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Introduction 

 

Rural hospitals play a vital role in providing healthcare services to rural communities, 
but they face a unique set of challenges that can make it difficult to maintain financial 
stability. 

We put together this Ebook to identify the top ten threats to rural hospital revenue and 
provide strategies to combat them. From declining patient volume to reimbursement 
challenges, workforce shortages, and more, we'll dive into the most pressing issues 
facing rural hospitals and provide actionable insights that you can use to overcome 
them. 

But before we get started, let's take a moment to reflect on why rural hospitals are so 
important. These hospitals are often the only healthcare providers in rural areas, 
providing essential services to millions of people across the country. They offer 
personalized care, access to specialized services, and a sense of community that is 
often lacking in larger hospitals. 

However, maintaining financial stability is a major challenge for rural hospitals. They 
face unique challenges, including declining patient volume, outmigration of younger and 
healthier patients, reimbursement challenges, limited access to capital, physician 
shortages, higher rates of chronic diseases, workforce shortages, aging infrastructure 
and technology, and distance to care. 

In the following sections, we'll dive into each of these challenges in detail, offering 
strategies and insights that you can use to overcome them and go from financial 
uncertainty to strength in today's healthcare landscape. Let's get started! 
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Threat #1: Declining Patient Volume 

One of the most pressing challenges that rural hospitals face is declining patient 
volume. With a smaller patient base than urban hospitals, rural hospitals are particularly 
vulnerable to fluctuations in patient volume. Factors such as outmigration of younger 
and healthier patients, competition from larger hospitals, and a declining population can 
all contribute to declining patient volume. 

So, what can rural hospitals do to combat declining patient volume? One approach is to 
expand services and offerings to provide more services to the immediate patient 
population and attract patients from a wider geographic area. For example, rural 
hospitals could partner with other healthcare providers to offer specialized services, 
such as cardiology, telemedicine or mobile clinics, that can attract patients from 
surrounding areas. Additionally, offering community health fairs or wellness programs 
can help to raise awareness of the hospital's services and attract new patients. 

Another strategy is to focus on marketing to potential patients. By investing in 
marketing efforts, rural hospitals can raise awareness of their services and differentiate 
themselves from larger hospitals. Community outreach, social media marketing, 
content marketing, and search engine optimization (SEO) can all be effective ways to 
reach potential patients and attract them to the hospital. 

Finally, partnering with larger hospitals or healthcare organizations can be an effective 
way to boost patient volume. By collaborating with other providers, rural hospitals can 
offer a wider range of services and attract patients who might otherwise seek care at 
larger hospitals. These partnerships can also provide access to new technology and 
expertise that can help rural hospitals to provide the latest and best care to their 
patients. 

In summary, rural hospitals can combat declining patient volume by expanding services 
and offerings, investing in marketing efforts, and partnering with other healthcare 
providers or organizations. By taking a proactive approach to patient volume, rural 
hospitals can attract and retain patients and maintain financial viability in today's 
healthcare landscape. 
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Threat #2: Out-migration of Younger and 
Healthier Patients 

 

They’re moving to the city... Another threat to rural hospital revenue is the outmigration 
of younger and healthier patients. Many young people leave rural areas in search of job 
opportunities, education, and other services, which can leave rural hospitals with a 
higher percentage of older and sicker patients who require more costly care. 

To combat this trend, rural hospitals can invest in preventative care and wellness 
programs that can attract and retain younger and healthier patients. This can include 
offering telemedicine services, providing access to fitness and nutrition resources, and 
partnering with community organizations to offer health education programs. 

Additionally, rural hospitals can explore alternative payment models that can provide 
incentives for patients to seek care at their facilities. For example, offering bundled 
payments or direct primary care services can help to attract younger, cost-conscious 
patients who are looking for affordable and convenient healthcare options. 

Another strategy is to invest in technology that can expand the reach of rural hospitals 
and provide access to specialized care. Telemedicine capabilities can allow rural 
hospitals to provide virtual consultations and remote monitoring, which can be 
especially appealing to younger patients who are comfortable with technology and may 
be more likely to seek care if it can be accessed from their home or workplace. 

By investing in preventative care, exploring alternative payment models, and leveraging 
technology, rural hospitals can attract and retain younger and healthier patients and 
maintain financial viability. In the next section, we'll tackle another threat to rural 
hospital revenue: reimbursement challenges. 
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Threat #3: Reimbursement Challenges 

 

Reimbursement challenges are a major concern for rural hospitals. With lower 
reimbursement rates than their urban counterparts, rural hospitals often struggle to 
cover costs. To address this challenge, rural hospitals can explore alternative payment 
models, improve documentation and coding practices, and advocate for policy changes 
that support rural healthcare providers. 

