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Most measures of diversity
focus on outcomes. This is to be
expected for service or govern-
ment institutions, but it is of limit-
ed value for understanding the
processes driving those outcomes.
It is understandable that depart-
ments of labor view rural diversity
as labor diversity and depart-
ments of heath view it as diversity
in health, but analysis of employ-
ment levels or mortality figures
alone are insufficient to under-
stand the reasons for their varia-
tion. Where analysis takes priority
over description, we need to
examine diversity of the condi-
tions or processes that are likely
to affect the outcomes as well as
the outcomes themselves.

The Canadian Rural
Revitalization Foundation (see
text box) takes this approach
when investigating rural Canada.
Our measures of diversity start
from a concern with rural revital-
ization. This concern emerged
from our view that rural people
face significant challenges that are
devitalizing their economic and

social conditions, especially at a
local level. We wished to under-
stand the processes that con-
tributed to the challenges in order
to develop appropriate long-term
responses to them, rather than
deal only with the outcomes in a
piece-meal fashion. This approach
led us to a research design identi-
fying diversity of processes and
conditions rather than outcomes
alone.

DEVELOPING A RESEARCH

FRAMEWORK

As a result of our preliminary
investigations, we identified four
important processes creating chal-
lenges for rural Canada. The first
was the changing organization of
trade, especially with respect to
the commodity trade that has tra-
ditionally been part of the
Canadian economy. The export of
fish, timber, agricultural products,
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minerals and oil continue to pro-
vide major contributions to our bal-
ance of trade [15]. Under current
conditions of technological develop-
ment, market concentration and
trade liberalization, all of these
resource-based industries are labor-
shedding; however, they are creat-
ing a population crisis especially for
more remote rural locations [2].

The second rural process we iden-
tified was economic fluctuation and
instability. Economic uncertainty
has been particularly difficult for
smaller centers to deal with, since
their relatively specialized and
small economies make them vulner-
able to dramatic changes even if it
is only one industry or enterprise
that faces the crisis [8].

The growing influence of metro-
politan regions through labor force,
political and cultural hegemony is a
third process affecting rural areas
[6, 7, 11, 12, 13]. It is reflected in
migration, changing commuting
patterns, homogeneity of mass cul-
ture, and growing urban political
representation.

The fourth process was the reor-
ganization and restructuring of
basic institutional structures, espe-
cially those relating to the state
such as health, welfare and educa-
tion [1, 5]. Evidence of this restruc-
turing is seen in the withdrawal of
state services, the dismantling of
the welfare state, and the under-
mining of the traditional institution-
al bases of rural places [3, 10].

THE NEW RURAL ECONOMY SAMPLE

FRAME [a]
These general processes have

diverse impacts at the local level,
often going unnoticed in data
aggregated at national, provincial
or even regional levels. For this rea-
son, we started with units of analy-
sis that were sufficiently small to
reflect the diversity and social

organization of rural places —
Census subdivisions [b]. Though
many of the underlying processes
are global in origin, and most of the
policy decisions are made without
the direct participation of rural
Canadians, we also recognized that
small, local groups are well placed
for social action. In fact, we found
many examples of these groups tak-
ing charge by identifying the chal-
lenges, searching for solutions and
taking action to improve their con-
ditions. We wished to include an
examination of this capacity within
our study since it went to the heart
of the options and opportunities

that may emerge under the new
economy.

We constructed four dimensions
reflecting the processes identified
above and established four compar-
isons among Census subdivisions
according to these dimensions.
First, whether they were integrated
into the global economy or domi-
nated by economies that were pre-
dominantly local or regional (based
on industry employment); second,
whether their local economies were
fluctuating or stable (based on
industry employment); third,
whether they were adjacent to or
distant from major urban centers;
and finally, whether they had high
levels of institutional capacity (e.g.
schools, hospitals and other servic-
es) or whether this capacity was
low.

The cross-classification of these
four dimensions (with a fifth, repre-
senting outcomes), produced a
matrix of 32 cells. Using available
Census information, we classified
1,239 of the 4,882 rural Canadian
Census subdivisions into their
appropriate cell and randomly
chose one site from each of the
cells. This produced the basic struc-
ture for the NRE Sample Frame and
Rural Observatory field sites that
emerged from this frame (Figure
1).

