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Rural America, communities of faith
and communities of color
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The majority of Americans believe that a full range of reproductive healthcare, in-
cluding abortion should be legal.' Too often, this reality is clouded by myths about

who does and does not support access to abortion care. Conservative politicians
and those opposed to abortion access are pushing full steam ahead to chip away at

access to abortion care. Claiming to speak for small town, rural and religious con-

stituents, conservatives are building political power through a deluge of state? and

federal attacks® on healthcare access, and especially on abortion access.

At the same time, reproductive health and rights ad-
vocates and elected allies often fall prey to stereotypes
about rural people, people of faith and communities

of color. When we deem people “too conservative,”
“too Catholic,” and “too Hispanic” to engage in re-
productive justice advocacy, we perpetuate a culture
of assumptions and foregone conclusions about what
rural communities, communities of color and faith
communities believe.
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In reality, people in these communities hold complex
and respectful values. Recent research about atti-
tudes of rural New Mexicans, by Forward Together,
Latino Decisions and Young Women United, not

only breaks down assumptions about who supports
abortion access, but creates a road map for advocates
and progressive decision makers to follow—a map
that leads us to rural, religious and people of color
communities.

While the research outcomes are specific to rural New
Mexico, the results of this groundbreaking research
are relevant for many predominantly rural states.
States with significant rural populations of color in-
clude Arizona, California, Hawaii, Mississippi, North
Carolina, New Jersey, and South Carolina to name a
few.” The demographics of these states—including
religiosity and party identification—can be similar to
New Mexico’s rural communities and we believe these
data have significance beyond the Southwest.
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Self-determination is a shared value.

Of rural New Mexicans surveyed, 74% agree that
“personal decisions about abortion need to remain
with New Mexican women, their families, and their
medical providers.” This strong commitment to the
personal nature of complex life decisions crossed
party, race/ethnicity, and religious lines—including
71% of people of faith.

Of rural New Mexicans surveyed. 77% agree that “I
can hold my own moral views on abortion and still
trust a woman and her family to make this decision
for themselves.” As the Pew Research Center has
documented, views of church members do not always

align with institutional research on abortion. For
example, nearly half of Catholics across the country
believe abortion should be legal in spite of the Catholic
Church’s strong opposition to abortion. People of faith
regularly distinguish between their own moral view
points and the importance of self-determination for
others in personal decision making.®

Our research found that 79% of Catholics and 72% of
other Christians, reject the idea that their moral be-
liefs should dictate the decisions of others. Similarly,
communities of color—across faiths—mirror this
nuanced view-point.

New Mexicans agree, across race/ethnicity and party lines, that personal Communities of color reject the idea that their
decisions about abortion need to remain with New Mexican women, their moral beliefs should dictate others’ personal

families, and their medical providers.
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Sexual and reproductive healthcare, including
abortion, is required by the complexities of our lives.

Across the United States, 1 in 4 women will have an
abortion by age 45.° Additionally, millions of people
each year become pregnant and need to grapple with
what that means for themselves and their families.

Across faith and race/ethnicity, abortion care is inte-
gral to the lives of the majority of rural New Mexicans.
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Religious or Spiritual 48% 17%
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Native American 45% 12%
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Asian 50% 34%

Of rural New Mexicans surveyed. 53% have considered
having an abortion and made the decision not to do so.
Many others have made a different decision.

Nearly 1 in 2 rural New Mexicans who identify as re-
ligious or spiritual has a friend or family member who
has accessed abortion care; and nearly 1 in 5 rural New
Mexicans who identify as religious or spiritual have
personally accessed abortion care.

In addition to decision making around terminating
pregnancy, other factors complicate rural New Mexicans’
experiences of sexual and reproductive health.

Nearly double the national average,'® 30% of rural New
Mexicans surveyed reported that they or a partner
had experienced a miscarriage or still birth. And while
national data shows that an average of 20% of people
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have experienced sexual assault,' 32% of rural New
Mexicans have experienced sexual assault or violence.

In the context of these lived experiences, 79% of rural
New Mexicans surveyed agree that, “Whether due to
the loss of a pregnancy, abortion care, or prenatal care,
women deserve to be supported and respected and not
shamed when seeking reproductive healthcare.”

Access to full reproductive
healthcare is necessary in
rural areas.

Of rural New Mexicans surveyed, 56% believe that
New Mexicans need access to reproductive healthcare,
including abortion, across the state. Financial barriers,
transportation issues and lack of information were all
cited as barriers to accessing reproductive healthcare
in rural New Mexico.

New analysis shows that 1 in 5 women in the U.S.
would have to travel at least 43 miles to seek abortion
care. Geographic barriers are much greater in rural
states like New Mexico, South Dakota and Wyoming
-where significant parts of the population have to
travel over 180 miles to receive clinic services.? Of New
Mexico’s counties, 94% do not have an abortion clinic.
It is not surprising that 51% of rural New Mexicans
surveyed say “abortion care is not accessible enough.”

Of the rural New Mexicans surveyed, 79% were reg-
istered to vote or were planning to register. And 78%
reported that abortion and reproductive health issues
would be important to them “in deciding who to vote
for in the next state election.”

The road forward...

For reproductive health and rights advocates and elected
decision makers, partnering with rural communities
across race/ethnicity and religiosity, is not only possi-
ble—it is critical. When rural families and communities
are pigeon holed as “too conservative” to engage, anti-
abortion and anti-healthcare forces are given free reign.

There is a majority in the U.S. that shares reproduc-
tive justice values of self-determination, respect and

WHO IS RURAL
NEW MEXICO?

Respondents’ self-reported demographics

Party Affiliation
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27%

REPUBLICAN

13%

OTHER
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Respondents were able to describe their complex identities
through choosing multiple races or ethnic identities.

WHITE
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Religiosity

76%

identify as having a religious
or spiritual practice

78% of these

g respondents identify as
Catholic, Christian,
Evangelical Christian,
or Protestant

access for all. Some of that majority is living in rural
America. Community leadership and political power
in support of reproductive justice can be built in rural
communities.

While more research across faith and communities of

color in rural geographies across America is needed,
rural New Mexicans can point a way forward.
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Methodology and Acknowledgements

Partners contracted with Latino Decisions to conduct
a mixed mode (landline/cell/web) survey of over 1,700
New Mexican adults who live in rural counties. Focus
groups conducted by Strong Families New Mexico, a
program of Forward Together in Gallup and Anthony,
New Mexico, and by Young Women United in Espafiola,
New Mexico, informed the survey.

Principal Investigators: Young Women United and
Strong Families New Mexico, a program of Forward

Survey Development and Research: Young Women
United, Strong Families New Mexico, program of
Forward Together and Latino Decisions

Collaborating Organizations: American Civil Liberties
Union-New Mexico and Planned Parenthood of the
Rocky Mountains-New Mexico

Data Compilation and Analysis: Young Women United
and Latino Decisions. Additional national data analysis

Together provided by Forward Together.
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STRONG FAMILIES NEW MEXICO (SFNM) brings
together organizations and activists statewide
to build strong communities and create policies
that work for our families. SFNM is a program of
Forward Together.

marginalizes us based on race, sexuality and gender.
Today, we build courage and foster connection
among our multi-racial community of changemakers
to secure the rights, recognition and resources all
families need to thrive.

For more information about the rural research in
New Mexico, contact our NM office at (505) 842-8070.

FORWARD TOGETHER transforms culture and
policy to work for all of us nationwide. Since our
founding in 1989 working in Asian communities
for reproductive health access, we've continually
fought to dismantle the ways our society
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