
Rural disadvantage
Reviewing the evidence

Commission for Rural Communities

Rural disadvantage
Hidden voices
a DVD film of real life experiences 
of living in rural England.

The people that speak out in this film tell of real life experiences of living 
in rural England. They reveal how many of the things we take for granted
can be lacking in rural areas and explain their frustrations. Things such
as a decently paid job, nearby schools, shops and post offices, affordable
housing, good public transport links, a social life, and things to do. Their
stories show the many good aspects of rural living but also how the
experience of disadvantage can often be hard felt, yet hidden from view.
In many cases communities show great resilience and imagination and
the film shows some examples of community led initiatives.

Filming took place in a sample of rural areas across England. The
Commission would like to thank all the individuals that took part in this
film. Special thanks also to: Hereford and Worcester Community Council,
Norfolk Rural Community Council, Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum,
Sompriti, Sussex Rural Community Council, Sulfolk ACRE.

Thanks to the Rural Media Company, who produced this film.

T
hi

s
d

oc
um

en
ti

s
p

ri
nt

ed
on

re
cy

cl
ed

p
ap

er
co

m
p

ri
si

ng
75

%
p

os
tc

on
su

m
er

w
as

te

Commission for
Rural Communities

London Office
20th Floor  Portland House  
Stag Place  London  SW1E 5RS  
Telephone 0207 932 5800  
Facsimile 0207 932 5811

Cheltenham Office
John Dower House  Crescent Place 
Cheltenham Glos. GL50 3RA
Telephone 01242 521381
Facsimile 01242 584270

Email info@ruralcommunities.gov.uk
www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk

CRC 31 / September 2006

R
u

ra
l

d
isa

d
va

n
ta

g
e

R
eview

ing
the

evid
ence

Cover photography ©Countryside Agency/Jim Hodson  September 2006



Rural disadvantage
Reviewing the evidence

Commission for Rural Communities

Rural disadvantage
Hidden voices
a DVD film of real life experiences 
of living in rural England.

The people that speak out in this film tell of real life experiences of living 
in rural England. They reveal how many of the things we take for granted
can be lacking in rural areas and explain their frustrations. Things such
as a decently paid job, nearby schools, shops and post offices, affordable
housing, good public transport links, a social life, and things to do. Their
stories show the many good aspects of rural living but also how the
experience of disadvantage can often be hard felt, yet hidden from view.
In many cases communities show great resilience and imagination and
the film shows some examples of community led initiatives.

Filming took place in a sample of rural areas across England. The
Commission would like to thank all the individuals that took part in this
film. Special thanks also to: Hereford and Worcester Community Council,
Norfolk Rural Community Council, Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum,
Sompriti, Sussex Rural Community Council, Sulfolk ACRE.

Thanks to the Rural Media Company, who produced this film.

T
hi

s
d

oc
um

en
ti

s
p

ri
nt

ed
on

re
cy

cl
ed

p
ap

er
co

m
p

ri
si

ng
75

%
p

os
tc

on
su

m
er

w
as

te

Commission for
Rural Communities

London Office
20th Floor  Portland House  
Stag Place  London  SW1E 5RS  
Telephone 0207 932 5800  
Facsimile 0207 932 5811

Cheltenham Office
John Dower House  Crescent Place 
Cheltenham Glos. GL50 3RA
Telephone 01242 521381
Facsimile 01242 584270

Email info@ruralcommunities.gov.uk
www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk

CRC 31 / September 2006

R
u

ra
l

d
isa

d
va

n
ta

g
e

R
eview

ing
the

evid
ence

Cover photography ©Countryside Agency/Jim Hodson  September 2006



Commission for Rural Communities

Rural disadvantage
Reviewing the evidence

Foreword 3

Introduction 4
1. What is in this report? 6
2. What is meant by disadvantage? 12

Access to opportunity 18
3. Financial disadvantage 20
4. Employment disadvantage 36
5. Educational disadvantage 48
6. Housing disadvantage 64
7. Health disadvantage 84
8. Local retail disadvantage 100
9. Safety disadvantage 112
10. Social disadvantage 124
11. Civic disadvantage 140
12. Local environmental disadvantage 156
13. Transport disadvantage 170
14. ICT disadvantage 182

