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1. Introduction
Bill Reimer and Ray D. Bollman

Rural residents are often challenged with understanding
and explaining realities about their communities–both to
themselves and to others. And city folks have difficulty
understanding rural realities. Responding to these
challenges requires relevant, reliable, and accessible data.
All aspects of rural realities are subject to this challenge.
Keeping informed of the economic, social, and
psychological lived reality of rural residents is one
challenge. Understanding the inter-relationships (within
rural and between rural and urban places) adds complexity.
Fur thermore, perhaps most impor tantly are the
conversations about an expected impact of a change (e.g.,
an economic development project, an international trade
agreement, or climate change). Undoubtedly, information
about the future is the most valued!
The objective of this third State of Rural Canada book1 is
to assess the data deficit for a wide range of key issues
1 Earlier related works by the Canadian Rural Revitalization Foundation were State of Rural Canada: 2015 and State of Rural Canada 2017:
Mapping Rural Innovation.
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confronting rural Canada with an eye on:
1. Improving information assets for rural communities
and their residents; and
2. Encouraging rural communities and regions to learn
from each other’s experiences in finding ways to
resolve these data gaps.
“Data” includes more than numbers and statistics.2 It may
inform us that the local co-op has seven employees. Using
this and other data, we may calculate a statistic such as the
average number of full-time employees in local firms to
compare this co-op with other businesses in the region.
However, these numbers don’t necessarily provide
information about how these businesses were established,
why the employees chose to work there, or what impacts
their jobs have on the lives of others in the community. For
that, we need information that may be found in documents,
reports, histories, administrative materials, or even stories
2 The concept “data” will be treated as a singular mass noun in order to
respect its use in everyday discourse. Where the distinction between its
singular or plural status is important to the meaning, the authors of this
book have added modifiers to ensure clarity in its usage.
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from a variety of sources. In this respect, useful information
is determined by the question or issue being considered,
not just the databases, graphs, indexes, or stories
produced.
Information gaps or deficits do not arise from a lack of data
alone. It takes a number of important additions to make
that information available to those for whom it is relevant,
to conduct the analysis that produces useful knowledge,
and to communicate it in an appropriate and timely
manner. Therefore, the rural Canadian data deficit is the
result of capacities and initiatives in three major ways.
1. Availability and Access
In order to be useful, information must be relevant to the
question(s) asked, available to users without barriers, and
produced in a timely manner. This is a daunting task since
the questions and issues change frequently and will differ
depending on the person or group asking them. Each shift
in these factors is likely to create a new gap.
Rural and remote places are at a disadvantage when it
comes to availability and access because of their low
density and long distance to centres with high density
(Reimer & Bollman, 2010). The relatively small populations
involved mean that most public and administrative data is
filtered and modified to prevent the identification of
individuals for privacy purposes, or the sample sizes are too
small for reliable generalizations.3 The relatively long
distances involved increase the costs of data collection—
both to access communities and settlements and to canvas
individuals and households spread out within those
settlements. The low level of broadband infrastructure in
rural areas also hinders access.
As a result, detailed information regarding small and
remote places is typically aggregated over diverse
settlements, is excluded from more general surveys, or
depends inordinately on single example case studies–often
without adequate comparisons. The very few exceptions
to this generalization are expensive, long-term, and
partnership-intensive. 4 The organizations and agencies
that are willing or able to support such ventures are
relatively few.

3 Small populations require larger proportional sample sizes to attain
the same level of confidence as larger populations.
4 The New Rural Economy Project of CRRF (http://nre.concordia.ca),
for example, cost more than $5 million over 11 years in which surveybased field work, historical, documentary, narrative, and video analysis,
focus groups, public meetings, and regular collaboration were used for
information collection and analysis.

