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How Can We Define Rural Palliative Care? 
 

The challenges of providing palliative care in rural areas have been well described by rural health care 
providers. These include less access to resources and the time to travel the distances to provide home 
carei. While these challenges have been clearly identified, there is no consensus in the health literature 
regarding the definition of the term “rural” (Bradshaw & Casebeer, 2001)ii.  
 
Alberta Health & Wellness does not have a formal definition for the term “rural” but considers cities, 
towns and villages to be urban when looking at population ratios (Municipal Government Act, Sections 
78-82). In many cases, municipalities and counties are generally considered rural for the same purposeiii.  
 
The following table presents three definitions of “rural” that may be relevant for the palliative care 
population. 
 

Indicator Definition of “Rural” Source 
Population Density Communities with 10,000 or less � Government of Alberta, 

Municipal Government Act, 
1999iv 

� Canadian Medical Association, 
cited in Pitblado & Pong, 1999v  

Population Density & Economic 
Foundation 

Communities with more than 10,000 
populations but whose economic 
foundation is based upon primary 
production and processing, rural 
culture or tourism 

� National Liberal Rural Caucus, 
cited in Bradshaw & Casebeer, 
2001vi 

Population Density and Distance Rural and Small Town: 
Population living in towns and 
municipalities outside the 
commuting zone of larger urban 
centres (i.e. outside the commuting 
zone of centres with population of 
10,000 or more) 
 
Comments: 
Statistics Canada suggests that for 
each rural issue, analysts should 
consider whether it is a local, 
community or regional issue. The 
organization outlines that the 
appropriate definition should be 
determined by the question being 
addressed. The organization 
recommends using its “rural and 
small town” definition (as above) as 
a starting point or benchmark for 
understanding Canada rural’s 
population. 
 

� Statistics Canada, 2001vii  
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As proximity to major centres may influence service utilization viii, ix a provincial research teamx defined 
their rural research participants as follows: 
 
• 
• 

Living on a farm, acreage or in a village or town having a population less than 10, 000 
Place of residence greater than 35 kilometers from a major urban centre (population > 10 000) 

 
Participants residing < 35 kilometers from the outer boundaries of major urban centers (population >10 
000), were considered urban residents.  
 
 
End Notes 
                                                      
i Rural Palliative Home Care Project. (2001). A rural palliative home care model: The development and 
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Reproduction of this info sheet is encouraged but copies may not be sold. The Alberta Cancer 
Board, Palliative Care Network Initiative must be cited as the source of this information as 
follows: Palliative Care Network Initiative. (2003). How can we define rural palliative care? 
Edmonton, AB: Alberta Cancer Board.  For further information, contact the Network at 
mariejos@cancerboard.ab.ca 
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