Attitudes to rural disadvantage 196
15. Rural culture 198
16. Survey of rural attitudes 202
17. Policy makers’ attitudes 210

Vulnerable groups 214
18. Children and families 216
19. Young people 220
20. Older people 224
21. Women 228
22. Minority groups 232

Appendices
A1. Definitions of rural 238
A2. Our approach 239

CC32EvidenceSect1_AW  26/9/06  4:59 pm  Page 1



2 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

September 2006

Commission for Rural Communities
(an operating division of the Countryside Agency)

This report, Rural disadvantage: Reviewing the evidence,
provides a review and assessment of existing research and
documentation relating to rural disadvantage and the policy
responses. It is accompanied by Rural Disadvantage:
Hidden Voices – a DVD film of real life experiences of living 
in rural England.

This report is one of a number of products produced as part 
of the Commission for Rural Communities’ first major 
thematic study to gather evidence about rural disadvantage.

Other products in the study:

Rural disadvantage: Priorities for action
A report summarising our findings and presenting 
priorities for action to tackle rural disadvantage.
Rural disadvantage: Futures thinkpiece 
A report written by the Future Foundation for the 
Commission, which provides a review of futures related 
literature and summarises recent thinking about the 
future of rural disadvantage.
Rural disadvantage: Quality of life and disadvantage 
amongst older people – a pilot study
A report to the Commission on new research to 
understand better how older people living in rural 
areas experience disadvantage.
Attitudes to rural disadvantage: a segmentation analysis 
A report to the Commission on new research on rural 
attitudes to disadvantage. Available in pdf form on the 
Commission’s website.

The rural disadvantage study team comprised of 
Ruth Bradshaw, Jacqui Cuff, Julie Rogers and Lynn Watkins.

For further information on the 
rural disadvantage study contact:
Lynn Watkins
Head of Thematic Studies
Lynn.Watkins@countryside.gov.uk

For further information on the 
Commission’s work generally visit:
www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk
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3 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Foreword

When we launched the Commission for Rural Communities in 2005 –
initially as an operating division of the Countryside Agency – we set
about producing an up-to-date and detailed review of the evidence 
base on rural disadvantage. What does it tell us about the issues, what 
do we know about the policy responses and where are the gaps in that
evidence? This publication is the culmination of that work, based upon
reviewing literally hundreds of reports and documents. It is intended 
as a reference document and a basis for informing future developments
to the evidence base. Our accompanying Priorities for Action report
provides a framework for policy actions that would address key rural
disadvantage issues.

There has been a growing body of evidence as new data becomes
available and new research is undertaken. On certain aspects of rural
disadvantage, like housing affordability and on transport issues, the
knowledge base can be considered quite strong.Yet that picture is far
from universal. When we started this study we were fairly confident about
the extent of knowledge on disadvantage within rural communities, but
the more we examined it systematically the more gaps and weaknesses
appeared. Most research on disadvantage and social exclusion does not
identify rural issues and much of the research on rural issues does not
pull out information about who or why some face disadvantage.

Different definitions of ‘rural’ and of aspects of disadvantage can also
make it frustratingly hard to agree about the facts. Thankfully, there is 
now an official definition of rural, but much research pre-dates this and
some organisations have been slow to apply the definition to their
datasets. For example, no analysis using this definition has yet been
undertaken of the government’s data on households below average
income, which is widely used to measure levels of poverty.

One of the most significant evidential gaps is the paucity of rural 
findings in evaluations that assess the extent to which policies to tackle
disadvantage are operating successfully. To take one example, we 
know very little about the rural impacts of the New Deal programmes,
even though there are distinctive rural features, such as the nature of
employment and limited transport opportunities, which could affect 
the impact of those programmes, especially in remoter areas.

