self-reflective and stakeholder-driven processes are critical 

for reaching reluctant, apprehensive communities.  Comprehensive studies considering the full 

context of small rural impoverished communities and its under-represented populations can 

lead to effective, efficient mechanisms of social, cultural, and economic.   

Models of rural change and mechanisms for survival in a place can have substantial and 

fundamental significance to this country and to the many other countries experiencing poverty 

or decline in rural communities.  Understanding how to climb out of poverty through one’s own 

creativity and capacity, while continuing to live in a rural place is a need for individuals, families, 

and communities across national and cultural boundaries.   
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