One approach is to explore alternative payment models, such as value-based care or 
accountable care organizations (ACOs). These models incentivize providers to focus on 
quality and outcomes, rather than simply providing more services, and provide more 
consistent recurring revenue. By participating in these programs, rural hospitals can 
demonstrate their value and potentially receive higher reimbursement rates. 

Another strategy is to improve documentation and coding practices to ensure that all 
services are accurately recorded and billed. And in the case of Value-Based Care, a 
small improvement in documentation can have significant impact on both revenue and 
patient outcomes. This can help to avoid denied claims and ensure that rural hospitals 
receive all of the reimbursement that they need to provide excellent care to patients. 

Finally, rural hospitals can advocate for policy changes that support rural healthcare 
providers. This can include lobbying for increased funding for rural healthcare 
programs, advocating for changes to reimbursement policies, and collaborating with 
other healthcare providers and organizations to raise awareness of the unique 
challenges facing rural hospitals. 

By exploring alternative payment models, improving documentation and coding 
practices, and advocating for policy changes, rural hospitals can address 
reimbursement challenges and maintain financial viability. In the next section, we'll dive 
into another threat to rural hospital revenue: limited access to capital. 
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Threat #4: Limited Access to Capital 

 

Limited access to capital is another major challenge facing rural hospitals. Without 
access to the necessary funds to invest in new technology, facilities, or equipment, rural 
hospitals may struggle to provide the latest and best care to their patients. To address 
this challenge, rural hospitals can explore alternative funding sources, form 
partnerships with other healthcare providers or organizations, and seek out grant 
opportunities. 

One approach is to explore alternative funding sources, such as crowdfunding or 
community development financial institutions (CDFIs). These sources can provide rural 
hospitals with access to the capital they need to invest in new technology or facilities. 
Additionally, forming partnerships with other healthcare providers or organizations can 
provide access to additional resources and expertise, as well as potential funding 
opportunities. 

Another strategy is to seek out grant opportunities. Many foundations and 
organizations offer grant programs specifically for rural healthcare providers, and these 
programs can provide significant funding for projects and initiatives. By actively seeking 
out and applying for these grant opportunities, rural hospitals can access the funding 
they need to invest in their facilities and provide the best possible care to their patients. 

Finally, rural hospitals can explore cost-saving measures that can help to free up capital 
for investment in new technology or facilities. This can include implementing energy-
efficient practices, reducing waste, and renegotiating contracts with vendors or 
suppliers. 

By exploring alternative funding sources, seeking out grant opportunities, and 
implementing cost-saving measures, rural hospitals can address limited access to 
capital and ensure that they have the necessary funds to provide high-quality care to 
their patients. In the next section, we'll tackle another threat to rural hospital revenue: 
physician shortages. 
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Threat #5: Physician Shortages 

 

Physician shortages are a significant challenge facing rural hospitals. With a limited 
pool of healthcare professionals to draw from, rural hospitals may struggle to provide a 
full range of services to their patients. To address this challenge, rural hospitals can 
offer loan forgiveness programs, expand telemedicine services, and partner with 
academic medical centers. 

One approach is to offer loan forgiveness programs to healthcare professionals who 
agree to work in rural areas. These programs can provide incentives for physicians and 
other healthcare professionals to consider working in rural hospitals, and can help to 
address shortages in the short term. 

Another strategy is to expand telemedicine services. Telemedicine allows rural 
hospitals to connect with specialists and provide remote diagnostics, consultations, 
and monitoring. This can help to extend the reach of rural hospitals and ensure that 
patients receive the care they need, even if a specialist is not available locally. Often, by 
adding access to clinicians outside the rural footprint, hospitals are able to provide the 
highly profitable technical component of care while partnering with another organization 
to provide the professional piece – providing better care to patients while improving 
hospital revenue. 

Finally, rural hospitals can partner with academic medical centers to provide additional 
resources and expertise. By partnering with these centers, rural hospitals can provide 
additional training and development opportunities for their staff, as well as access to 
specialized care and technology. 