If we are to be clear about the case and priorities for policy intervention,
there is little doubt that compelling and robust evidence is needed.
Equally, a stronger evaluatory basis is required to determine whether
existing policies are sufficiently suited to local rural circumstances.
In the coming months the Commission will, therefore, wish to discuss
how best to develop the evidence base on rural disadvantage with a
range of organisations who might help, as well as considering what it 
can do from within its own resources.

Rev Dr Stuart Burgess
Chairman of the Countryside Agency and Rural Advocate
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6 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

What is in this report?

This overview explores the difference living in a rural area makes
to being ‘disadvantaged’. It pulls together existing contemporary
evidence on disadvantage in rural England and provides an assessment
of the wide range of social, economic and environmental causes of
disadvantage. We also examine what the available information tells us
about how policy responses are working in rural areas.

The topics covered are based on our interpretation and analysis of the
evidence of the most important issues relating to rural disadvantage,
in line with our ambition to bring fresh insight to the subject.

We did not aim to undertake new surveys or commission new primary
research or statistical analysis. However, we have commissioned two
new pieces of work where there was clearly a gap. One is a DVD film,
Hidden Voices, which shows people in rural areas talking about their
experiences and views about disadvantage. This is attached to this
report. The second new piece of evidence, comes from a questionnaire
survey of 1,000 people across rural England to examine their recognition
of, and their attitudes to, disadvantage. The results of this survey are
summarised in Chapter 161. Both the DVD film and the attitudinal survey
have informed our approach and the findings have been used
throughout the report.

This review is complemented by two accompanying reports. Rural
disadvantage: Futures thinkpiece2 sets out thinking about disadvantage
over the next few years in rural England and how disadvantage may be
different in the future. The second report, Rural disadvantage: Priorities 
for action, contains our recommendations for priorities for action to
tackle disadvantage, based both on our interpretation of the evidence
contained in this review and the futures review.

Why is a review needed? 
Both policy makers and service providers are increasingly required 
to take an evidence based approach. This review is intended to provide
a clear, accurate and objective assessment of evidence on rural
disadvantage. A persuasive evidence base is needed to inform policy
makers about where action is needed and also to assist them in 
deciding how best to act.

There is a body of research evidence on rural disadvantage from the
1970’s onwards, by academics4, research institutes such as Joseph
Rowntree Foundation and the Rural Evidence Research Centre, interest
groups and others. In particular, both the Rural Development
Commission and the Countryside Agency commissioned research 
on the broad theme of rural disadvantage5 and on specific aspects 
of disadvantage6. However, some of this research is now becoming
increasingly dated and it is not clear the extent to which the findings are
still relevant today. Similarly, some of the research has been undertaken
in other areas of rural Britain and it is likely that some of the findings
would not hold for rural England, particularly given the recent changes 
in a wide range of policies and policy making structures (including the
establishment, for example, of the Scottish Executive). There have also
been a number of changes more generally in society and so it is timely
to review knowledge on disadvantage in rural England.

“People in rural areas can face
disadvantage just as severe as in our
conurbations – low incomes, difficulty in
accessing good-quality public services,
and poor transport links – leading to
feelings of isolation and
powerlessness.”3

1. The report of the survey to the Commission 
is also available on our website

2. The futures thinkpiece is a commissioned 
piece of work, produced by the Future Foundation

3. Department for Work and Pensions (2004)
Opportunity for All. Sixth annual report

4. The most recent being Milbourne P (2004) Rural
Poverty. Routledge

5. For example, Cloke P et. al. (1994) Lifestyles in
Rural England RDC18; Shucksmith M
et. al. (1996) Disadvantage in rural areas RDC 29;
and New Policy Institute (2002) Indicators of 
poverty and social exclusion in rural England 2002
Countryside Agency CAX 117

6. For example, Countryside Agency (2003) Rural
Economies: Stepping stone to healthier futures

1
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7 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

In addition, it is clear that there are both conflicting research findings
and some poorly evidenced anecdotes. This review, therefore, attempts
to provide an accurate picture on where there is robust evidence,
where there is little information and where there are widely held but
un-evidenced beliefs.

