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About This Resource 

The Consortium for Cancer Implementation Science developed this set of tips and best 

practices to build capacity among implementation scientists and practitioners who 

want to work with rural communities to improve population health. 

The idea resulted from a Community Participation Action Group brainstorming session 

at the 2020 Annual Meeting of the Consortium for Cancer Implementation Science. 

Action group members developed this resource collaboratively, drawing on their 

individual expertise in conducting implementation science in partnership with rural 

communities. Contributors included:  

• Courtney Choy, PhD, MPH (Yale University) 

• Peter DelNero, PhD, MPH (University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences) 

• Kelly A. Hirko, PhD, MPH (Michigan State University) 

• Matt Kilboy, DNP (Kilboy Consulting Group, LLC) 

• Ramadhan Kirunda, LLB (Impact and Innovations Development Centre) 

• Scherezade K. Mama, DrPH (The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer 

Center) 

• Bonny Morris, PhD, MSPH, RN (American Cancer Society) 

• Jill Oliveri, DrPH (The Ohio State University Comprehensive Cancer Center) 

• Marissa Schuh, MPH (Tourette Association of America) 

• Rebecca Selove, PhD, MPH (Tennessee State University) 

• Kathryn Stofer, PhD (University of Florida) 

 

For more information: 

• Visit: The Consortium for Cancer Implementation Science  

• Email: cynthia.vinson@nih.gov  

 

  

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Furldefense.com%2Fv3%2F__https%3A%2Fcancercontrol.cancer.gov%2Fis%2Finitiatives%2Fccis__%3B!!PfbeBCCAmug!jrIslkAHlSpa4opbFfsMmvB6nMem-h2ZkQqwmIM54grP9C_2c8WVrsEB4Gti_C0rXbKUqUYdXg%24&data=05%7C01%7Caubrey.villalobos%40nih.gov%7C0144f73caac942ec734308db889105b0%7C14b77578977342d58507251ca2dc2b06%7C0%7C0%7C638253928685766192%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=gW4J5brPcwE%2Bme8EmeIQyv1CO17j13HJZTy0vLEI2CA%3D&reserved=0
mailto:cynthia.vinson@nih.gov
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Engaging with Rural Communities: Tips and Best Practices for 

Researchers and Practitioners in Implementation Science 

Rural communities often have limited health care resources and an older population 

with lower health literacy. To help address health care needs, academic researchers 

should engage rural communities in implementation science. There are many ways to 

engage communities in this way. Your research team can adapt and apply the 

following insights and guidance to fit the specific context of communities and their 

unique needs. 

 

Welcome Diverse Perspectives 

Every community has strengths and constraints that can lead to important insights and 

impact engagement. Taking the time to listen, consider, and understand the 

community and its unique context is an important first step in respectful engagement. 

Your team can facilitate action by speaking with community elders and other 

knowledge holders to document their attitudes about health care programs, 

communications, and needs. Paying strong respect to cultural heritage and welcoming 

diverse perspectives may also encourage more and deeper community engagement, 

which will help inform and advance programs that address health care needs. 

 

Develop Authentic Relationships 

Trust and patience are essential to successful engagement in any community, 

especially in rural settings where people tend to know each other very well and may be 

skeptical of outside researchers. Your research team should seek to create both the 

time and space to develop authentic relationships and bring any local languages into 

discussions. This helps to build trust and opens lines of communication for 

engagement. Cultural or community events provide important opportunities to 

connect and build partnerships together. 

 

Engage Organizational Leaders 

Identify community members with a history of supporting health-related promotions or 

programs. These may include:  

• Hospital- or clinic-based leadership conducting community health needs 

assessments or outreach efforts 

• County government officials 

• County extension agents—employees at land-grant universities who deliver 

educational programs to assist people in economic and community 
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development; with family issues; and in agriculture, animal production, diet, 

and nutrition 

• School board members  

• The local department of health and its advisory council 

• Child protective services 

• Community-led organizations addressing drug abuse prevention and recovery 

• Shelters for victims of domestic violence 

• Food and emergency utility service payment support 

• Interfaith alliances 

 

Learn from Local Forums 

Draw what information you can from: 

• Newspapers 

• Radio stations 

• Social media 

• Bulletin boards in local businesses 

 

Listen to Seek Understanding 

Actively listen to what community members say to you in any discussion you have with 

them. Emphasize that you (the research team) and communities can create solutions 

together, without insinuating any existing deficiencies or that there is a “wrong” way to 

address local concerns. Promote positive and respectful interactions between you, your 

team, and the local population. 

 

Communicate Consistently  

Mean what you say and say what you mean. From the very beginning and throughout 

the life of a project, communicate and interact with the community in a consistent way 

using plain language. This goes a long way in fostering trust and transparency in your 

engagement. 

 

Strive for Equity 

Ensure that everyone can meaningfully participate and have equal access to 

information and assistance, and make sure that research efforts contribute to the 

community beyond simply providing information and assistance. Seek funding to 

compensate community members for their time and wisdom at a level that is 

commensurate with compensation for academic employees. Whether your research 
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team is asking for or receiving information from rural communities, or sharing information 

with them, it is important to apply practices of equity.  

 

Provide a Variety of Communication Options 

You can help to diversify the ways people in the community share and engage with 

your research team by providing a variety of options for participation, such as holding 

in-person discussions, sending an email, or making a phone call.  

 

Be Considerate 

Be mindful of people’s time. Community members will have various responsibilities and 

other time commitments. Be reasonable in your requests.  

 

Ask Yourself Some Questions 

When engaging with rural communities, reflect upon any assumptions you may be 

making and how you may best add value for the people there: 

• What are you asking of the community and what are you providing? 

• What works well for them?  

• What is important to them?  

• What do they want to make sure that their grandchildren and later generations 

will have? 

• Are there any challenges preventing them from doing what they want? 

• Do any community members have health-related expertise? Have they led past 

projects resulting in important insights? Can we partner with them? 

• What questions do people in the community have about your research team 

and the resources and support that your team can offer? 

• What effects will the completed project have on the community?  

• How can the community sustain any positive project outcomes? 

 

Make Use of Available Resources 

Several free and accessible resources provide guidance on supporting engagement in 

rural communities, including: 

• A Guide to Supporting Engagement and Resiliency in Rural Communities, 

which suggests ways to support and plan projects in rural communities. 

• The Rural Health Information Hub: Modules in a Rural Community Health Toolkit, 

which shares ways to develop a rural health program. 

• A Virtual Community Engagement Guide, which provides tools for hosting 

online community engagement and meetings in rural, remote, and 

Indigenous communities. 

https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_rural-guide_jan-2021.pdf
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/rural-toolkit
https://www.indigenousguardianstoolkit.ca/sites/default/files/2021-12/Virtual%20Community%20Engagement%20Guide.pdf
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• The Rural Community Engagement Resource Guide, which provides rural health 

care leaders with a variety of toolkits, strategies, and information to help initiate, 

improve, and inspire community engagement strategies that support value. 

 

Note: This resource is a living document that was last updated and released in  

October 2023 and is expected to continue to evolve. 

 

https://ruralhealthvalue.public-health.uiowa.edu/files/RHV_Community%20Engagement%20Resource%20Guide.pdf

