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Outline
► What is Rural?

► Describe the history of rural designations and variability

► How VA Office of Rural Health selected our definition

► Why it matters

► How to use VA data sources to identify rural?

► RUCA (Rural Urban Commuting Area) Datasets

► VA Rurality Data Sources

► VA Rurality Measurement Tools

► Discussion
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Rural Health Care Challenges
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What is Rural Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MDsnxaGRbHs&t=2s
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MDsnxaGRbHs&t=2s


Original ORH Definition of Rural

►Original ORH definition established ~2008 after creation of office

► 62.1% Urban: census tracks in Urbanized Areas 

► 1.5%   Highly Rural: <7 residents per square mile 

► 36.4% Rural: everything else 

►Definition “over-estimates” rural Veterans (37.9%) 

►Historically “rural” categorizations were used for directing funds
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How to Define Rurality

Veterans who live in a census tract with a RUCA code of: 

~70% 27% ~3%

► 2014 Definition change to use Rural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA)

► 10 primary/21 secondary codes at Census Tract Level

► Allows for separation of Insular Islands

► Reduced the proportion Rural from ~38% to ~30%

- 8 -

Source: ORH Fact Sheet: How to Define Rurality (Jan 2024)

https://www.ruralhealth.va.gov/docs/ORH_RuralityFactSheet_508.pdf


VHA RUCA Utilization
VHA RUCA Utilization

Definition RUCA Code, 2010 Tract % Population Tract % Land Area

Urban 1 71.80% 5.59%

Urban 1.1 1.44% 0.15%

Urban Total 73.24% 5.74%

Rural 2 9.39% 16.23%

Rural 2.1 0.16% 0.16%

Rural 3 0.85% 1.93%

Rural 4 5.46% 3.70%

Rural 4.1 0.48% 0.21%

Rural 5 2.40% 9.13%

Rural 5.1 0.07% 0.13%

Rural 6 0.51% 1.51%

Rural 7 2.67% 5.07%

Rural 7.1 0.22% 0.36%

Rural 7.2 0.07% 0.23%

Rural 8 0.86% 6.50%

Rural 8.1 0.02% 0.14%

Rural 8.2 0.01% 0.05%

Rural 9 0.39% 1.47%

Rural 10.1 0.11% 1.25%

Rural 10.2 0.11% 2.32%

Rural 10.3 0.08% 1.34%

Rural Total 23.90% 51.71%

Highly Rural 10 2.86% 42.55%

Highly Rural Total 2.86% 42.55%

UW Cat B RUCA Utilization

Definition

RUCA Code, 

2010 Tract % Population Tract % Land Area

Metropolitan 1 71.80% 5.59%

Metropolitan 1.1 1.44% 0.15%

Metropolitan 2 9.39% 16.23%

Metropolitan 2.1 0.16% 0.16%

Metropolitan 3 0.85% 1.93%

Metropolitan 4.1 0.48% 0.21%

Metropolitan 5.1 0.07% 0.13%

Metropolitan 7.1 0.22% 0.36%

Metropolitan 8.1 0.02% 0.14%

Metropolitan 10.1 0.11% 1.25%

Metropolitan Total 84.56% 26.14%

Micropolitan 4 5.46% 3.70%

Micropolitan 5 2.40% 9.13%

Micropolitan 6 0.51% 1.51%

Micropolitan Total 8.37% 14.33%

Rural 7 2.67% 5.07%

Rural 7.2 0.07% 0.23%

Rural 8 0.86% 6.50%

Rural 8.2 0.01% 0.05%

Rural 9 0.39% 1.47%

Rural 10 2.86% 42.55%

Rural 10.2 0.11% 2.32%

Rural 10.3 0.08% 1.34%

Rural Total 7.07% 59.53%
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Geographic Complexity

►11,078,297 Census Blocks

►73,057 Census Tracts

►3,143 Counties

►333,287,557 population

► 46M Rural (14%) USDA

► 64M Rural (19%) Census
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How do we determine if a facility is rural? 

►Facility location vs. population 
it serves? 

► IF a rural census tract, then few 
VAMCs/CBOCs are rural.

► IF by population it serves, it is 
on a continuum (0-99% rural). 