The review also provides information that will be helpful to the
Commission for Rural Communities itself, as tackling rural disadvantage
is at the heart of our work. In particular, the review was undertaken to
identify research and knowledge gaps that need to be filled.

What is our approach?
Our approach has been informed by responses we received to a
discussion document, Rural disadvantage: Our first thematic study, that
we launched at the start of the study. A summary of the feedback we
received is contained in our report Taking forward our study on rural
disadvantage. In addition, our approach has drawn on the knowledge
of disadvantage and rural policy among the staff of the Commission.
At various times throughout the review, we have sought advice from
external experts and advisers7, and we have been informed by meetings
and workshops with key academics, think tanks, policy makers and
service providers aiming to tackle disadvantage.

Because of its multi-dimensional nature, a study of rural disadvantage
is potentially huge and we have had to focus our efforts. Our approach
can be summarised as looking at:

• What is disadvantage in rural England? 
• Why does it occur?
• And what is the policy response and is it working?

Whilst we have concentrated on examining the extent and nature of rural
disadvantage, we have also examined briefly who is affected by, or at
risk of experiencing, disadvantage. We have included in our review,
information on how disadvantage is experienced at certain key points in
people’s lives particularly for younger people and older people8. Some
limited information is also pulled together to examine some of the issues
faced by some groups of people in rural areas, notably women, people
from black and minority ethnic groups, gypsies and travellers and
migrant workers. There are, of course, other groups that are particularly
at risk of disadvantage in rural areas that it has not been possible for us
to include in this review.

We have also focused our efforts by taking a national perspective.
We have drawn primarily on evidence where conclusions can be drawn
that apply either across the whole of rural England, or to other rural
areas with similar characteristics. Where possible, we have attempted
to explore broad geographical differences in rural disadvantage (for
example looking at the difference between sparse and less spare areas;
market towns and smaller villages; and so on).

7. See Appendix 2
8. It should be noted though, that we do not cover 

issues related to certain age groups in the main 
review of different forms of disadvantage and policy
assessments such as child abuse (safety disadvantage)
or teenage pregnancies (health disadvantage)
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We have also looked specifically at national policy initiatives led by
government, rather than at more local level initiatives (such as the work
of individual local authorities or other service providers); the work of
other sectors such as voluntary sector services; or the private sector
through Corporate Social Responsibility and so on. This is not to suggest
that the work of these groups is unimportant, but rather that the broad
nature of rural disadvantage required us to take a focused approach.
In addition, this more national focus has been preferable given the lack
of understanding, at present, about the extent to which we can generalise
from the findings of research undertaken in one local or case study area
to apply more generally across rural England. In other words, there is
little evidence of the difference that local conditions make to the
existence of disadvantage or to the impact of national programmes.

The review examines policies that specifically aim to address
disadvantage rather than assessing more general policies that aim to
improve social, economic or environmental conditions. This is not an easy
task since policies can have many aims and impacts, both intended and
unintended. We have, therefore, taken a steer from the large scale reviews
undertaken by the Social Exclusion Unit in its ‘Breaking the Cycle’ series
in our policy mapping. To this we have added policies and initiatives that
have been introduced to alleviate disadvantage specifically in rural areas.

There is an increasing amount of information available about
disadvantage and social exclusion nationally and there is also quite a
lot of information about rural areas and rural issues in general. We have
examined both bodies of evidence to review what is known about
rural disadvantage.

Rural disadvantage

Rural Disadvantage

8 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Figure 1.1 Evidence on rural disadvantage
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9 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

What is evidence?
Our focus has been on drawing evidence from contemporary research
reports and information – in other words research from the last few years.
We have focused on research in the last five or so years and where this 
is lacking have drawn from older research. We have only been able to
assess literature and information that has been published before early
2006. There will, therefore, be information published more recently that
we have been unable to include. We have also included both quantitative
and qualitative data – where this has been undertaken in a robust and
transparent way.