By offering loan forgiveness programs, expanding telemedicine services, and partnering 
with academic medical centers, rural hospitals can address physician shortages and 
ensure that they have the necessary resources to provide high-quality care to their 
patients. In the next section, we'll tackle another threat to rural hospital revenue: higher 
percentages of uninsured and underinsured patients. 
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Threat #6: Higher Percentage of Uninsured and 
Underinsured Patients 

 

Rural hospitals often face higher percentages of uninsured and underinsured patients 
compared to urban hospitals. These patients may have limited ability to pay for 
healthcare services, which can put a strain on rural hospital finances. To address this 
challenge, rural hospitals can offer community outreach and education programs, 
collaborate with community organizations, and explore alternative payment models. 

One approach is to offer community outreach and education programs to help 
uninsured and underinsured patients access the care they need. By partnering with 
community organizations and offering education on preventative care and disease 
management, rural hospitals can improve the health outcomes of these patients and 
potentially reduce the need for costly emergency room visits. 

Another strategy is to collaborate with community organizations to provide additional 
resources and support. This can include partnering with food banks or other 
organizations to address social determinants of health, as well as offering financial 
counseling and assistance programs. 

Finally, rural hospitals can explore alternative payment models to provide care to 
uninsured and underinsured patients. These models can include sliding fee scales, 
payment plans, and participation in Medicaid or other government insurance programs. 

By offering community outreach and education programs, collaborating with community 
organizations, and exploring alternative payment models, rural hospitals can address 
higher percentages of uninsured and underinsured patients and ensure that they are 
able to provide high-quality care to all patients in their community. In the next section, 
we'll tackle another threat to rural hospital revenue: higher rates of chronic diseases. 
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Threat #7: Higher Rates of Chronic Diseases 

 

Rural areas consistently carry higher rates of chronic diseases such as obesity, 
diabetes, and heart disease. Treating these conditions can be expensive, and rural 
hospitals may not have the resources to provide specialized care or preventative 
services. To address this challenge, rural hospitals can invest in preventative care, 
implement disease management programs, and collaborate with public health 
organizations. 

One approach is to invest in preventative care, including screening and education 
programs that can help patients manage chronic conditions and potentially reduce the 
need for costly emergency room visits. By providing these services, rural hospitals can 
improve patient outcomes and potentially reduce costs. 

Another strategy is to implement disease management programs that can help patients 
manage chronic conditions over the long term. These programs can include regular 
check-ins with healthcare providers, education on managing symptoms and 
medications, and support for lifestyle changes. 

Finally, rural hospitals can collaborate with public health organizations to address the 
root causes of chronic diseases in their communities. This can include partnering with 
local governments to address food insecurity, promoting physical activity and healthy 
lifestyles, and advocating for policies that support healthy communities. 

By investing in preventative care, implementing disease management programs, and 
collaborating with public health organizations, rural hospitals can address higher rates 
of chronic diseases and ensure that they are able to provide high-quality care to their 
patients. In the next section, we'll tackle another threat to rural hospital revenue: 
workforce shortages. 
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Threat #8: Workforce Shortages 

Many rural areas struggle with shortages of healthcare professionals, including nurses, 
administrators, and other support staff beyond physicians. This can make it difficult for 
rural hospitals to provide adequate care and can lead to higher staffing costs. To address 
this challenge, rural hospitals can offer loan forgiveness programs, invest in training and 
development programs, provide more technical work, and partner with nursing schools and 
other educational institutions. 

One strategy is to offer higher-paying technical services that attract technicians and 
generate more revenue, without requiring maintaining a full staff of clinician specialists. 
Cardiology is one example where hiring a full-time cardiologist or working with private 
practice cardiologists is highly cost prohibitive, but partnering with a team like CompuMed’s 
on demand specialists provides enough opportunities to employ a well-compensated 
technician, without hiring the cardiologist.  

Another approach is to offer loan forgiveness programs to healthcare professionals who 
agree to work in rural areas. These programs can provide incentives for physicians, nurses, 
and other healthcare professionals to consider working in rural hospitals, and can help to 
address shortages in the short term. 

Another strategy is to invest in training and development programs for existing staff. By 
providing additional training and support, rural hospitals can help staff members acquire 
new skills and increase their job satisfaction, which can lead to lower turnover rates. 

Finally, rural hospitals can partner with nursing schools and other educational institutions to 
provide additional resources and support for students. This can include offering training 
opportunities, mentoring programs, and job shadowing experiences. 