In addition, rural places are often the location of groups
that are suspicious of official data collection. This may be
the result of a principled stand against co-operation with
state agencies or past abuse due to their national, cultural,
ethnic, or religious identities (e.g., Indigenous, Doukabour,
Mennonite, Hutterite, Japanese communities). Without
special accommodation for such groups, they are likely to
be under-represented in official data or not trust what
government-collected data says about their communities.
On the other hand, there are occasions where the existence
of local networks, identity, and common experiences of
rural communities facilitates the identification and
collection of locally useful data. Examples of such initiatives
are provided in the chapters below (e.g., ConnectON, Rural
Homelessness Estimation Project, Ontario 211 Service
project).
2. Analysis
Simply having information available and accessible is not
sufficient for producing knowledge. The significance of that
information for particular questions and issues needs to be
imagined, explored, and assessed. We may have
information regarding the increase in elderly people within
a particular region, but without the ability to extract those
numbers from available sources, identify the trends,
compare them over time, imagine how the trends might
create opportunities for business or community ventures,
and estimate the potential outcomes in a reliable and
convincing fashion, the connection between the
information and options for community development will
remain dormant.
Once again, rural and remote communities are
disadvantaged with respect to the processes producing
gaps in data. Access to the training required for analysis,
the distance to (usually) urban-based data repositories and
sources, and the lack of frequent and easy communication
that enhances the visioning process are common barriers
in rural and remote places. Most small-town municipal
administrations, for example, are unable to afford the
planners, assessors, technical experts, and analysts
required to close the gaps between information and its use
for local issues.
3. Knowledge Mobilization
Knowledge use also requires initiatives and opportunities
for the information and analysis to be communicated to
those who are asking the questions and raising the issues
to which it might be relevant. A population pyramid, a local
immigrant’s story, regression analysis of local incomes, or
an administrative report on community homelessness are
not always meaningful to the policy-makers, practitioners,
or citizens who can benefit from the insights they contain.
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Considerable work is often required to translate those findings
into a language and representations that are understandable
and useful to those who might use them. Similarly, local
peoples’ assessments and evaluations of these insights must
be communicated to the researchers and analysts involved–so
they can reassess the foci of their work, reconsider the
meanings of their insights, and adjust their data and inferences
to make them more appropriate.
Rural and remote places are also at a disadvantage in this
process. Community development research makes clear that
knowledge mobilization is best accomplished with regular
direct contact among the stakeholders, and with the help of
trained agents–those who facilitate the engagement among
participants facing different institutional pressures and
personal perspectives. This is a relatively costly process, and
one that is difficult for low density places to afford.
Furthermore, non-rural actors involved in knowledge
mobilization are often incentivized against dedicating time
and resources to maintaining these relationships (e.g.,
candidates focusing on urban districts in election campaigns).
In the circumstances where it has been supported (most often
by provincial initiatives), the benefits have been clear, for
example with the 20-year Quebec Rural Policy (Reimer & Jean,
2015).
Popular media is another potential facilitator of knowledge
mobilization. However, as fiscal pressures have reduced the
number of media and journalists in rural areas, the awareness
and sensitivity of media to local issues have been reduced. If
interpretations of local and regional information is provided,
it is most often through an urban lens–targeting urban people
with stories of crises. Seldom do remote places find themselves
accurately or fully represented in the stories they read, hear,
or view. More often than not, the only media attention they
do receive is due to their challenges (e.g., population decline,
closure of a major employer), overlooking the vast stock of
assets that rural and remote communities possess to help
solve these problems. Once again, these gaps in information
(and accurate portrayals) make local planning and decisionmaking more difficult for rural communities; or even worse,
they divert public attention in ways that are detrimental to
their own development or sustainability.

Summary
Rural and remote places in Canada are at a disadvantage with
respect to the availability and access to information, its
analysis, and mobilization. This means that the information
gaps and deficits they face are more detrimental to their
effective development than found in most urban places. Extra
resources are required to close these gaps. However, rural and
remote places also possess unique assets and strengths that
give them opportunities to bridge this pervasive gap in creative
ways.
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With all these shifting demands, competing objectives,
vested interests, and technical requirements, identifying
and filling data gaps is a collective and contested process.
Each user of information bears some responsibility for
ensuring the information will be available when it is needed.
Federal and provincial/territorial governments in particular
have an obligation to ensure that public data is available to
the citizens that it represents while measuring what
matters to the public. This includes pro-active consultations
with data-gathering people and organizations to ensure
that they make reasonable estimates of future information
needs—and the provision of financial and other resources
to make it possible.
The specific economic opportunities and challenges in a
small town will vary, for example, but we can expect that
up-to-date, detailed information about employment,
businesses, and local assets will always be useful for
responding effectively to those opportunities and
challenges. For that we need detailed information and
analysis. Similarly, we know that climate change—as well
as other global and local environmental challenges—have
been and will continue to affect all of us for the foreseeable
future. To respond to these challenges, each community
will need information, analysis, and communication about
local impacts to assess its own vulnerability to flood, fire,
drought, storms, or other disasters in order to mitigate its
effects and anticipate future costs. It also requires the
identification of the most important types of information
for making decisions about rural places and people. That
is one of the primary objectives of this book.

