
Despite strong connections to their families and larger community, youth in rural areas often face significant 
disparities related to poverty, reside in medically under-resourced and underserved communities, and 
have limited access to healthcare education, services, and supports.1,2 These experiences lead to youth in 
rural communities having reduced access to the sex education and sexual and reproductive health care 
that prepares them to avoid unintended pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections (STIs).3,4 Very few 
evidence-based programs are designed for and/or implemented with rural populations, which aligns with 
rural communities not being a primary focus of public health initiatives, programs, or research studies.5-8

A better understanding and awareness of what it takes to engage young people and their families can 
help researchers and practitioners prioritize rural communities in teen pregnancy prevention initiatives.9,10 
In many rural areas, community resources such as schools, churches, and civic institutions reflect cultural 
and social values.11 As a result, a strong sense of community and family-centeredness tend to be core to 
the culture of rural communities - assets that should be amplified and leveraged when seeking to engage 
individuals in these communities. However, if a researcher or practitioner does not mirror these values, 
community members may become disengaged, demonstrate disinterest, or speak negatively about their 
work. To encourage continued engagement in rural communities, this tip sheet provides six strategies 
rooted in the following three foundational principles:

• Humility - understanding and awareness of the
community’s skepticism and being able to answer the
question “Why are you here?” without being defensive

• Flexibility - adjusting to and accommodating the
community’s needs or norms

• Reciprocity - demonstrating mutual benefits and
opportunities to contribute

The strategies presented below have been developed 
alongside community partners for a current project in rural 
Georgia, the Morehouse Family Health Study. This study 
is evaluating an adolescent sexual health intervention that 
focuses on parents of teens ages 12 to 15. 
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Strategy 1. Develop relationships first

Before seeking to engage youth and/or families in rural communities, it is important to identify who the 
community champions are and foster genuine, authentic connections with them. Community champions 
are individuals or organizations that are well-respected and known in the community. They may include 
faith leaders, sports team coaches, prominent business owners, or the matriarch of the community. 
Community champions will help to provide deeper insight into the community - their culture, attitudes and 
beliefs, which are necessary background information before entering into any new community. Humility 
is required and essential to foster these relationships, recognizing that it will take time for community 
members to understand and buy into the outsider’s intentions. Since it takes time to build relationships 
and the window of time to get projects off the ground is often limited, researchers and practitioners might 
consider leveraging their existing partnerships and networks to more easily access community champions. 
In the case of the Morehouse Family Health Study, the project team incorporated the Morehouse School of 
Medicine name, branding, and reputation as it was already well-respected and familiar across Georgia.

Strategy 2. Start with what the community values 

Leading with a community-oriented mindset is an opportunity to uphold the values and priorities of the 
community, not that of the researcher or practitioner. Meeting with community champions, participating in 
community events, or attentively listening to what people say are ways to identify the community’s values. 
Once those values are identified, it is critical that researchers and practitioners connect those values to their 
work. For example, in the Morehouse Family Health Study, parents in rural parts of Georgia have expressed 
the importance of instilling strong family bonds in their parenting approach. Therefore, in recruiting for the 
research study, recruitment materials have stressed the importance of evaluating an intervention focused 
on parent-teen communication. Tying the study to a specific value(s) that the community prioritizes is more 
likely to yield greater interest and less pushback. 

Strategy 3. Have a plan A, B, C, and even D. 

Researchers and practitioners must be willing to pivot and adjust. In the process of fostering relationships 
and introducing a new project/initiative, community champions and/or community members may express 
disinterest. This is okay! In this case, researchers and practitioners should be prepared to find another way 
to engage the community. Approaches might include participating with or lending support to other projects 
the community already values, connecting with another organization, or simply waiting and revisiting later. 
Researchers and practitioners must be able to take the “no’s” and pivot as needed, which are indicators of 
their commitment to the community and project at large.

