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Rural America 

ÅApproximately 18% of U.S. population 

 

ÅApproximately 84% of the geographic area of U.S. is rural 

 

ÅPopulation in rural America is decreasing 

 





Overview of U.S. Hospitals 

Total Number of All U.S. Registered Hospitals  5,564 

  

ÅNumber of U.S. Community Hospitals   4,862 

 

ÅNumber of Urban Community Hospitals   3,033 

 

ÅNumber of Rural Community Hospitals   1,829 

  

2015 AHA Annual Survey, AHA Hospital Statistics, 2017 edition 



Characteristics of Rural Hospitals and 
Patients 

Rural-specific challenges include:  

ÅRural residents are older, poorer, and more likely to have 
chronic diseases than urban residents.  

ÅRural hospitals are typically smaller than urban hospitals.  

ÅRural hospitals provide a higher percentage of care in 
outpatient settings and are more likely to offer home health, 
skilled nursing and assisted living; all of which have lower 
Medicare margins than inpatient care.  

ÅRural hospitals rely more heavily on reimbursement from 
public programs whose payments fall short of costs.  

The Rural Health Information Hub is supported by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) of the  
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 



Prominent Challenges Faced by Rural 
Hospitals 

Å Remote geographic location  
ï Low population density and distance from other providers result in low 

volumes and high relative operational costs.  

ÅModest budgets   
ï Low population density tends to keep hospital size small and patient 

volume low, thereby keeping hospitals' budgets modest. Lean budgets 
with limited flexibility in cash flow make necessary capital investments in 
the facility or equipment difficult 

ÅWorkforce recruitment and retention  
ïWorkforce is an ongoing challenge closely linked to the remote geographic 

location of the healthcare facility.  

Å Demographics of rural America  
ïRural residents are older, poorer, and have more chronic conditions. This 

can lead to additional challenges and unique pressures to the healthcare 
facility providing care for these individuals.  



Various Rural Hospital 
Designations/Provider Types 
Å Critical Access Hospital (CAH) 

Rural hospitals maintaining no more than 25 acute care beds. CAHs must be 
located at least 35 miles, or 15 miles by mountainous terrain or secondary 
roads, from the nearest  

Å Disproportionate Share Hospital (DSH) 
A special reimbursement designation under Medicare and Medicaid that is 
aimed at supporting hospitals at which care is provided to a large proportion 
of low-income patients. Although not a rural-specific designation, the DSH 
programs allow some rural facilities to remain financially viable.  

Å Rural Referral Center (RRC) 
Rural tertiary hospitals that receive referrals from surrounding rural acute 
care hospitals. An acute care hospital can be classified as an RRC if it meets 
several criteria pertaining to location, bed size, and referral patterns.  

Å Sole Community Hospital (SCH) 
A designation from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) 
based on a hospital's distance in relation to other hospitals, indicating that 
the facility is the only like hospital serving a community. 
 

https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-Education/Medicare-Learning-Network-MLN/MLNProducts/downloads/CritAccessHospfctsht.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-Education/Medicare-Learning-Network-MLN/MLNProducts/downloads/Disproportionate_Share_Hospital.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-Education/Medicare-Learning-Network-MLN/MLNProducts/Downloads/AcutePaymtSysfctsht.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-Education/Medicare-Learning-Network-MLN/MLNProducts/Downloads/AcutePaymtSysfctsht.pdf
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