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Older Adults and Disabled Persons in Rural Areas

Challenges for Older Adults in Rural Areas

Older individuals residing in rural areas often face distinct challenges compared to their urban
counterparts.

Health Care Services Rural areas generally have limited access to healthcare facilities,
specialized services, and healthcare professionals. Older adults may encounter difficulties
including long travel distances, lack of transportation options, and a shortage of qualified
healthcare providers, especially specialty providers.

Limited human services and social support systems. Rural areas may have fewer community
support services for older adults, such as senior centers, meal delivery programs, or in-home
care services. If they exist, they are spread out often at a distance

Housing Most rural area rely on septic systems. Congregate housing presents special challenges
including larger leach fields.

Social isolation: Rural communities have smaller populations and limited social infrastructure,
contributing to social isolation among older adults. The distance between residences, lack of
public transportation, and limited social activities and resources results in feelings of loneliness
and limited social connections for seniors in rural areas.

Emigration: Rural areas face many younger members moving out to better opportunities and
not being close by to reduce isolation and check in as well as provide services.

Transportation challenges: Rural areas often have limited public transportation options, making
it difficult for older adults to travel to essential services, such as medical appointments, grocery
stores, or social activities. This can lead to increased dependence on family members or
neighbors for transportation.

Economic disparities: Rural areas may have lower economic opportunities and resources
compared to urban areas. Many have to go distances to obtain food and other necessities.
Access to repair and maintenance services is also less and likely available off the books.
Age-friendly infrastructure: Rural communities may lack age-friendly infrastructure, including
accessible housing, sidewalks, and public spaces designed to accommodate the needs of older
adults and others with mobility challenges.

Caregiver support: Older individuals often rely on caregivers for assistance with daily activities
and healthcare management. However, in rural areas, the availability of formal caregiving
services and support networks can be limited. This places an additional burden on the individual
and their family members who may have to provide care without adequate support.

Dignity Alhance Massachusetts is a state-wide, grass-roots coalition of aging and disability service and advocacy organzatuons and
supporters dedicated to systemic transformation to ensure the dignity of older adults, people with disabilities, and caregivers. We are
commmted to advancng new ways of providing long-tem services, support, iving options, and care while respecting choice and self
determmaton. Dignity Alliance works through education, legislation, regulatory reform, and legal strategies to reahze this vision

throughout the Commonwealth



References:

"Rural Aging in 21st Century America" edited by Nina Glasgow, E. Helen Berry, and Jon
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rural older populations.

"Rural Aging: A Good Place to Grow OId?" by John A. Krout. This article examines the
challenges and opportunities of aging in rural areas, discussing topics such as healthcare,
social networks, economic resources, and access to services. It provides insights into the
unique circumstances faced by older adults in rural communities and discusses
strategies for enhancing the well-being of rural older populations.

"The Aging Networks: A Guide to Programs and Services" by Kelly Niles-Yokum and
Roberto A. Gallardo. While not solely focused on rural areas, this book provides an
overview of aging-related programs and services available in the United States, including
those specific to rural communities. It offers insights into resources and initiatives that
support the needs of older individuals, covering topics such as healthcare, housing,
transportation, and social engagement.

"Health and Healthcare in Rural America" by Patricia A. Thomas. This book explores
healthcare disparities and challenges in rural areas, including issues related to older
populations. It discusses barriers to healthcare access, strategies for improving health
outcomes, and the impact of rural healthcare policies on older adults.

Challenges for People with Disabilities

People with disabilities in rural areas often face unique challenges due to limited resources,
services, and infrastructure.

Limited healthcare and rehabilitation services: Rural areas often have a scarcity of specialized
healthcare providers, especially therapists, and rehabilitation services. Accessing necessary
medical treatments, therapies, or assistive devices may require traveling long distances, which
can be burdensome for individuals with disabilities. Access to specialists readily available in
urban areas for maintenance of function and pain services is also limited. Greater distances for
pharmacies and other equipment services especially wheelchair and other device repair.
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Transportation barriers: Rural areas typically have limited public transportation options, making
it difficult for individuals with disabilities to travel to essential services, employment
opportunities, or social activities. Lack of accessible transportation can contribute to social
isolation and limited independence.

Caregiver support: People with disabilities often rely on caregivers for assistance with daily
activities and healthcare management. However, in rural areas, the availability of formal
caregiving services and support networks can be limited. This places an additional burden on
the individual and their family members who may have to provide care without adequate
support.

Accessibility and infrastructure: Rural communities have limited accessibility features, such as
wheelchair ramps, accessible housing, or accessible public spaces. Inadequate infrastructure
can hinder mobility, restrict community participation, and limit employment opportunities for
people with disabilities.

Lack of employment opportunities: Rural areas may have fewer job prospects and limited
opportunities for individuals with disabilities to find suitable employment. Limited public
transportation and accessibility barriers can further exacerbate the challenges of seeking and
maintaining employment.

Social isolation and support networks: Rural areas have smaller populations and often fewer
community organizations, which can result in limited social support networks for individuals
with disabilities. Social isolation and a lack of accessible community activities and resources can
affect their well-being and quality of life.

Information and technology access: Access to internet connectivity and technology resources,
such as assistive devices and telehealth services, can be limited in rural areas. This can hinder
access to education, remote work opportunities, telemedicine, and other vital resources for
individuals with disabilities.

References:

"Rural Disability and Health Care: An Introduction" by Mark S. Salzer, Elizabeth A. Walker,
and Tamar Heller.