Strategy 4. Communicate in a way that resonates 				  
with the community

Sometimes researchers make assumptions about community members’ understanding or knowledge, 
which can lead to miscommunication and be a detriment to the success of the project. Therefore, avoiding 
assumptions and being ready to answer questions clearly, simply, and promptly will increase engagement 
and buy-in. Conversations with community champions can be helpful to gain insight on what language, 



tone, or approach to use when talking to youth and families in their rural community about research or 
specific topics. In the Morehouse Family Health Study, the research team initially designed flyers using the 
terms “parent and caregiver” but were informed by local organizations that “caregiver” was associated with 
caring for the elderly, not teenagers. As a result, all flyers and materials were revised to state “adults raising 
teens” to ensure individuals understood the target population. 

Effective communication approaches can include utilizing social media, particularly Facebook, or hosting 
in-person group conversations in spaces that people trust - creating an opportunity for people to ask 
questions, see how others in their community react, and walk away with a clear understanding of the 
project/initiative. In some cases, having the community champion act as the messenger results in the best 
outcome. The key is to be flexible in meeting people where they are and realizing that communication will 
have to be ongoing and frequent.

  

Strategy 5. Never come empty-handed

Always come to meetings, events, or any interaction with something to offer the community (e.g., drinks, 
snacks, swag, incentives, opportunities) and prepared to engage in conversations about who you are, what 
you do, and why you are here. For the Morehouse Family Health Study, all recruiters were provided with 
appealing swag items (i.e., water fans, hand sanitizers, first aid kits, etc.) to distribute at community events. 
In the event an individual was not eligible for the study, they still walked away with a token of appreciation. 
Consider this as Etiquette 101: never visit someone’s home empty-handed. These actions create a level 
of comfort, build rapport, and open the door to discuss the proposed idea, project, or initiative in more 
detail. Researchers and practitioners should demonstrate that they have something to contribute to the 
community and are not simply there to take and fulfill their own agenda.

Strategy 6. Highlight community members’ roles                     
and contributions 

Particularly in rural communities that often feel overlooked in research, promoting the role community 
members play in the project and connecting their contributions to a larger initiative or vision helps deepen 
their investment and attention to the work. Some examples include sending a personalized follow-up 
communication thanking them for their participation, sharing lessons learned, sending regular updates on 
the project, and providing community members with information of upcoming opportunities to further 
engage in the project. When disseminating information about the project, researchers should always include 
an acknowledgement section and state the impact of the community’s involvement and how it supports 
their community specifically and others alike.   

Rural communities, like other communities, deserve specific attention and research tailored to their needs. 
When youth in these communities are served, there is a greater likelihood of closing the disparity gap and 
seeing greater improvements in overall health and well-being. The strategies provided in this tip sheet are 
an introduction, and one of many steps that researchers and practitioners should consider when engaging 
with rural communities. Coalitions and networks focused on serving rural communities are often seeking 
more professionals to support their efforts. Below are additional resources focused on engaging rural 
communities, and opportunities to build on the strategies provided in this tip sheet.
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Resource List 
Engaging with Rural Communities: Tips and Best Practices for Researchers and Practitioners in 
Implementation Science – This document shares tips and best practices to build capacity for 
implementation scientists and practitioners who want to work with rural communities to improve population 
health.
Engaging Youth in Rural Communities – This tipsheet created by RTI International for the Administration on 
Children, Youth and Families, Family and Youth Services Bureau shares strategies for engaging partners in 
rural communities and important tips for engaging young people. 
Rural Community Engagement Resource Guide – A resource guide for rural community engagement for 
health care leaders based on the Collaboration for a Change model. 
Conducting Rural Health Research, Needs Assessments, and Program Evaluations – This site contains 
frequently asked questions and resources compiled by the Rural Health Information Hub. 
This Community Engagement Tool Can Strengthen Rural Research and Data – Urban Institute shares lessons 
learned about how to effectively conduct data interactives in a rural context.
Thrive Rural Framework – This framework is a tool to help take stock, target action, and gauge progress 
towards rural prosperity.
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