We have focused on information and research that applied to rural
England. Only where this has been lacking have we drawn from
evidence from other parts of rural Britain.

In reviewing evidence, we have relied mainly on readily available 
and published information – reports, research notes, journal articles,
evaluations, assessments and reviews – published by government
departments or agencies, research organisations, think-tanks, academia
and specialist organisations. Our approach has largely excluded
unpublished information (often referred to as ‘grey’ literature). There 
will inevitably be some reports and information that we have not been
able to include in our review. Much of the evidence has been undertaken
by academics and whilst we have followed an equally rigorous approach,
we have attempted to provide a user-friendly format that is accessible 
to both experts and non-experts. We have also reviewed some more
qualitative information in the form of films and DVDs. Whilst we have
been unable to present these in the review, we have drawn on their
content to inform our approach and explore some of the issues further.

The review has not specifically or comprehensively evaluated the
range of possible solutions or examples of good practice to tackle
disadvantage, although where the findings of research have pointed
clearly to what works this has been noted.

More detail about our approach is included in Appendix 2.
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10 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

What is our focus?
The review is focused around the two key issues that research suggests
makes the experience of disadvantage distinctly different in rural areas
compared to urban:

• Access to opportunity – identifying the issues distinctive for
different types of participation. These are presented in the second
section of the report. Our coverage of both issues and policies
reflects our judgement based on the evidence of their relative
importance and their relevance to contemporary issues.

• Attitudes – exploring views and perceptions of disadvantaged
people, of rural communities and of ‘policy-makers’ about rural
disadvantage. The theme of attitudes is used to present information
of the way that in-built assumptions or principles about the way
policy should operate, or be implemented, impacts on rural
disadvantage. This is based on cross-cutting issues that affect 
all policy areas rather than specific policy areas, such as, the
principles that policy needs performance targets and measures;
and a focus on the most deprived wards. The section on attitudes 
to disadvantage presents these discussions.

What is disadvantage? 
Our definition of disadvantage is “an inability to participate fully in
society”9. It is about how individuals and households can participate in
either having, or doing, the things that the majority of people have, or
can do. We have taken a people-perspective in exploring the factors that
lead to inequalities in ability to participate, rather than information that
relates to businesses or organisations.

It is clear that being disadvantaged is about much more than not having
money. Whilst poverty and financial disadvantage are clearly important,
our understanding of disadvantage suggests that someone may have
adequate financial resources but be unable to participate in other
aspects of life, therefore also being disadvantaged.

Whilst the term disadvantage is generally associated with an ‘outcome’,
in other words, an end state of not having something or being unable to
do something, this does not rule out examining the causes or processes
leading to disadvantage. Indeed, in academia this is generally termed
‘social exclusion’ and we examine the exclusionary factors that lead to
rural disadvantage. We examine what ‘participating fully’ might mean 
in more detail in relation to a number of different spheres or types of
‘participation’ in the section on access to opportunity.

Disadvantage is about someone’s
inability to participate fully in society

9. Our definition of rural disadvantage seems to have
been widely accepted in responses we received to
our discussion document
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11 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Our definition of disadvantage chimes well with the recent government
statements about social exclusion:
“social exclusion is life below the minimum acceptable level in a decent
society. It is when people do not have the things that most of us take for
granted – for example, a decent home, a job and the ability to read and
write. These are simple things perhaps, but hugely important. Social
inclusion means that opportunity is open to all and that no one lives
below an acceptable level” 10.

Chapter 2 discusses our approach to defining disadvantage in
more depth.

What is rural?
There is an agreed definition of rural and urban by government. This
recognises that 9.51m people live in rural England11 and broadly equates
to settlements of less than 10,000 people.