Since 1997, when the NRE
Sample Frame was developed, we
have established research teams
(including local people) in most of
the field sites. In 1998, we pre-
pared profiles for each of the sites.
These included historical docu-
ments, information about the local
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labor force, economy, government
and governance, third sector (phil-
anthropic, civic and nonprofit)
groups, transportation, communica-
tion and infrastructure. In 2000, we
updated the 1998 profiles and
gathered site-level information
regarding major events, small and
medium-sized enterprises, co-oper-
atives, voluntary groups, key insti-
tutions (formal and informal), and
impressions of key informants. In
2001, the NRE team conducted
interviews in just under 2000
households from 20 of the sites.
The profiles were repeated in 2003
and will be again in 2005.

The NRE Rural Observatory has
become a powerful and innovative
tool for investigating not only the

local characteristics and dynamics
of rural sites, but linking those sites
to critical features of the conditions
within which they operate —
including regional, national and
global aspects. Since any rural
Census subdivision can be located
with respect to this framework, it is
possible to compare non-NRE field-
site research with our results,
thereby increasing the power of
previously independent research
projects.

DO THE DIFFERENCES WE

IDENTIFIED MATTER?
The simple answer to this ques-

tion is “yes,” while the more com-
plicated answer is: “Not in a simple
fashion.”

EExxppoossuurree  ttoo  GGlloobbaall  EEccoonnoommyy
MMaatttteerrss
Exposure to the global economy
matters — especially for the popu-
lation of rural places. Figure 2 illus-
trates this clearly by comparing
population change in rural Census
subdivisions according to their
exposure to the global economy. It
compares Census subdivisions with
low, medium and high exposure for
three different time periods. In all
cases, population growth is highest
(around 5 percent over 5 years) for
those Census subdivisions that have
low exposure to the global econo-
my, whereas those with high expo-
sure show the lowest growth (and,
in fact, a slight population decline).
Along with this decline go the
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FFiigguurree  11..  The New Rural Economy Rural Observatory Field Sites, October 1998



many social and cultural impacts so
closely associated with population:
reduction in services, loss of local
control, outflow of capital, and
reduced or altered social cohesion.

EEccoonnoommiicc  SSttaabbiilliittyy  MMaatttteerrss
Another example of the utility of

our framework can be found in the
analysis of health in rural areas [c].
When taking the role of economic
stability into account, we find that
important conditional effects occur
(Figure 3). In those sites with stable
economies, global exposure pro-
vides a slightly reduced level of
mortality, whereas in fluctuating
economies, global exposure shows a
significant reduction. Fluctuating
economies appear to increase mor-
tality in locally-connected
economies but lower it in globally-
connected ones. We find many
examples of similar conditional
effects in other outcomes inves-
tigated.

MMeettrrooppoolliittaann  AAddjjaacceennccyy  aanndd  LLooccaall
CCaappaacciittyy  MMaatttteerr

The third dimension of our sam-
pling frame reflects the importance
of nearby urban regions on rural
places. To investigate this, we divid-
ed Census subdivisions into two
types: those that were within 100
km (62 miles) of a center of
100,000 people or more, and those
that were beyond this 100km dis-

tance. This approximates a limit to
commuting distances. Census subdi-
visions that are adjacent to metro
regions have higher levels of socioe-
conomic outcomes as reflected in
our distinction between ‘leading’
and ‘lagging’ [9], but the data sug-
gest a more complex relationship
than originally expected when other
conditions are taken into account.

Figure 4 provides an example of
this by considering the percentage
of people employed in the Census
subdivision as an outcome. As
expected, education and age play
important roles in employment, but
they appear less important than
contextual characteristics such as
involvement in the global economy,
adjacency to metropolitan areas
and local capacity.

The data also show that metro-
adjacency has a conditional rela-
tionship to employment in interac-
tion with the local site involvement
in the global economy. Since both
the variables in the interaction were
‘centered’ before the interaction
term was constructed [d], the
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FFiigguurree  22.. Exposure to the Global Economy Means Population Decline

FFiigguurree  33..  Age-Standardized Mortality Rates - 525 Rural Ontario CSDs
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results indicate that higher levels of
employment are found in different
circumstances: metro adjacent sites
with high global connection, as
well as non-adjacent sites with
more involvement in their local
economies. This suggests that more
remote sites are likely to improve
employment levels by building their
regional economies over global
ones, whereas the strategy for
metro-adjacent ones may be the
reverse. In this respect, one ‘size’
does not fit all.