► ORH definition >50% rural
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FACILITY % Rural

(V12) Iron Mountain, MI HCS 99%

(V01) White River Junction, VT HCS 99%

(V19) Sheridan, WY HCS 84%

(V09) Lexington, KY HCS 81%

(V01) Togus, ME HCS 76%

(V19) Montana HCS 72%

(V23) Black Hills, SD HCS 68%

(V23) Iowa City, IA HCS 65%

(V16) Little Rock, AR HCS 56%

(V20) Anchorage, AK HCS 53%

(V16) Fayetteville, AR HCS 52%

(V02) Albany, NY HCS 51%

(V05) Huntington, WV HCS 51%

Full discussion on this in a future ORH Cyberseminar.



Which definition of rurality should I use?

► “A fundamental challenge to policy makers and interventions
designed to mitigate rural-urban disparities lies in the ambiguity
of which areas and populations should be considered rural.”

► What does it mean to be “rural”?
► Proximity to an urbanized core?

► “Connectedness” to a core (via commuting)?

► Population density?

► Population size?

► Sharing a political (county) border?

► Key result: 8 different federal designations 6.9M (2.2%) to 75M (24%)
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What do Veterans think? Do I feel rural? 

►Do I feel lucky? ►Do I feel tardy?
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How to use VA data sources 
to identify rural?
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RUCA Codes Urban

Rural

Highly Rural

Rural
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What is a census tract?

►Smallest geographic boundary for which population data exist

►Subdivisions of a county

►Designed to be relatively homogenous units with respect to 
population characteristics

►Avg Size = 4,000

► Max = 8,000

► Min = 1,200
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Example

2010 Census/URL: https://www.medallionbank.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Map-of-Assessment-Area.pdf
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https://www.medallionbank.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Map-of-Assessment-Area.pdf


RUCA Datasets

►URL: https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-commuting-area-codes/

►Zip-Code Approximation File
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-commuting-area-codes/


VA Rurality Data Sources

►Planning Systems Support Group (PSSG) Enrollee File

► Chief Strategy Office and Geospatial Service Support Center (GSSC)

►Corporate Data Warehouse (CDW)

► Patient Domain

► Outpatient Domain

►VA Site Tracking Database (VAST)
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Data Access 

►Research

► URL: http://vaww.vhadataportal.med.va.gov/DataAccess/DARTRequestProcess.aspx

►Operations

► URL: https://epas.r02.med.va.gov/submit.cfm?action=select&doc_type=690
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http://vaww.vhadataportal.med.va.gov/DataAccess/DARTRequestProcess.aspx
https://epas.r02.med.va.gov/submit.cfm?action=select&doc_type=690


PSSG

►Pros:

► Historical Rurality Available

► Cohort Prep Done For You

► Enrolled Veterans

► Census Tract Data 
Available

► Drive Time/Distance Data

►Cons:

► Lag in Release
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Data Availability 

►SQL Server/SAS Grid

► Research & Operations

►Naming Conventions:

►Guide
► https://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/RUGs/PSSG-Geocoded-Enrollee-Files/RUG-PSSG-Geocoded-

Enrollee-Files-CY15.pdf
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https://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/RUGs/PSSG-Geocoded-Enrollee-Files/RUG-PSSG-Geocoded-Enrollee-Files-CY15.pdf
https://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/RUGs/PSSG-Geocoded-Enrollee-Files/RUG-PSSG-Geocoded-Enrollee-Files-CY15.pdf


Key Data Elements

► Urban, Rural, Highly Rural

► Based on RUCA

►Residential Address

►Census Tract

►Longitude/Latitude

►Patient Integrated Control Number (ICN)

►Scrambled SSN
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CDW: Basic Definitions

►CDW Domain

► Refers to a grouping of objects that all contain information on the 
same topical area

► Ex. Appointment, Immunization, Outpatient, Patient, Inpatient

►CDW View (i.e. object/table)

► A view is comprised of a set of data elements (and their values) on a 
single topic, organized into rows and columns
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CDW: Patient Domain

►Pros:

► Fully integrated w/ rest of 
CDW 

► May be more current than 
PSSG, pending release 
timing and when Veteran 
address was last updated

►Cons:

► Difficult to measure 
historical rurality

► Requires more 
effort/thought to build 
cohort

► No census tract data
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Data Availability 

►SQL Server/SAS Grid

► Research & Operations

►Target View/Object: SpatientGISAddress

► SpatientAddress (Next of Kin, Emergency Contact, Employer, etc.)

