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Rurality – what is it?

• The concept of rural is HIGHLY contested;

• Rural is not simply in contrast to urban, but a complex
collection of variables that may differ from one community
to the next;

• Changing dynamics within rural communities such as urban-
to-rural migration, diversifying economies, and changing
cultures must be considered;

• Understandings of rurality that are less theoretically rigid
and more constructivist are more relevant;

Need to recognize representation, building understanding 
based on the ways in which people within communities 

understanding their own rurality. 



Why does local, 
rural data 
matter?

Local nuances

Not a monolith

(Re)presentation

Relevance

Legitimacy

Buy-in





Impacts of COVID-19 on 
Agriculture & Agri-Food

• Significant labour shortages (41% of
employers were unable to find the workers
they needed; 79% were crop producers)

• Nearly 80% of operators applied for
government support (big three: Canada
Emergency Business Account (CEB), the
Mandatory Isolation Support for Temporary
Foreign Workers (MISTFWP) and the
Agrilvest program

• 60% of employers lost sales while 62%
experienced delays (based on N = 95)

If the sample is representative of agricultural operators across Canada, it is
estimated that agriculture lost $2.9 billion in sales because of labour
shortages attributed to COVID-19.



Project goal is to 
explore the 
experiences of 
residents from rural
and small
communities related 
to the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic.



Rural Response to COVID-19
The Catalyst

“COVID-19 is going to be really difficult for
small business owners, particularly those who
own and operate businesses within the
services – food & beverage sector. It is going
to be imperative that they pivot and use the
digital platforms that are available.”

- Ontario Minister



Objectives

1. Identify vulnerable populations from rural and
small communities affected by COVID-19.

2. Determine priority programs to support
vulnerable populations during and post-COVID-
19.

3. Explore opportunities for the non-
profit/charitable sector during and post-COVID-
19.

4. Identify emergent mental health and economic
concerns generated by COVID-19.

5. Provide locally-relevant, reliable, and valid data
that can be used to advocate for funding and
enhance policy development.



Quantitative Data

The Survey

1. Demographics 

2. Individual well-being 

3. Social behaviour

4. Day-to-day living

5.Planning and preparation



Why?



The Pilot Study

• Launched in September 2020 across Perth and Huron Counties to gather information on the
experiences of residents from small and rural communities related to the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic.

- Developed (in consultation with advisory committee) a quantitative survey with five sections:
demographics, individual well being, day-to-day living, social behaviour, and risk management and
planning (question total N=38)

- Approximately 3,600 completed surveys

- Results highlight the impact of the pandemic on mental health, the disproportionate impact on
self-identifying females, people <40 years, the relationship between age, gender, income, and
access

- Secured $235k for expansion 



The Expanded 
Study

- Survey launched in September 2021
across seven counties (closed November
2021)

- Digital/Paper delivery

- Bruce, Grey, Dufferin, Durham (North
Durham Region), Elgin, Middlesex, Oxford

- Goal: To survey residents of rural and
small communities about their
experiences related to the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic

We received just shy of 25,000 completed responses.



Some 
Interesting 
Highlights

13% of respondents have lived in the area less than three years

20% indicated they experienced trouble securing housing

72% of sample self-identify as white

30% have children or dependents at home

5.5% accessed childcare services

49% had difficulty securing childcare services

26.5% of participants indicated they had a very strong sense of belonging 
to their community BEFORE the pandemic. This drops 13.5% since the 
start.



Demographics
Age Percentage

30 - 39 10%

40 - 49 10%

50 - 59 14%

60 - 69 18%

70 - 79 14%

Statistics Canada, Grey [2021]

How old are you?

18 - 29 years

30 - 39 years

40 - 49 years

50 - 59 years

60 - 69 years

70 - 79 years

80+ years

Prefer not to answer



Demographics

Within Grey County, your primary place of 
residence is:

City of Owen Sound

Municipality of Grey
Highlands

Municipality of Meaford

Town of Hanover

The Blue Mountains



Demographics



Demographics
Age Percentage

30 - 39 12%

40 - 49 9%

50 - 59 13%

60 - 69 19%

70 - 79 12%

Statistics Canada, Grey [2021]

How old are you?

