
RUPRI Remembers Keith Mueller 

 

It is with profound sadness that the Rural Policy Research Institute (RUPRI) shares the news that 
Keith Mueller, one of the nation’s most respected and influential leaders in rural health research 
and policy, passed away September 26, 2026 following a brief illness.  

Keith’s life and career were deeply intertwined with RUPRI and its mission. He was the 
founding director of the RUPRI Center for Rural Health Policy Analysis and a founding member 
of the RUPRI Health Panel, established in 1993 to provide objective, research-based analysis of 
the implications of national health policy for rural people and places.  For more than three 
decades, Keith helped make the RUPRI Health Panel a unique and trusted voice in national 
health policy. The Panel began by responding to requests from Congress for rapid analysis of 
how proposed national health reforms would affect rural America. That work grew into decades 
of policy analysis, testimony, briefs, comment letters, research funding, and direct engagement 
with policymakers across administrations and political parties. 

For many people, the image of Keith that will endure is of him sitting before a Congressional 
committee, patiently, authoritatively and objectively explaining the realities of rural health care 
to members of Congress. He testified before Congress repeatedly over the course of his career 
and was called upon by policymakers because they trusted his expertise, his judgment, and his 
commitment to getting the evidence right. He had a remarkable ability to take complicated 
research and make clear what it meant for rural health care providers, rural communities, and the 
people who live in them and he was respected across both sides of the aisle and across the U.S.  
This combination of trust and clear communication is what made him the nation’s leading 
authority on rural health policy. 

Keith loved the RUPRI Health Panel because it embodied what he believed research should do: 
inform policy and make a tangible difference in people’s lives. For Keith, the work was never 
simply about producing another paper or documenting another problem. It was about applying 
the best available evidence to ensure that federal policy recognized the unique circumstances of 
rural people and places and contributed to the health, well-being, and success of all rural 
Americans.  His passion was visible as he would dissect every word in the latest Federal Register 
notice and identify the nuance that would disproportionately affect rural communities. 

That commitment never wavered. Keith’s North Star was his commitment to others, and he 
devoted his career to making sure rural people and places were seen, understood, and considered 
when decisions were made. His scholarship helped define the field of rural health services 



research. His testimony and policy work brought rigorous evidence into some of the most 
consequential debates affecting rural health care. His leadership helped build institutions, 
collaborations, and networks that will carry this work forward.  

Keith was equally committed to ensuring that there would be another generation to continue this 
work. He was extraordinarily welcoming to people entering the rural health community and a 
generous formal and informal mentor, even to people who had worked alongside him for 
decades. He was mentor to dozens of doctoral students, master’s students and junior and senior 
faculty not only in Nebraska and Iowa, but across the country. He helped generations of 
researchers and policy professionals find their place in the field and understand not only how to 
do the work well, but why it mattered. Many of those who lead rural health research, policy, and 
practice today can trace some part of their own development to Keith’s mentorship, 
encouragement, or example. Most recently, he established a fund to provide scholarships to 
University of Iowa students interested in rural health, ensuring that his investment in the next 
generation will continue.  Keith made sure his research teams were always taken care of, well 
funded, and nurtured, and did it by hard work and generosity. 

And those who knew Keith personally will remember things that will never appear on his CV. 

They will remember dinners when Keith kept one eye on his phone so he could follow his 
beloved Milwaukee Brewers. They will remember how quickly a conversation could turn to his 
family, and especially the unmistakable pride with which he talked about his granddaughters. 
They will remember his warmth, his humor, his curiosity, and the genuine pleasure he took in the 
company and success of others. 

Those qualities were not separate from Keith’s professional life. They were central to the 
community he helped create. He could testify before Congress one day and make a newcomer to 
rural health feel like a valued colleague the next. He understood that sustaining a field required 
more than good research. It required relationships, trust, generosity, and a willingness to bring 
others into the work. 

Keith’s influence can be measured in more than 300 scholarly articles and policy papers, 
congressional testimony, policies, programs, and institutions. He served as president of the 
National Rural Health Association and on numerous national advisory committees, and his 
expertise was sought across all levels of the government, practice, and the research communities. 
But those accomplishments capture only part of his legacy. 

Keith’s legacy lives in the enormous community of people he taught, mentored, welcomed, 
challenged, encouraged, and befriended. It lives in the RUPRI Health Panel and Rural Health 
Research Center and the generations of researchers who will continue the work. And ultimately 
it lives in the rural people and communities whose health and well-being he spent his career 
working to improve. 

RUPRI has lost an extraordinary leader. The rural health community has lost one of its most 
important voices. And so many of us have lost a mentor, colleague, and dear friend. 



We will miss him terribly. 

Additional information about services and opportunities to honor Keith’s life and legacy will be 
shared as it becomes available. 

 