Where information is available using this new definition, we have
presented it here. However, this definition is relatively recent – only
having been agreed in 2004 – and little information is available using this
new definition. We have, therefore, had to draw on a variety of definitions
of rural, reliant on what has been used in published research. It is clear
that a range of different approaches have been used in the past and
therefore the information does not necessarily compare ‘like with like’.
A further discussion of the variety of rural definitions used is contained
in Appendix 1.

Rural and urban areas are clearly interdependent and many people’s
lives are lived across this ‘divide’, although our review focuses on those
living in rural areas.

10. Minister for Local Government, Phil Woolas (2005)
statement in Westminster hall adjournment debate
20 October 2005

11. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

Transport and ICT are means 
to participation rather than
being a form of participation.

Financial

Employment

Educational

Housing

Health

Local retail

Safety

Social

Civic

Local environmental

Transport

ICT

Disadvantage

➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔

Figure 1.2 Types of participation
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12 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

What is meant by disadvantage?

This chapter sets out our thinking about what is meant by disadvantage.
We present here our reasoning on the different forms of disadvantage
explored in the next section, rather than providing a comprehensive
review of the academic debates on the concepts of disadvantage and
social exclusion. There are a few approaches from which we have taken
a steer, but it is clear that there is no one generally accepted definition 
of disadvantage.

Relative or absolute disadvantage?
Our definition – the inability to participate fully in society – means
disadvantage is about not being able to fit in and do the things that the
majority of people do. In other words, it about being different from the
socially accepted ‘norms’ and is a relative concept. Nevertheless, this
definition also suggests an absolute level of participation, below which
anyone who is not able to participate fully is ‘disadvantaged’. To be
disadvantaged, therefore, suggests that someone is either ‘one side of
the line or the other’ – able to participate or not. However, this is rather
simplistic. In practice, there is likely to be a grey area and a scale of
disadvantage is perhaps a more useful concept, though this seems to 
be little developed.

Disadvantage and social exclusion
There is a close relationship between the terms ‘disadvantage’ and
‘social exclusion’ and debates about the difference between them often
seem to be based on the difference between outcome and process.
Most academic research considers social exclusion to be the process by
which someone becomes excluded from mainstream society, whereas
disadvantage is seen as more of an outcome. This means examining the
way that society and organisations operate to exclude certain groups.
Understanding how to remove such barriers cannot be understood from
evidence of inequalities in outcomes.

Government definitions of social exclusion imply more of an outcome
approach. The definition of social exclusion used by the Prime Minister
when the Social Exclusion Unit was launched was: “social exclusion is 
a shorthand label for what can happen when individuals or areas suffer
from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor
skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health
and family breakdown”. This has not, however, restricted research into
the drivers of, and processes leading to, social exclusion.

Reviewing disadvantage requires, therefore, an understanding of the
causes of disadvantage as well as identifying the scale and nature of the
experience of disadvantage. In our review, we have included information
about outcomes in a section called ‘what is the problem?’ and information
about the possible processes and drivers in a section called ‘what are
the causes?’. It is worth noting here, that cause and effect are not always
well understood. As far as possible, we have divided the evidence under
these titles.

“disadvantage must be measured,
at least in part, by reference to the
prevailing norms of society”1

1. Miliband D. (2005) Social Exclusion: The next steps
forward. Speech to the LSE 29 Nov 2005

2
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13 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Types of participation
Our definition of disadvantage requires us to think about what the norms
are across the full range of activities that most people undertake in their
day to day lives. What is full participation and what are the factors that
might lead to less than full participation? 

We have taken a steer from a number of approaches which can broadly
be divided into theoretical, research based approaches and more
statistical approaches.

Research approaches
Different forms of participation have been identified in a number of
academic discussions and research reports. Social exclusion has been
described as a “multi-faceted concept, embracing lack of, or limited
participation in all the domains of life – family formation, political
participation, health and so on”2. Other key dimensions of participation
have been set out as (1) production (2) consumption (3) wealth (4)
political activity and (5) social activity3.

