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Healthy and sustainable rural, regional and remote communities across Australia

HEALTH RISK 
FACTORS IN 
RURAL AUSTRALIA

Health risk factors are 
characteristics, or exposures 
that increase the likelihood of 
a person developing a disease 
or health condition. In rural 
Australia, these risk factors 
can be amplified by limited 
access to healthcare and 
socioeconomic factors.

FACT SHEET – May 2025

Understanding health risk factors 
Health risk factors can be divided into 
behavioural and biomedical. 

Behavioural risk factors are factors that individuals can 
modify, such as their sun protection behaviours, diet, 
physical activity, alcohol consumption, smoking and 
vaping. Modifying these factors can have a significant 
impact on long-term health outcomes (AIHW 2024c). 

Biomedical risk factors are bodily conditions that directly 
contribute to health risks, such as abdominal fat, obesity 
and high blood pressure. These are often influenced by 
behavioural factors and can lead to more severe health 
complications if left unaddressed (AIHW 2024c). 

Understanding the link between these factors and their 
health impacts is crucial, especially in rural areas where 
access to healthcare services and resources may be limited. 

Health literacy  

Health literacy is crucial for enhancing health 
outcomes and reducing disparities in health. ‘Health 
literacy’ refers to an individual’s ability to access, 
understand and use health information to make 
informed decisions about their health. It plays 
a critical role in managing health risk factors as 
individuals with lower health literacy may struggle to 
navigate healthcare systems, follow medical advice 
and engage in preventative health behaviours. 

According to the ABS (2018) Health Literacy 
Survey, health literacy scores are generally 
consistent across remoteness areas, with only minor 
differences. For example, Major Cities recorded a 
health literacy score of 4.06 out of 5 for ‘navigating 
the healthcare system’, compared with 4.01 in 
Inner Regional, Outer Regional and Remote areas.
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Behavioural risk factors
Sun protection behaviours 

Insufficient sun protection increases the risk of skin cancer 
– including melanoma, which is the most serious form of 
skin cancer. Chronic sun exposure also accelerates skin 
aging and contributes to eye damage (Cancer Council 2022).

People living and working in rural areas have higher 
exposure to UV radiation, making sun protection crucial. 
According to the ABS National Health Survey 2022, sun 
protection behaviours are more common in rural areas, 
especially the use of hats and clothing, while people 
living and working in urban areas rely more on sunscreen 
(ABS 2024). See Figure 1 below for more details.

Figure 1: Sun protection behaviours for individuals 
who spend longer than 15 minutes outside 
during peak UV times in the last week

Dietary behaviour 

A diet that lacks sufficient fruit and vegetables is linked 
to a higher risk of chronic conditions such as heart 
disease, diabetes and certain cancers. In addition, 
nutrient deficiencies caused by low consumption of 
these foods can also weaken the immune system and 
contribute to general poor health (WHO 2023).

Fruit intake

A large proportion of the Australian population, across 
all regions, falls short of meeting the recommended daily 
intake of fruit. For example, 58.6% of individuals in Outer 
Regional and Remote areas do not meet the Australian 
Dietary Guidelines (Nutrition Australia 2021) which is 
slightly higher than 55.7% in Major Cities (ABS 2022).

Vegetable intake

Most Australians, whether in rural or urban areas, fail 
to achieve the recommended daily intake of vegetables. 
However, people in rural areas achieve slightly better intake 
than those in urban areas. In Outer Regional and Remote 
areas, 91.9% did not meet the recommendation and in Inner 
Regional areas, 91.2% fell short, compared with 94.1% in 
Major Cities (ABS 2022). See Table 1 below for more details. 

Table 1: Fruit and vegetable intake, by remoteness

ABS Remoteness 
Areas

Did not meet 
fruit intake 
recommendations

Did not meet 
vegetable intake 
recommendations

Major Cities 55.7% 94.1%

Inner Regional 54.7% 91.2%

Outer Regional 
and Remote

58.6% 91.9%

Rural areas often face barriers to accessing fresh, 
affordable produce: limited transport options, fewer 
grocery stores and limited storage options. This may result 
in poorer dietary habits, with people relying on processed 
foods that are higher in fat, salt and sugar (Parliament of 
Australia 2023). 

Food insecurity

What is food insecurity? 
Food security occurs when access to nutritionally 
adequate and safe foods, or the ability to obtain 
acceptable food through socially acceptable means, is 
restricted or uncertain (AIFS 2011). 

Food insecurity has significant health and social 
impacts throughout life and its effects are particularly 
pronounced in rural communities. It is associated 
with lower educational attainment and poorer health 
outcomes, which in turn hinder productivity and 
growth in these areas (Brooke 2016). Additionally, food 
insecurity may exacerbate existing health disparities 
in disadvantaged populations, contributing to higher 
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mortality rates and increased incidences of conditions 
such as hypertension; type 2 diabetes; and anxiety, 
depression and mood disorders (Mckay et al. 2019). 

