
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE IN 

RURAL COMMUNITIES 

If you are in crisis, contact The National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-SAFE (7233) or www.TheHotline.org.  

Please visit the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence’s website at www.ncadv.org for more fact sheets, membership 
information and valuable resources. 
 

 

 

 

• Approximately 20% of Americans live in rural communities.1 

• Gender-based violence is more prevalent in rural communities than in urban and suburban 

communities.2 

• Injuries from domestic violence are more severe in rural communities than in urban and suburban 

communities.3 

• Homicides in rural communities are three times as likely to involve an intimate partner than in 

large cities.4 

• Survivors in rural communities face unique barriers to achieving safety, including: 

o Geographic isolation  

▪ More than a quarter of survivors in rural communities live more than 40 miles from 

the nearest domestic violence program.5  

▪ A study of domestic violence programs in Iowa found that 80% of non-urban 

counties did not have a domestic violence program.6 

▪ One study found that almost half of survivors in a rural Wisconsin county did not 

have a car.7 Rural communities lack public transportation and other transportation 

options.8  

▪ Geographic isolation makes it less likely that a neighbor or other community 

member will witness or otherwise become aware of the violence.9 

▪ First responders take longer to respond to calls for assistance in rural and remote 

communities.10 

▪ Abusers typically isolate survivors from friends and family and services. Survivors in 

rural communities are already physically isolated from their support systems.11 

o Social and cultural barriers 

▪ Rural communities are more likely to adhere to traditional gender roles, in which 

family cohesion is the highest value12 - over the safety of the victim – and intimate 

partner violence and sexual assault are seen as normative behavior.13 

▪ Domestic violence14 and sexual assault15 are considered to be private, personal or 

familial matters rather than issues of public safety. 

▪ Women are shamed for reporting domestic violence or sexual assault.16 

▪ Friends and family members often encourage victims to stay in abusive 

relationships.17 

▪ Survivors seeking services cannot remain anonymous. Due to the small and tight-

knit nature of rural communities, community members know when a survivor is 

seeking services, including medical treatment for domestic violence or sexual 

assault, and the service providers are acquainted with the victims socially or from 

other settings.18 

o Poor criminal justice response or lack of trust in impartiality of criminal justice process: 
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▪ Addressing domestic violence and sexual assault are lower priorities in rural 

communities, with a heavier emphasis on other crimes.19 

▪ Law enforcement, prosecutors and judges are not neutral parties, because they 

often have social relationships with the perpetrator or the perpetrator’s family.20  

▪ Even if the perpetrator and law enforcement are not acquainted, there is a good ‘ole 

boy network that prioritizes men over women.21 

▪ Political and social connections may trump victim safety.22 

▪ Victims are less likely to receive protective orders, those protective orders are less 

likely to be served and victims are more likely to be charged a fee related to the 

process.23 

• Survivors have more complex needs and require a greater variety of services, but there are few 

services available in rural areas.24  

• Domestic violence and sexual assault are less likely to be identified in rural survivors: 

o Obstetricians/gynecologists and emergency room staff are more like to do screening for 

intimate partner violence than primary care physicians, but rural communities are less 

likely to have specialized clinics.25 

o Even though this is the case, the prevalence of intimate partner violence identified in the 

primary care setting is higher than general community.26 

• Survivors have fewer financial resources,27 making them more financially dependent on an 

abusive partner. 

• Rural communities have a scarcity of rental units or other affordable housing options, making it 

more difficult for survivors to leave spouses or cohabiting abusers.28 
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