►Guide

► https://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/CDW/Factbook/FB-CDW-Patient-
Domain.pdf

- 26 -



Key Data Elements

► Urban, Rural, Highly Rural

► Based on RUCA (>75%)

►Residential Address

►Longitude/Latitude

►AddressChangeDateTime

►Patient Integrated Control Number (ICN)
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CDW: Outpatient Domain

►Pros:

► Rurality measurement at a 
specific point in time

► Historical

►Cons:

► Zip code level only

► Must use RUCA Zip Code 
Approximation File

► More effort
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Data Availability

►SQL Server/SAS Grid

► Research & Operations

►Target View/Object(s): Visit & Workload

►Guide

► https://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/CDW/Factbook/FB-CDW-
Outpatient-Domain.pdf
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Key Data Elements

► Visitdatetime

► PatientZip

► PatientFips

► County
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VAST

►VA Site Tracking Database

► Facility Rurality (Urban, Rural, Highly Rural)

► Based on RUCA

► Physical Location

► Updated Monthly
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Data Availability

►SQL Server/SAS Grid

► Research & Operations 

► *Note: Operations in Raw

►Target View/Object: Dim.VAST

►Guide

► http://vaww.vssc.med.va.gov/VSSCEnhancedProductManagement/Dis
playDocument.aspx?DocumentID=6541
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http://vaww.vssc.med.va.gov/VSSCEnhancedProductManagement/DisplayDocument.aspx?DocumentID=6541
http://vaww.vssc.med.va.gov/VSSCEnhancedProductManagement/DisplayDocument.aspx?DocumentID=6541


VA Rurality Measurement Tools
►VSSC VAST Snapshot

► https://reports.vssc.med.va.gov/ReportServer/Pages/ReportViewer.aspx?%2fApps%2fVAST%2fProduction%2
fVAST_Snapshot_2&rs:Command=Render
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https://reports.vssc.med.va.gov/ReportServer/Pages/ReportViewer.aspx?%2fApps%2fVAST%2fProduction%2fVAST_Snapshot_2&rs:Command=Render
https://reports.vssc.med.va.gov/ReportServer/Pages/ReportViewer.aspx?%2fApps%2fVAST%2fProduction%2fVAST_Snapshot_2&rs:Command=Render


VA Rurality Measurement Tools (2)

►VSSC Current Enrollment Cube (i.e., preprocessed data)
► https://pyramid.cdw.va.gov/direct/?id=b000a523-862c-4009-a736-0f68310b7564
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https://pyramid.cdw.va.gov/direct/?id=b000a523-862c-4009-a736-0f68310b7564


VA Rurality Measurement Tools (3)

►Office of Rural Health Rurality Calculator:
► https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/SitePages/Rurality.aspx

- 35 -

https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/SitePages/Rurality.aspx


Summary

►No one single definition of Rural.

►Look at rural as a continuum and 
consider drive time. 

►More research into the implications of 
the definition. 

►Continue to identify ways to improve 
care for rural Veterans.
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QUESTIONS?

Questions
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ORH RURAL COMMUNITY CALL
Third Wednesday of the Month at 2:00 p.m. (EDT)

Tele Critical Care

National TelenNeurology Program (NTNP)

March 20, 2024 • 2:00 p.m. EDT

• ORH Monthly Rural Community Call

• ORH SharePoint (Internal VA ONLY)
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/

• Email: rural.health.inquiry@va.gov

• Visit: www.ruralhealth.va.gov ORH Rural Health Community Call

https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/SitePages/RH_comm_call.aspx
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/SitePages/RH_comm_call.aspx
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/
mailto:rural.health.inquiry@va.gov
mailto:https://www.ruralhealth.va.gov/
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VHARuralHealth/SitePages/RH_comm_call.aspx
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