Five of the seven leading risk factors contributing to 
the health gap between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples and non-Indigenous Australians are 
linked to poor diet. These factors include obesity, high 
blood cholesterol, alcohol use, high blood pressure 
and low fruit and vegetable intake (NRHA 2020).  

Breastfeeding

Breastfeeding is vital for healthy growth and development, 
offering benefits that extend into adulthood. In infancy, 
it helps protect against ear infections; respiratory and 
gastrointestinal illnesses; sudden infant death syndrome 
(SIDS); and dental issues. Later in life, it has been linked 
to improved cognitive development and a lower risk of 
obesity, diabetes, asthma and other chronic conditions. 
Breastfeeding rates decline with remoteness, with 38% 
of infants in Major Cities exclusively breast fed for the first 
six months, compared with 27% in Remote areas. However, 
First Nations mothers’ rates for exclusive breastfeeding in 
the first six months of life are highest in Very Remote areas 
(41%) and lowest in Major Cities (12%) (AIHW 2023). 

Physical activity

Lack of physical activity is linked to obesity, diabetes 
and cardiovascular diseases (Perone et al. 2024). Rural 
Australians are more likely to be physically inactive 
compared with their urban counterparts. In Major 
Cities, 74.9% of adults do not meet the recommended 
physical activity and exercise guidelines (DoHAC 
2021), while the figure is slightly lower in Inner Regional 
areas (74.1%) it increases to 79.8% in Outer Regional 
and Remote areas (ABS 2022). This higher inactivity 
in rural areas may be due to factors such as fewer 
recreational facilities and limited opportunities for 
organised physical activity (Castrillon et al. 2020). 

Alcohol consumption 

Excessive alcohol consumption increases the risk of 
several chronic health conditions, including liver disease, 
cardiovascular disease, mental health disorders and 
some cancers. Long-term heavy drinking is a key risk 
factor for alcohol use disorders, which can lead to 
social and psychological problems (DoHAC 2022).

Alcohol consumption that exceeds the Australian Adult 
Alcohol Guidelines 2020 (NHMRC 2020) is more prevalent 
in rural areas compared with Major Cities (ABS 2022). In 
rural areas, 29.4% of individuals in Inner Regional areas 
and 30.9% in Outer Regional and Remotei areas report 
exceeding the guidelines, compared with 25.6% in Major 
Cities (ABS 2022). This indicates a higher likelihood of 
excessive drinking in rural regions, potentially due to 
factors such as social isolation, limited access to alcohol 

  i  Remoteness areas are defined by the Australian Statistical Geographical Standard (ASGS). (See Remoteness Areas.) These figures do not include Very 
Remote areas of Australia. Data from the National Health Survey for the Outer Regional and Remote categories are not available separately, and 
these categories have been combined.

harm-reduction programs and cultural acceptance of heavy 
drinking in some rural communities (DoHAC 2019). 

More rural Australians, particularly in Inner Regional (23%) 
and Outer Regional and Remote (21.8%) areas, report having 
consumed more than 10 alcoholic drinks in the past week 
compared with those in Major Cities (17.2%) (ABS 2022). 
In addition, the frequency of binge drinking (defined as 
consuming 5 or more drinks on any day at least monthly) is 
higher in rural areas (24.6% in Outer Regional and Remote 
areas and 20.8% in Inner Regional areas) compared with 
Major Cities (19.9%) (ABS 2022). This pattern could indicate 
a greater tendency towards risky drinking behaviours 
in rural areas. See Figure 2 below for more details. 

Figure 2: Risky alcohol consumption, by remoteness

Women living in Remote (4.3%) and Very Remote (7.2%) areas 
were more likely to report consuming alcohol in the first 20 
weeks of pregnancy, compared with those in Major Cities 
(2.3%). Alcohol consumption during pregnancy can lead 
to adverse perinatal outcomes including low birthweight; 
a baby that is small for gestational age; pre-term birth; 
and fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (AIHW 2024a). 

Smoking and vaping / e-cigarettes 

Smoking

Tobacco smoking is the leading cause of preventable 
disease and death in Australia. It contributes to 
various health conditions such as lung cancer, 
heart disease, stroke, chronic respiratory diseases 
and pregnancy complications (DoHAC 2024). 

Smoking rates are notably higher in rural areas. While 
9.4% of people in Major Cities are daily smokers, this 
rises to 13.3% in Inner Regional areas and 16.7% in 
Outer Regional and Remote areas (ABS 2022). This 
may be influenced by high levels of socioeconomic 
disadvantage, limited access to smoking cessation 
services and cultural acceptance of smoking in some 
rural communities (Greenhalgh and Scollo 2022).

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Exceeded Alcohol 
Guidelines 2020

More than 10 drinks 
in the last week

5 + drinks on any other 
day at least monthly

Major Cities Inner Regional Outer Regional and Remote



National Rural Health Alliance  •  PO Box 475 Curtin ACT 2605  •  02 6285 4660  •  nrha@ruralhealth.org.au  •  www.ruralhealth.org.au4 

Expectant mothers living in Very Remote areas are 
5.5 times more likely to smoke during pregnancy 
than expectant mothers in Major Cities. Smoking 
during pregnancy is associated with poorer perinatal 
outcomes, including low birthweight, pre-term 
birth and perinatal death (AIHW 2024a). 