18 - 29 years

30 - 39 years

40 - 49 years

50 - 59 years

60 - 69 years

70 - 79 years

80+ years

Prefer not to answer



Demographics

Within Bruce County, your primary place of 
residence is:

Saugeen Shores

Kincardine

Brockton

South Bruce Peninsula

Huron-Kinloss

Arran-Elderslie

South Bruce

Northern Bruce Peninsula

Saugeen First Nation

Neyaashiinigmiing First Nation



Demographics



Mental Health - We asked participants to self-assess their mental health –

BEFORE and AFTER – the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Oxford North Durham Middlesex Elgin

Excellent 24.7% 12.6% - 48% 27.4% 13.2% - 51.8% 27.0% 13.8% - 48.8% 25.5% 11.3% - 55.6%

Good 48.7% 32.8% - 32.6% 49.6% 34.8% - 29.8% 49.4% 35.9% - 27.3% 47.8% 32.6% - 31.7%

Average 13.8% 20.7% + 33.3% 14.2% 21.9% + 35.1% 13.6% 20.9% + 34.9% 14.6% 21.2% + 31.3%

Satisfactory 6.1% 16.3% + 62.5% 4.9% 15.6% + 68.5% 5.9% 14.7% + 59.8% 6.1% 16.6% + 63.2%

Poor 2.0% 13.0% + 84.6% 1.6% 11.6% + 86.2% 1.1% 11.5% + 90.4% 2.1% 13.4% + 84.3%

Bruce Dufferin Grey

Excellent 27.4% 13.4% - 51% 25.0% 12.6% - 49.6% 25.9% 14.0% - 45.9

Good 49.3% 39.3% - 20.2% 53.1% 36.6% - 31.1% 52.3% 38.6% - 26.2

Average 11.4% 20.9% + 45.4% 13.6% 21.6% + 37% 12.0% 21.5% + 44.2

Satisfactory 5.3% 13.3% + 60.1% 4.7% 15.5% + 69.7% 5.5% 13.7% + 59.9

Poor 1.5% 7.2% + 76.4% 1.4% 10.2% + 86.3% 1.7% 8.9% + 80.9



Aggregate change since 

start of pandemic

Excellent - 50.1% [-51%] [-45.9%]

Good - 28.4% [-20.2%] [-26.2%]

Average + 37.3% [+45.4%] [+44.2%]

Satisfactory + 63.4% [+60.1%] [+59.9%]

Poor + 84.2% [+76.4%] [+80.9%]

How has COVID-19 impacted mental health?



Gender & Mental Health

Dufferin MiddlesexOxford



Gender & Mental Health 
Before/After

GreyNorth Durham Bruce



Gender & Mental Health 
Before/After

Elgin
MALES

There was a 37% [42.8%] [32.4%]decrease in those who 

indicated that their mental health was excellent since the start of the pandemic 

and an 81% [64.7%] [85%]increase in those who indicated that 

their mental health was poor.

FEMALES
There was a 60% [55.7%] [55%] decrease in those who indicated 

that their mental health was excellence since the start of the pandemic and an 

88% [85%] [80%]increase in those who indicated that their 

mental health was poor.



Age & Mental Health: Bruce County



Age & Mental Health: Grey County



Age & Mental Health



Contributors to Poor Mental 
Health

Worried about paying utilities +48%

Worried about paying rent +55%

Worried about living alone +52%

Worried about illness or becoming ill +73%

Worried about living with family +67%

Worried about personal safety +86%

Worried about how they’re being perceived +60%

Worried about friends and family +59%



Aggregate Alcohol Consumption [Before/After]

Difference

More than 2x/wk + 19%

1- 2 times/wk - 15.2%

1 – 2x/month - 10.6%

Never or not at all + 11.1%



Aggregate Cannabis Consumption [Before/After]

Difference

More than 2x/wk + 25.5%

1- 2 times/wk + 17.3%

1 – 2x/month + 2.5%

Never or not at all - 3%



Aggregate Access Social Services [Before/After]

Difference

Yes + 60.2%

No - 4.7%

Sometimes + 16%



Aggregate Access Health Care Providers[Before/After]

Difference

Yes - 42.6%

No + 54.4%



Aggregate Access Mental Health Support[Before/After]

Difference

Yes - 18.3%

No + 3.3%



In September 2022, which 
aspects of your life do you 

predict to be most vulnerable?

Percent

My family and 
home life

18.7%

My career, job, and 
work life

8.9%

My mental health 16.6%

My relationships 
with friends 

17.8%

My finances 18.7%

My physical health 50.4%



Given your experience since the start of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which of the 

following are your top three issues that 
you believe should require more support 

from the government?

Percent

Education (K – 12) 27.7%

Education (post-secondary) 8.7%

Healthcare 78.9%

Housing 44%

Childcare 21%

Economic Development 25.5%

Risk Management 9.9%

Mental Health & Addiction 50.4%



The take home …

• COVID-19 has impacted ALL residents, however:

• Self-identifying females disproportionately impacted (statistically significant)

• Residents under 40 years have been disproportionately impacted (statistically 
significant)

• Self-identifying females, under 30 years, the most significant impact 
(statistically significant)

• Income NOT statistically significant

• NO statistically significant difference across regions (exceptions around Bruce)



What are MY 
recommendations for 
YOU?
1. Argue for locally collected data

2. Education campaign (i.e., what 
does mental health mean?)

3. Targeted supports (e.g., 
females, residents <40 years)

4. Social service funding/support

5. Recruiting health care 
providers
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