By offering expanded technical work, loan forgiveness programs, investing in training and 
development programs, and partnering with nursing schools and other educational 
institutions, rural hospitals can address workforce shortages and ensure that they have the 
necessary resources to provide high-quality care to their patients. In the next section, we'll 
tackle another threat to rural hospital revenue: aging infrastructure and technology. 
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Threat #9: Aging Infrastructure and Technology 

Rural hospitals routinely struggle with outdated infrastructure and technology, which 
can be costly to upgrade or replace. This can make it difficult for rural hospitals to keep 
up with changing healthcare standards and provide high-quality care to patients. To 
address this challenge, rural hospitals can explore alternative funding sources, 
implement cost-saving measures, and partner with technology companies or vendors. 

One approach is to explore alternative funding sources, such as grants or loans, to help 
fund upgrades or replacements for aging infrastructure and technology. This can 
include seeking out state or federal funding opportunities, as well as partnering with 
local organizations or foundations. 

Another strategy is to implement cost-saving measures that can help to reduce the 
financial burden of upgrading infrastructure and technology. This can include exploring 
energy-efficient solutions, consolidating operations, and exploring shared services with 
other healthcare providers. 

In addition, many rural health hospitals are turning to lucrative partnerships that enable 
them to provide more services with the equipment they already have without requiring 
expensive upgrades. Or partnering with companies like CompuMed that bring their own 
technology to the table, supplying small ultrasound devices rather than requiring 
investments in more expensive systems. 

Finally, rural hospitals can partner with technology companies or vendors to access the 
latest technology and expertise. This can include outsourcing certain technology 
services, such as telemedicine or electronic health records management, to experts 
who can provide specialized support. 

By exploring alternative funding sources, implementing cost-saving measures, and 
partnering with technology companies or vendors, rural hospitals can address aging 
infrastructure and technology and ensure that they have the necessary resources to 
provide high-quality care to their patients. In the next section, we'll tackle another threat 
to rural hospital revenue: distance to care. 
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Threat #10: Distance to Care 

 

Distance to care can be a major challenge for rural hospitals, as patients may have to 
travel long distances to receive the care they need. This can lead to reduced patient 
volume and revenue for the hospital. To address this challenge, rural hospitals can 
invest in telemedicine services, offer transportation services, and partner with 
community organizations. 

One approach is to invest in telemedicine services, which can help to connect patients 
with healthcare providers remotely. This can include offering remote consultations, 
virtual visits, and remote monitoring services. By providing these services, rural 
hospitals can improve patient access to care and potentially increase patient volume. 

Another strategy is to offer transportation services to help patients travel to and from 
the hospital. This can include providing transportation to and from medical 
appointments, as well as offering shuttle services from rural areas to the hospital. By 
providing these services, rural hospitals can improve patient access to care and 
potentially increase patient volume. 

Finally, rural hospitals can partner with community organizations to provide additional 
support for patients. This can include collaborating with local churches, senior centers, 
and other community groups to provide education and outreach services, as well as 
offering support groups and other programs to help patients manage their health. 

By investing in telemedicine services, offering transportation services, and partnering 
with community organizations, rural hospitals can address distance to care and ensure 
that they are able to provide high-quality care to their patients. In the conclusion, we'll 
summarize the key takeaways from the Ebook and offer a final call to action for rural 
hospitals. 
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Conclusion: Strategies to Combat the Top Ten 
Threats to Hospital Revenue 

 

In conclusion, rural hospitals face a variety of challenges when it comes to maintaining 
financial viability. From declining patient volume to workforce shortages to distance to 
care, there are a number of factors that can threaten rural hospital revenue. 

However, by identifying these threats and implementing strategies to combat them, 
rural hospitals can take proactive steps to ensure their financial stability and continue 
providing high-quality care to their patients. 

One such strategy is to outsource diagnostic services to a company like CompuMed, 
which provides telemedicine diagnostic services to hospitals. By outsourcing services 
like Echo and ECG reads, rural hospitals can save money on staffing costs and improve 
patient care while maintaining the revenue on the  technical component without having 
to staff for the professional component and/or freeing up the doctor for direct patient 
care. 

In addition to outsourcing diagnostic services, rural hospitals can also explore other 
strategies like expanding services, improving reimbursement rates, and investing in new 
technology and infrastructure. By taking a proactive approach to addressing the 
challenges facing rural hospitals, we can ensure that these vital institutions continue to 
serve their communities for years to come. 

We hope that this Ebook has provided valuable insights and strategies for rural 
hospitals to consider as they navigate the changing healthcare landscape. We 
encourage rural hospitals to take action and implement these strategies to combat the 
threats to their revenue and ensure their long-term financial viability. 