Vaping / e-cigarettes 

Vaping rates are relatively low across all regions but 
slightly higher in Major Cities (3.2%) compared with rural 
areas, where the rate is 2.7% in Inner Regional and 2.3% 
Outer Regional and Remote areas (ABS 2022). While 
vaping is often considered a less harmful alternative 
to smoking, it still poses health risks, particularly 
to the respiratory system (NHS 2023). The lower 
prevalence in rural areas suggests that vaping may 
not yet be as widespread a behaviour in these regions 
– though it is important to monitor future trends. 

To learn more about the latest statistics on 
alcohol, smoking, vaping and other drugs in rural 
Australia, please see our latest fact sheet. 

Biomedical risk factors
Waist circumference (abdominal fat) 

Increased waist circumference is a key indicator of central 
obesity, which is a significant risk factor for metabolic 
diseases such as type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular diseases 
and hypertension as well as for joint and lower back pains. It 
is particularly dangerous because fat around the abdomen is 
more strongly associated with health risks, compared with 
fat stored in other parts of the body (Darsini et al. 2020). 

Statistics show that a greater proportion of rural 
Australians are at significantly higher risk due to excess 
abdominal fat. In Major Cities, 40.9% of individuals 
have waist measurements indicating substantially 
increased risk, but this rises to 52.7% in Inner Regional 
areas and 53.9% in Outer Regional and Remote areas 
(ABS 2022). See Table 2 below for more details.  

This higher prevalence in rural areas suggests that poor 
diet, lower physical activity levels and limited access to 
healthcare and weight management programs in these 
regions contribute to a higher risk of chronic diseases. 

Table 2: Waist circumference (abdominal fat), by 
remoteness

ABS Remoteness 
Areas

Increased risk (waist 
circumference 
between 94 to 
101cm for males, 80 
to 87cm for females)

Substantially 
increased risk (waist 
circumference  
≥102cm for males, 
≥88cm for females)

Major Cities 20.9% 44.9%

Inner Regional 21.1% 52.7%

Outer Regional 
and Remote

19.9% 53.9%

Overweight and obesity (BMI) 

The rate of overweight individuals is relatively consistent 
across Major Cities (34.2%), Inner Regional areas (32.7%) 
and Outer Regional and Remote areas (34.9%). However, 
obesity rates are higher in rural areas. In Inner Regional 
areas, 36.8% of people are classified as obese, while 
in Outer Regional and Remote areas, the rate is 35.8%. 
This compares with 30.1% in Major Cities (ABS 2022).  

In 2022, the proportion of mothers who were obese 
was highest (at 26%) amongst women who lived in Very 
Remote areas, compared with 21.2% in Major Cities 
(AIHW 2024a). See Figure 3 below for more details. 

The higher obesity rates in rural regions are concerning, 
as obesity is associated with several chronic 
conditions, including heart disease, diabetes and 
certain cancers (AIHW 2024b). Additionally, obesity 
during pregnancy increases the risks of illness and 
death for both mother and baby (AIHW 2024a).

Figure 3: Overweight and obesity (BMI), by remoteness

High blood pressure (≥140/90mmHg)

High blood pressure (hypertension) is a major risk factor for 
cardiovascular disease, including heart attack and stroke. It 
can also lead to kidney disease, loss of vision and cognitive 
decline over time (AIHW 2019; Mayo Clinic 2023). High 
blood pressure is more prevalent in rural areas, with 26.2% 
of individuals in Inner Regional areas and 25.2% in Outer 
Regional and Remote areas experiencing hypertension, 
compared with 22.4% in Major Cities (ABS 2022). The higher 
prevalence in rural areas may reflect factors such as limited 
access to regular health check-ups and medication as well as 
lifestyle choices, including diet and physical activity levels.  

Socioeconomic factors
Socioeconomic factors influence health risk factors, 
particularly in rural areas where access to healthcare, 
education and affordable healthy food can be more limited. 
People in rural communities may experience barriers 
to maintaining healthy behaviours, including fewer 
opportunities for physical activity, limited availability 
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of fresh food and challenges accessing preventative 
health services (AIHW 2024d). These factors can 
contribute to higher rates of chronic conditions such 
as obesity, cardiovascular disease and diabetes in rural 
populations. Recognising and addressing these broader 
social and economic influences is important for improving 
health outcomes in rural Australia (AIHW 2024d). 

To learn more about how socioeconomic factors 
influence health outcomes in rural areas, check out 
the latest National Rural Health Alliance Snapshot.  

Conclusion

Health risk factors in rural Australia are significantly 
different to those recorded in urban areas, with rural 
populations facing greater challenges in maintaining 
healthy behaviours and managing biomedical risks. 
Contributing factors are likely to include limited 
access to healthcare services, fewer health-promoting 
environments, and social isolation. Addressing these 
disparities requires focused public health strategies that 
enhance healthcare access, promote healthier lifestyles 
and target mental health support in rural communities. 
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