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F. Larry Leistritz, Bruce B. Johnson, John C. Allen, Duane Olsen, and Randall S. Sell ®

In Short

Telecommunications Technologies in
Rural Communities

Telecommunications technologies may
promote rural economic development.
Some believe that modern telecommu-
nications will substantially reduce costs
associated with isolation from urban
centers and markets—costs such as
those for transportation and commu-
nication. Others have documented
successful rtelecommunications-linked
firms in rural locartions, and stll oth-
ers believe advanced telecommunica-
tions technologies can increase the
quality of medical care, education, and
other services in rural communities.
On the other hand, advances in tele-
communications also create the poten-
tial for increased centralization of cer-
tain service activites, such as bank-
ing, which could siphon jobs away
from rural communirties.

Here we report on current levels of
use of telecommunications technologies
by rural residents and businesses in
twenty rural communities in six
midwestern states (see box and figure
1). We asked residents and businesses
in these communities for their opin-

Figure 1. Location of study communities
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ions abourt the role of telecommunica-
tions in economic and communirty de-
velopment, and their views on policy
options for making advanced telecom-
munications capabilities more available
in rural areas.

Use of telecommunications

Some 56 percent of the rural resident
respondents use telephone answering
machines (42 percent regularly and 14
percent occasionally; see figure 2).
About 48 percent use fax machines, 46
percent use personal computers, 27 per-
cent use cellular phones, and 25 per-
cent use computer modems. Among the
other telecommunications technologies/
capabilities, the use rates were lower,
but about one respondent in six re-
ported using e-mail and electronic data
transfer while one in ten reported sat-
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Figure 2. Residents’ use of telecommunication technologies, 1994

ellite data reception.

Business owners and managers who
responded to the survey frequently usc
today’s telecommunications technolo-
gies. More than 60 percent of these
firms use fax machines, VCR training
tapes, and telephone answering ma-
chines/services (figure 3). About half
use computerized accounting/billing
services. Between one-third and one-
half of the firms use cellular phones,
computer modems, computerized in-
ventory systems, and “800” numbers
for customers. Use of the other tele-
communications capabilities was re-
ported less frequently.

We also used stadstical techniques
to gauge what factors increased the use
of telecommunications capabilities over-
all. For residents, we found that longer
distances to the nearest metropolitan
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Gathering Information
from Rural

Communities
Information was gatheredthrough
surveys of residents and business
owners/managers in twenty rural
communities scattered across six
midwestern states (figure 1).
These towns ranged in population
from about 600 to 6,900. Seven
were located within 100 miles of
an MSA, including one that was
actually located in a metropolitan
county, while two were more than
200 miles from a metropolitan
area. The communities differed
somewhat with respect to their
economic base and recent
population trends; they appear to
be generally representative of
nonmetropolitan communities in
the Midwest region.

Twoindependent mail surveys
were conducted in 1994 to obtain
information from households and
businesses. Random samples
were drawn from each
community’'s telephone directory.
In total, nearly 2,000 resident
households and almost 1,000
businesses returned completed
questionnaires, forresponse rates
of 36 percent and 30 percent,
respectively.

statistical area (MSA) increased resi-
dents’ use of telecommunications and
higher-quality local adult education and
training programs (as evaluated by the
respondents) increased the level of use
of telecommunications.

These findings indicate that rural
community residents are using telecom-
munications capabilities to overcome
distance barriers. Also, the strong posi-
tive association berween use level and
respondent’s rating of local adult edu-
cation and training programs supports
the idea that rural communities will
benefit from these programs.

Among the business respondents,
about 61 percent believe telecommu-
nications increase business productiv-
ity (figure 4), and 46 percent believe it
helps expand their market. About 33

percent indicate telecommunications
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Figure 3. Business use of telecommunication technologies, 1994
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Figure 4. Effects of telecommunications capabilities to overcome distance barriers

use reduces their transportation costs,
but only 15 percent indicate workers
have been replaced as a result of tele-
communications advances. Only 2 per-
cent feel that their market has been
reduced because of telecommunica-
tions advances.

Improving rural
telecommunications
infrastructure

The respondents also rated several pos-
sible government telecommunications
initiatives. Both residents and business
respondents gave education and train-
ing programs in telecommunication
their highest rating (figure 5). Both
groups gave incentive programs for link-
ing local users a moderate rating, closcly
followed by incentive programs for
multicommunity linkage. Finally, both

groups gave rather low ratings for low-
interest federal loans to telephone com-
panies and state deregulation of tele-
phone companies. (@
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Figure 5. Rural residents’ and business owner/operators’ opinions of public policy alternatives
for rural telecommunications
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Third Quarter CORRECTION

A mistake was made in the third quarter Graphically Speaking, “Growth of Consumer-Oriented Trade:
Impllmtlons for the U.S. Agricultural Market Share,” on pages 22-23. In figure 4, the red line should be
labeled “consumer-oriented products while the purple line should indicate “semi- -processed intermedi-

ates.” CHOICES regrets the error.
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