LLooccaall  CCaappaacciittyy  MMaatttteerrss
Figure 4 also demonstrates the

role of capacity for employment.
The existence of local institutions
contributes significantly to the level
of employment beyond the human
capital, trade and location features
of the sites. The more sensitive
measures of capacity found in our
survey data from 1995 rural house-
holds confirm this finding. A key

focus of our agenda for the next
few years will be detailing the ways
in which capacity, social capital and
social cohesion modify similar out-
comes.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Policy-makers must look beyond
the diversity of outcomes to consid-
er the conditions and processes
underlying them. This analysis
shows how the diversity of popula-
tion, health and employment out-
comes are closely related to local
economic and social conditions —
often in complex ways. Policies that
encourage strong connections to
the global economy, for example,
may have to be accompanied by
those which address the population
and service declines that often fol-
low.

At the same time, policies and
programs must be sufficiently flexi-
ble to meet local conditions that
modify outcomes. As our analysis

demonstrates, health and employ-
ment outcomes are likely to be dif-
ferent for policies applied in metro-
adjacent locations as opposed to
more isolated ones. This suggests
that location-focused programs may
be a necessary adjunct to policy-
development. Improvements in
employment outcomes may be bet-
ter achieved by building local or
regional economies in remote sites,
for example, while building global
ones in metro-adjacent locations.

Finally, our analysis points to the
importance of institutional capacity
for economic outcomes. This com-
plements the increased attention
given to social capital for under-
standing economic and community
development outcomes, and it sig-
nals to policy-makers that the social
and institutional processes underly-
ing those outcomes must be part of
the policy analysis.
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FFiigguurree  44..  Impacts on Percent Employed Due to Census Subdivision Characteristics (Multiple Regression
Analysis)
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CONCLUSIONS

This approach to measuring rural
diversity has benefits that go far
beyond the documentation of dif-
ferences. It provides a framework
that supports research investigation
at several levels. This approach
overcomes the limitations of macro-
level data for the analysis of local
impacts and the limitations of iso-
lated case studies for generaliza-
tion. The rich detail of the case
studies can be compared on the
basis of conditions that link them to
local, regional and national charac-
teristics.

Our approach has also greatly
enhanced collaboration. The heavy
demands of case study research
make comparison particularly diffi-
cult, but by selecting sites within a
systematic framework, the opportu-
nity for comparison is greatly
enhanced. The structure of the
framework avoids the largely arbi-
trary nature of most site selection,
and it provides a meaningful basis
for interpreting those case studies
originally selected outside the
frame.

Finally, the particular dimensions
chosen for the NRE Sample Frame
have demonstrated their utility in a
number of ways. Not only do they
show consistent relationships with
most of the socioeconomic outcome
variables considered, but by doing
so, they reinforce the importance of
understanding the factors and con-
ditions behind them. This analysis
should also caution us that when
analyzing diversity on the basis of
these outcomes alone, the processes

underlying such diversity are likely
to be multi-level and complex. If
disparity in outcomes is to receive
policy attention, then the processes
that generate these outcomes must
be understood.

ENDNOTES

[a] Full details for the design,
rationale and implementation of the
New Rural Economy Sample Frame
can be found in [9].

[b] Census subdivisions are
municipalities (as determined by
provincial legislation) or their
equivalent (e.g. Indian reserves,
Indian settlements and unorganized
territories) [14].

[c] We wish to thank Roger
Pitblado and the Centre for Rural
and Northern Health Research for
making these health-related data
available for analysis.

[d] Centering the values trans-
forms them each to a mean of zero.
This means that when multiplying
the terms to represent interactions,
high values on both variables or
low values on both variables result
in an interaction term with high
values due to the sign rule for mul-
tiplication.
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MMEASURING RRURAL DDIVERSITY PPOLICY SSERIES

This article is one in a series of policy briefs being published as an
outgrowth of the Measuring Rural Diversity Conference, which was held
in November 2002 in Washington, DC. The conference, made possible
through major funding from the Economic Research Service and
cosponsored by the Southern Rural Development Center and the Farm
Foundation, has generated new and refined approaches for monitoring
rural conditions and trends.
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