"Rural Disabled People: Barriers, Impairment and Care" by T. J. Byrom.

"Rural Disabilities in America" edited by Jill Bezyak, David Brown, and Charlie F. Willis.
"Disability and Rurality" by Brendan Gleeson and Brian Hall.

"Rural Disabled Individuals: The Challenge of Providing Services and Supports" by
Raymond P. McDowell and Kimberly B. Phillips.

Challenges for Older Adults with Disabilities

Older individuals who also have disabilities face a combination of challenges related to aging
and their specific disabilities. In rural areas, where resources and services may be limited, these
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individuals may encounter additional obstacles. Here are some issues that older individuals with
disabilities in rural areas may face.

Access to healthcare: Aging individuals with disabilities often require specialized healthcare
services, including medical treatments, therapies, and assistive devices. Limited access to
healthcare providers and long travel distances can make it difficult for them to receive the
necessary care and support in rural areas.

Caregiver support: Older individuals with disabilities often rely on caregivers for assistance with
daily activities and healthcare management. However, in rural areas, the availability of formal
caregiving services and support networks can be limited. This places an additional burden on
the individual and their family members who may have to provide care without adequate
support.

Accessibility and mobility: Older individuals with disabilities may require accommodations such
as wheelchair ramps, grab bars, or accessible transportation to maintain their mobility and
independence. However, rural areas may have limited infrastructure and transportation options
that are accessible, making it challenging for them to move around their communities or access
essential services.

Social isolation: Combining the effects of aging and disabilities can increase the risk of social
isolation among older individuals. In rural areas with smaller populations and limited social
infrastructure, the opportunities for social engagement and interaction may be scarce, resulting
in feelings of loneliness and limited support networks.

Economic challenges: Aging individuals with disabilities may face financial constraints,
especially if their disabilities limit their ability to work or if they have increased healthcare
expenses. In rural areas with limited job opportunities, the economic challenges can be further
amplified, making it difficult for them to access necessary resources and support.

Information and technology access: Technology, such as assistive devices or telehealth services,
can greatly benefit older individuals with disabilities. However, limited internet connectivity and
access to technology resources in rural areas can hinder their ability to utilize these tools
effectively.

While specific references dedicated solely to older individuals with disabilities in rural areas are
limited, you may find valuable information within broader studies and resources on aging,
disability, and rural healthcare.

Particular Challenges Posed by Lack of Availability of Caregivers

Limited availability of professional caregivers: Rural areas often have a shortage of healthcare
professionals, including trained caregivers. This shortage can make it difficult to find and hire
professional caregivers who can provide the necessary support and assistance.

Geographic distance and transportation barriers: Rural areas are characterized by greater
distances between residences and service providers, which can pose challenges for caregivers
who need to travel to provide care. Lack of accessible transportation options further
compounds the issue, making it difficult for caregivers to reach their clients in a timely manner.
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Informal caregiver availability: In rural areas, informal caregivers, such as family members,
friends, or neighbors, often play a crucial role in providing care to older individuals and people
with disabilities. However, rural communities may have limited populations and fewer available
caregivers, putting strain on those who are already providing care or limiting the options for
those in need of additional assistance. Rural areas face an outmigration of younger members.
Workforce and economic factors: Rural areas may have limited job opportunities and lower
wages, which can make it challenging to attract and retain professional caregivers. The financial
limitations faced by both care recipients and potential caregivers can impact the ability to
access and afford caregiving services.

Training and support for caregivers: Access to caregiver training programs and ongoing support
can be limited in rural areas. This can affect the quality and availability of caregivers who are
adequately trained to meet the specific needs of older individuals and people with disabilities.

Non-profit Carrying Capacity

The capacity of non-profit organizations to address the needs of disabled persons and okder
individuals can vary between rural and urban areas.

Limited organizational capacity: Non-profit organizations in rural areas often operate with
smaller staff sizes and volunteer bases due to the population size and resource constraints. This
can limit their ability to provide a wide range of programs and services, as well as the capacity
to handle increased demand or address complex needs of disabled and older individuals.
Limited resources and funding: Non-profit organizations in rural areas often face challenges in
securing adequate resources and funding compared to their urban counterparts. Rural
communities may have smaller populations and a less robust donor base, resulting in limited
financial support for non-profit organizations. This can constrain their capacity to provide
comprehensive services and support to disabled and older individuals.

Geographical dispersion and access: Rural areas are characterized by dispersed populations and
greater distances between communities. This geographic dispersion can make it challenging for
non-profit organizations to reach and serve a larger number of disabled and older individuals.
Limited transportation infrastructure and accessibility barriers further complicate access to
services in rural areas.

Healthcare and service availability: Rural areas typically have fewer healthcare and service
providers compared to urban areas. This scarcity can impact the availability of specialized
services and expertise needed to address the unique needs of disabled and older individuals.
Non-profit organizations in rural areas may face difficulty in accessing or partnering with
healthcare providers and professionals to deliver comprehensive care.

Networking and collaboration: Urban areas generally offer more opportunities for networking
and collaboration among non-profit organizations. These connections can facilitate knowledge
sharing, resource pooling, and coordination of services for disabled and older individuals. In
rural areas, limited organizational density and geographic dispersion can make it more
challenging to establish and maintain robust networks and collaborations.
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insights for effective network leadership in rural settings.

"Rural Nonprofit Organizations: Their Potential and Their Limitations" by Charles W. Gray
and Mary Emery: This research article examines the role and impact of non-profit
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