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It often takes more time for residents living in areas of rugged terrain to travel to 
hospitals, schools, social services, grocery stores, and other critical destinations 
compared to those living in more urban locations. To analyze how rugged terrain 
impacts rural well-being, we develop a new, national representation of variable 
topography for census tracts. This representation, the Terrain Ruggedness Scale 
(TRS), characterizes the relative topographic variation along roads in the United 
States. We then analyze population and population density across varying levels of 
topography, rurality, and regions in the United States to understand how the 
confluence of challenges to maintaining individual and community well-being found 
in rugged, rural locations is distributed across the Nation. Population and population 
density decrease as the land becomes more rugged, while the share of people living 
in rural locations becomes larger. Residents living in rugged regions with large rural 
populations, such as the Appalachian Mountains and Interior Uplands, may have 
additional challenges maintaining their well-being, when compared with residents 
living in flatter, more urban regions, such as the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts. 
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