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Response to reviewer comments

The consensus among reviewers is that “this is a very strong proposal for a multistate research project that leaves little to criticize.” The blending of disciplinary approaches and the “genuine attentiveness to diverse stakeholder groups” were recognized as major strengths along with the group’s proven track record. One reviewer described the group as bringing together “a perfect blend of theoretical and informed programmatic knowledge.”

Reviewers did state legitimate concerns that need to be addressed in the beginning stages of our work. First, the group needs to fully articulate the research objectives and methods, especially for objective 3, and finish defining the roles of individual members. As currently expressed, the goals are “broad and vague” and the methods section “lacks sophistication” and was “insufficiently developed.” We feel the current objectives serve as an excellent guide to the lines of inquiry we intend to pursue, but need further elaboration. The group will be addressing this issue at the final meeting of W-1001 and will be in a strong position to commence collaborative research with well-defined questions and strategies as the new project begins. The projected participation document now includes a full set of sketches detailing the research interests of each member, and indicates for each member the objective(s) they plan to work on. 
Second, reviewers expressed the need for a more detailed description of potential benefits and impacts of the research, including benefits to end users. The general feeling is that the section on “Importance of the work” is actually fairly clear and detailed in terms of delimiting the potential impacts and benefits of demographic research, including specific examples. However, we added the following paragraph to explain the consequences of not doing this research: 

“Failure to address these issues as a team working together under the committee’s auspices would decrease the contribution we hope to make to a basic understanding of the causes and consequences of recent rural population growth, geographic redistribution, and compositional change. It could hinder public policy efforts at the Federal and State level, due to the decrease in systematic knowledge of just how rural people and communities—and the challenges they face—are evolving as a result of demographic change. Without knowledge about large regional differences, policy formation may be critically misdirected. Our emphasis on the geographic variation of demographic impacts and our efforts to disseminate our findings should improve the response capabilities of  local government officials, regional economic development officers, extension personnel, and other stakeholders. Our case studies will augment the proposed national level analyses and provide important information on local variation in responses to these population changes. Without our study, much of the information about these differences would not be known.”

Third, we need to be more specific on what our outputs will be. Partly, this reflects the need expressed above to finalize our set of specific research questions and procedures in the context of the stated objectives. However, the proposal makes clear that we will be producing a series of journal publications and book chapters, followed by a series of policy-related issue briefs to make our findings accessible to stakeholders and policy makers. An initial task of the group will be to establish a sub-committee to oversee the process of creating and disseminating these briefs, especially to groups concerned with aging, poverty, and land use.
Finally, in order to address possible duplication with other research projects, we conducted a CRIS search (see attachment) and included the following in the Related, Current and Previous Work section:
Relation to other extension projects

A CRIS search (see attachment) uncovered a number of research projects focusing on the causes and impacts of rural aging, race and ethnic change, and land-use change. However, analysis of objectives and research results showed large enough differences in subject, geography, disciplinary approach, or methodology to minimize any chance of duplication. We are the only group approaching these questions from a multi-state, multi-disciplinary perspective. We are the only group with an over-arching demographic perspective, though several projects are concerned with demographic impacts on rural development. We are the only project combining a national perspective with a strong emphasis on regional and local variation, with potential benefits to a broad constituency.

Most of our specific research objectives are not being addressed at all, or are being studied in one state or region. No other project is looking at the combined influence of aging-in-place and migration on the growth and redistribution of rural elderly. No one is addressing the impact of race and ethnic change on economic vulnerability. Several projects looking at land-use change include a demographic component but focus on a particular land-use type, such as coastal areas, forests, and rangeland.

One possible exception to this lack of duplication is the project headed by Kraybill and Irwin entitled RURAL COMMUNITIES, RURAL LABOR MARKETS AND PUBLIC POLICY. Their progress report notes: "Research by Irwin on land use patterns and amenity-driven regional migration examined data and scale dependencies and investigated the extent to which observed patterns are consistent with theories of suburbanization and rural land development." Our stated objectives are more focused on the linkages between demographic change and land-use conflicts, but we will need to incorporate their findings as they become available and refine our agenda accordingly.
