
Michael Meit

Leveraging Strengths & Assets to Improve Rural 
Health & Well-Being

And I think the greatest asset that we have in Appalachia 

is people and their identification with their culture and 

their home. --- Community member



• Established in 1996 in honor of William B. Walsh, M.D., 

founder or Project HOPE. 

• Brought to NORC in 2003, with the mission of conducting 

research and analysis to improve rural health and well being in 

America.

• Studies on behalf of the Federal Office of Rural Health Policy, 

the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, USDA, the Appalachian Regional 

Commission, and many others.
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Regional Differences in Mortality: Females; 25-64; Appalachia

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, Multiple Cause of Death.
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Deaths of Despair in Appalachia

Meit M, Heffernan M, Tanenbaum E, Hoffman T. (2017). Appalachian Diseases of Despair. Retrieved 

from: https://www.arc.gov/research/researchreportdetails.asp?REPORT_ID=139

Diseases of despair mortality rates, ages 15–64, by disease 
and region (2017)*

*Data has been updated to include 2016 and 2017 data. The report included data through 2015. 

In 2017, 13,613 deaths 

in Appalachia among 15 

to 64 year olds were 

attributable to diseases 

of despair*:

 7,572 overdose 

deaths 

 3,691 suicide deaths 

 2,350 alcoholic liver 

disease/cirrhosis 

deaths 



Drug Overdose in Appalachia
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Change Over Time – By Region 

Central Appalachia

2008 – 2012 2013 – 2017 
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• Core values, including:

• Close-knit sense of community

• Support systems and neighborly social ties

• Religious affiliation and faith

• Pride in self, family, and place

• Self-reliance and independence

• Justice, loyalty, and patriotism

• Strong work ethic

• Social cohesion

• “Culture of collaboration”

• Collective efficacy

• “Community spirit”

• Shared history & culture

• Innovation & creativity

Rural Strengths & Assets
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• Focus on capacity building as opposed to sustainability planning

• Support local quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis to build 

a rural evidence base

• Leverage public-private partnerships to navigate perceptions of government

• Utilize regional approaches to increase collective impact, distribute resources, 

and address social determinants of health

• Implement pilot programs and then scale-up to larger communities or scale-

across to other ‘like’ communities

• Network building to align groups and programs working to achieve related 

missions

• Facilitate learning across rural communities

• Grow the next generation of rural health leaders
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Opportunities for Action
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Forum #1: U.S. Mexico Border

Issue

• High priority on at-risk youth development, improving 
education system, and economic development

Assets

• Community mobilization, eagerness to solve problems, 
natural collaboration

Partners

• City government, public schools, volunteer community 
members

Strategy

• Mentorship program between at-risk youth and community 
member with weekly visits until graduation

Outcome

• Relationship building, retaining youth in the community, 
preparing youth for graduation and workforce
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Forum #2: Delta

Issue

• Little to no community capacity or collaborative efforts to improve 
health and well-being

Assets
• Federal funding, leadership, close community ties  

Partners

• Local university, local government, healthcare, business, faith-based 
organizations

Strategy

• Community encouragers in 21 parishes to organize community needs 
assessments, bring together a coalition, and mobilize local project

Outcome

• Community implementation capacity, leadership development

• Regional efforts 
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What is the story for your community?

Issue

Assets

Partners

Strategy

Outcome



Rural Evidence-Based Toolkits 

1. Identify

evidence-based 

and promising 

community health 

programs in rural 

communities

3. Disseminate

lessons learned 

through 

Evidence-Based 

Toolkits

2. Study 

experiences of 

these programs 

including 

facilitators of 

their success

Rural Health Information Hub: https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/


Current Rural Toolkits Available on RHIhub

• Rural community health

• Access to care for people 

with disabilities

• Aging in place

• Care coordination

• Community health workers

• Diabetes prevention and 

management

• Food access

• Health networks and 

coalitions

• Health promotion and 

disease prevention

• HIV/AIDS prevention and 

treatment

• Mental health

• Oral health

• Obesity prevention

• Philanthropy

• Prevention and treatment of 

substance use disorders

• Services integration

• Tobacco control and 

prevention

• Transportation



Toolkits Under Development in 2019

• Rural social determinants of health

• Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease

• Farmer mental health

• Maternal health

• Suicide prevention
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Organization of Toolkits

Module 7: 
Program 

Clearinghouse

Module 6: 
Dissemination 

of Best Practices

Module 1: 
Introduction to 

Topic Area 

Module 2: 
Program Models 

Module 3: 
Implementation 
Considerations

Module 5: 
Evaluation 

Considerations

Module 4: 
Sustainability 

Strategies



29



30

Organization of the Toolkit
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Find our full report and practice briefs: 

Exploring Strategies to Improve Health and 

Equity in Rural Communities project page:
http://www.norc.org/Research/Projects/Pages/exploring-

strategies-to-improve-health-and-equity-in-rural-

communities.aspx

Opioid Misuse Community Assessment 

Tool: http://opioidmisusetool.norc.org

NORC Walsh Center for Rural Health 

Analysis website: http://walshcenter.norc.org

Follow us on Twitter @Walsh Center! 
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Connect With Us! 

http://www.norc.org/Research/Projects/Pages/exploring-strategies-to-improve-health-and-equity-in-rural-communities.aspx
http://opioidmisusetool.norc.org/
http://walshcenter.norc.org/


Thank You!

@WalshCenter

walshcenter.norc.org

Michael Meit
Co-Director

NORC Walsh Center for Rural Health 

Analysis

(301) 634-9324

meit-michael@norc.org