Organization of the Book
The material in this book is organized into five substantive
topics where authors and CRRF members felt that
information gaps were critical: the economy, demography,
and the workforce; health and wellbeing; the conditions
and aspirations of Indigenous Peoples; the environment,
climate, and food and agriculture systems; and culture.5
Within these issues one can find challenges related to the
availability of data, accessibility to it, and its implications
for policy and action. All of these elements are included in
the authors’ discussions, along with some examples of
solutions to the challenges— of ten generated by
communities and regional groups featured in this book.
Economy, Demography, and Workforce
In this chapter Gaspard and Allen argue that information
is not sufficiently prompt or dynamic enough to make it
most useful. In addition, it is relatively insensitive to
5 This list is not meant to be comprehensive or exhaustive since challenges
and issues will change over time and region.

indicators that capture qualitative trends such as job
satisfaction, place livability, and community resources.
Such data can provide a more composite picture and
in-depth understanding of changing labour environments.
There are communities that have implemented successful
strategies to understand and build on these features of
community but there is a gap in the academic literature
and federal statistics to document them across Canada.
Case studies provided in this section include the
establishment of co-working infrastructure for the
revitalization of Bonavista, Newfoundland and Labrador;
a promising pilot project in Ontario where citizens identify
issues then learn to find and interpret data for research and
action; a cross-municipality innovation in Ontario
(ConnectON) where data-sharing dramatically increases
the opportunity for detailed comparative analysis in small
communities; and a public data repository of wellbeing
indicators in Newfoundland and Labrador.
Health and Wellbeing
Rich and Giles point to the need for more co-ordination and
access to information on the health status of rural residents
and their accessible health services. They also identify the
need for broader interpretations of health—to include
social, emotional, and spiritual dimensions along with
information about the social relationships that support it.
As might be expected, information regarding travel times
and access to services are high on their list of priorities.
This section also provides useful examples of community
initiatives to fill some of these data gaps. They include the
use of data from an Ontario help line, a physicianrecruitment strategy, and two projects designing and
implementing indicators for rural homelessness.
Indigenous Peoples
Penner, Baribeau, Neeposh, and Longboat reinforce the
importance of more informal sources of information for
Indigenous Peoples—including stories and cultural
artifacts. The history of cultural appropriation also
highlights the issue of data sovereignty and the control,
collection, analysis, communications, and ownership of
information. Unfortunately, culture is not a priority at
local, provincial/territorial, or federal levels—creating
conditions where insufficient resources and expertise is
available to clarify its meaning and measurement for
social, legal, or political purposes. Without such attention,
it is likely to remain invisible to the organizations and
people to whom it should matter. The authors point to an
initiative of the Cree Nation Government to improve the
nature and amount of data available to their beneficiaries.
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Environment, Climate, Food, and Agriculture
Loring identifies how our changing climate alters the
importance and saliency of information needs for
understanding and planning the agriculture and fishing
industries. Agriculture is moving north and carbon
emissions need to be controlled. He also points to the
question of information access and control as land values
and Indigenous recognition changes.
The case of ConnectON discussed in Chapter 5 provides an
excellent example of how communities might collaborate
to overcome some of the data deficiencies he mentions.
Culture
Catherwood and Pollack call for more attention to the
importance of cultural information. This information exists.
Some of it is documented. However, a common depository
is needed – or at least a way to classify, sort, and organize
cultural information in a systematic way across many
depositories. Only in this way can the next person find,
understand, and use it.

Concluding Thoughts
The data deficit in rural Canada limits our ability to deliver
appropriate programs and services that are critical to rural
wellbeing. We all hold a piece to the puzzle to help bridge
these gaps. The federal government, for example, can
initiate national projects in each of these core areas.
Community organizations can form coalitions to address
local knowledge gaps. Academics can ensure they connect
with communities to identify key information deficits that
are locally relevant and appropriate. We hope that these
materials provide inspiration for researchers, policymakers,
practitioners, and citizens as they collect data and take
action to help our rural communities be vibrant, prosperous
places to live.

Chapter References
Reimer, B., & Bollman, R. D. (2010). Understanding rural
Canada: Implications for rural development policy
and rural planning policy. In D. J. A. Douglas (Ed.),
Rural Planning and Development in Canada (pp.
10–52). Retrieved from http://www.nelsonbrain.com/
shop/content/douglas00812_0176500812_02.01_
chapter01.pdf.

Introduction

Reimer, B., & Jean, B. (2015, February). Québec’s
Approach to Regional Development: An historical
perspective. Webinar presented at the RPLC-CAPR,
Brandon University.

13 | BRIDGING RURAL DATA GAPS

This page intentionally left blank