Four main systems have also been suggested, which promote a sense
of belonging in society and thus determine social exclusion for some.4

These can also be viewed as the means through which resources are
allocated in society. These are: civic integration through a democratic
system; economic integration through the labour market; social
integration through the welfare system; and interpersonal integration
through social networks of family and friends. An alternative classification
of four systems on resource allocation were suggested as: private
systems (representing market processes); state systems (bureaucratic
and legal processes); voluntary systems (process of collective action);
and family and friends networks (reciprocal and cultural processes)5.

A wide ranging review of social exclusion by the Social Exclusion 
Unit, in the Breaking the Cycle series7 reviewed the drivers of social
exclusion in relation to a number of domains: income and poverty;
employment; education and skills; health; housing; transport; crime 
and the fear of crime; social support/social capital; and the impact 
of the neighbourhood.

Statistical approaches 
Statistics and indicators that attempt to measure disadvantage were also
reviewed. There is, though, a danger that a lack of suitable data will lead
to a situation where, ‘what matters is what we can measure and what we
can measure is what matters’. Nevertheless, indicators give an important
steer on issues that are widely regarded as disadvantage or a risk factor
in experiencing disadvantage.

“social exclusion is about... prospects
and networks and life chances”6

2. Bynner J. (2001) Childhood risks and protective
factors in social exclusion, Children and Society 15,
285-301

3. Burchardt T., Le Grand J. and Piachaud D. (1998)
Social Exclusion in Britain 1991-1995, Social Policy
and Administration 33, 3, 227-44

4. Commins P. (ed) (1993) Combating exclusion in
Ireland 1990-1994, a midway report. European
Commission: Brussels

5. Reimer W. (1998) quoted in Shucksmith M (2004)
Social Exclusion in Rural Areas: A review of recent
research. A paper produced for Defra as part of 
the rural evidence base

6. Miliband (2005) op. cit.
7. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)

The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review of the
literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in the Breaking
the Cycle series. ODPM: London
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14 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

The ‘Opportunity for All’ indicators8 are the government’s headline
measures of poverty and social exclusion. They cover aspects of
employment, health, education, housing and crime, either for people at
particular stages of their life (children, working age and older people)
or for geographical communities. There are some indicators that suggest
a minimum standard approach and are widely accepted as being a
minimum below which no-one should live. In particular, the definition of
poverty sets out a minimum, relative income of 60% of median income.

The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) measures geographical
concentrations of deprivation in relation to seven domains: income;
employment and the involuntary exclusion from work; health and
disability, particularly premature death and poor quality of life due
to poor health; education, skills and training, particularly lack of
qualifications; barriers to access to housing and services; crime and
disorder; and living environment (covering indoor environment, such
as housing conditions and outdoor environment such as air quality).

Recent work by the Social Exclusion Unit to measure ‘deep’ social exclusion
amongst working age adults, depending on whether they suffered from one
or more, or several of, ten disadvantages: unemployment, living in a
workless household, having no educational qualifications, living in social
housing, living in overcrowded conditions, suffering poor mental health, or
poor health, living alone, lacking consumer durables, or enduring financial
stress. This measure does, it seems, include a mix of risk and outcome
factors in the 10 ‘disadvantages’.

Some previous statistical work9 to try to develop indicators of rural
disadvantage included domains or ‘bundles’ of indicators on: employment
access and quality, the vulnerability of employment, incomes, housing
access and quality, service provision and physical isolation.

8. See the ‘Opportunity for All’ pages on the
Department for Work and Pensions website 
for details (www.dwp.gov.uk/ofa)

9. Dunn J., Hodge I., Monk S. and Kiddle C. (1998)
Developing Indicators of Rural Disadvantage.
Rural Research Report 36. Rural Development
Commission
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Transport and ICT are means 
to participation rather than
being a form of participation.

