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Looking Beyond Health 
Care: The Importance of 
the Social Determinants
of Health for Rural Aging



“The social determinants of health (SDH) are the conditions in which 
people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider set of forces 
and systems shaping the conditions of daily life. 

These forces and systems include economic policies and systems, 
development agendas, social norms, social policies and political 
systems.”

- World Health Organization Definition 

Social Determinants of Health



Source: Kaiser Family Foundation: https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/issue-brief/beyond-health-care-the-role-of-social-
determinants-in-promoting-health-and-health-equity/



• Person in 
environment 

• Socio-ecological 
model

• Health in all 
policies 

Put Another Way… 

Figure source: Westat; CDC, 2014; WHO, 2014



• Exposure over the life 
course

• Cumulative 
advantage/disadvantage 
(Dannefer, 2003)

• Shape opportunities over 
the lifespan and living 
situation and economic 
position in older ages

Social Determinants of Health and Older Adults
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• Rural residents are: “older, 
poorer, and sicker”

• Rural areas differ from urban in 
terms of infrastructure, 
environment, socio-
demographic characteristics, 
access to resources, etc.

• Important to consider the 
unique impact of social 
determinants of health on rural 
older adults 

Social Determinants of Health and Rural 



• Compared to urban, rural residents:
- Are older (on average) 
- Have lower educational attainment 
- Have lower incomes
- Have higher unemployment rates
- Have lower health insurance rates
- Are more likely to work (or to have worked) in 

physically demanding jobs
• Each of these is associated with poorer health 

outcomes

Rural Socio-Demographic and Economic Characteristics  



Educational Attainment by Rurality

Source: 2016 Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey (data show all Medicare 
beneficiaries) 
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Rural/Urban Differences in Poverty Among Older Adults 
(65+)

Source: 2013-2017 American Community Survey; https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rural-urban-differences-among-
older-adults/
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Rural/Urban Differences in Assets and Wealth Among 
Older Adults (65+)

Source: 2015 National Health and Aging Trends Study https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rural-urban-differences-
among-older-adults/
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Race and Ethnicity of Older Adults
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Source: 2013-2017 American Community Survey; https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rural-urban-differences-among-older-adults/
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Structural Racism and Rural Health

Source: Henning-Smith, Hernandez, 
Hardeman, Ramirez, Kozhimannil, 2019, 
Health Affairs



• Rural areas differ from urban in terms of:
- Natural and built environments
- Population density
- Access to resources and amenities, such as: 

• Health care
• Transportation
• Housing
• Broadband Internet and cellular connectivity
• Water and air quality

Infrastructure and Physical Environment



Access to Health Care – Hospital Closures

Source: University of North Carolina Sheps Center https://www.shepscenter.unc.edu/programs-projects/rural-
health/rural-hospital-closures/
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• Key rural-specific challenges:
- Infrastructure (roads, bridges, 

availability of vehicles);
- Geography; 
- Funding;
- Accessibility;
- Political support and public 

awareness; 
- Socio-demographics

Rural Transportation Challenges

Source: Henning-Smith et al. (2017) https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rural-transportation-challenges-and-opportunities/
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Homeownership among Older Adults

72.2%
80.2%

20.0%
13.0%

7.8% 6.8%

Urban Rural

Own Rent Other

Source: 2015 National Health and Aging Trends Study https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rural-urban-differences-among-older-adults/
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Broadband Access

Source: Federal Communications Commission: https://www.fcc.gov/reports-
research/maps/connect2health/#ll=30.826781,-
78.658447&z=7&t=broadband&bbm=fixed_access&dmf=none&zlt=county
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Compared to urban 
older adults, rural 
older adults:

- Are more likely 
to live alone

- Have larger 
social networks

- Are more likely 
to report feeling 
lonely

Social Connectedness



Rural-Urban Differences: Living Alone

Source: Henning-Smith et al. (2020). https://rhrc.umn.edu/publication/rates-of-living-alone-by-rurality-and-age/
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Rural-Urban Differences: Relationships

***Non-core different than urban at p<0.001; Source: Henning-Smith et al. (2019)
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*Micropolitan different than urban at p<0.05; 
**Non-core different than urban at p<0.01; Source: Henning-Smith et al. (2019)

2% 3%

15%

32%

27%

21%

5%
2%

15%

28%

19%

32%

1% 1%

9%

33%

23%

34%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

0 1 2-3 4-9 10 - 20 > 20

Number of Friends

Urban Micropolitan Rural* Non-Core Rural**

Rural-Urban Differences: Relationships



Rural-Urban Differences: Loneliness
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*Different than urban at p<0.05; Source: Henning-Smith et al. (2019)



Why Address Social Determinants?

Source: RWJF County Health 
Rankings 
https://www.countyhealthrankings.o
rg/resources/county-health-rankings-
model
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Where to Start?

Source: Rural Health Information Hub, https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/sdoh
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Thank you!
Carrie Henning-Smith 
henn0329@umn.edu
@Carrie_H_S
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