Financial

Employment

Educational

Housing

Health

Local retail

Safety

Social

Civic

Local environmental

Transport

ICT

Disadvantage

➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
➔
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Our approach
It is clear that being disadvantaged is about much more than not having
money. Whilst poverty and financial disadvantage are important, our
understanding of disadvantage suggests that someone may have
adequate financial resources but be unable to participate in other
aspects of life. “The overlap between poverty and social exclusion is
strong... However, not all people who are poor are socially excluded –
for example students and some of the working poor may be able to
participate fully in society and have good prospects. Equally, some
people who are not poor are socially excluded, for example, those
suffering from ill health or disability or discrimination and victimisation,
for example on grounds of race or religion”11.

There seems clear consensus that disadvantage is also associated with
someone’s ability to participate in the labour market, the education
system and the housing market. In addition, full participation requires
the ability to lead both a healthy and safe lifestyle and related to this,
local environmental conditions have also been included. We have,
therefore, covered all of these aspects in our review. Access to services
has been covered in some definitions of social exclusion or disadvantage
and we have covered this in each of the specific types of disadvantage
(e.g. access to primary health care in looking at health disadvantage).
However, we have investigated access to local retail services separately,
with a particular focus on access to food and postal services.

“ not all people who are poor 
are socially excluded... and...
some people who are not poor 
are socially excluded”10

10. Miliband (2005) op. cit.
11. ibid.

Figure 2.1 Types of disadvantage
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16 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

In recent years, disadvantage has come to be associated with someone’s
ability to be involved in social and leisure activities and their level of
social interaction. We have included this in our review and termed it
‘social disadvantage’. Increasingly, disadvantage has also been seen as
someone having a lack of power or ability to control the decisions that
affect them. We have, therefore, included the opportunity to influence
local decision making in our review and have termed this ‘civic
disadvantage’. We have also reviewed disadvantage relating to access
to transport and ICT. Whilst these might not be seen as a direct form of
participation in society, both are key drivers or causes of disadvantage
and we see these as a means to participation.

Issues raised
There are three further issues that consideration of our definition of
disadvantage raises, but it seems clear that there are no approaches,
at present, which fully overcome these issues.

• Choice or opportunity?
The definition of ‘inability to participate fully in society’ indicates,
very much, an approach based on understanding the opportunities
available to someone and the distribution of these opportunities.
This has been termed by some as ‘life chances’. The role of
individual choice, rather than inability, is very difficult to measure
in the information that is currently available and many studies seem
unable to take account of this issue.

• Who defines disadvantage? 
Research on disadvantage has found that people’s subjective
assessment of their own disadvantage is often different to a more
objective definition, especially in rural areas13. Again, there is little
information that attempts to explore this issue, although ‘Breadline
Britain’ and its follow up work do provide an assessment of wider
society assessments of basic requirements14.

• Experience of disadvantage?
At present most information, especially on rural disadvantage,
is inadequate to shed light on the extent to which the experience
of disadvantage is ‘wide’, ‘deep’, ‘concentrated’ or ‘persistent’
(see Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2 Experience of disadvantage

Source: based on SEU15

Wide a large minority of people lacking at least one of the things and
opportunities that most people take for granted

Deep people experiencing several types of disadvantage 
Concentrated most people in a particular place experiencing disadvantage

and the effect these geographical concentrations can have
Persistent people experiencing disadvantage for a long period of time 

“Social inclusion... is also about the
extension of freedom and control that
most people feel”12.

12. ibid.
13. Shuckmith M., Chapman P., Clark G. with Black S.

and Conway E. (1996) Rural Scotland today: the
best of both worlds? Avebury

14. Gordon D. and Pantazis C. (eds) (1997) Breadline
Britain in the 1990’s. Ashgate; Gordon D. et. al.
(2000) Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation. Although at present this
information does not contain a rural analysis.

15. Miliband (2005) op. cit.
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17 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Even existing statistics to measure disadvantage, such as the Index 
of Multiple Deprivation, only measure the combination of a range of
problems within one geographical area and do not measure whether
one person experiences one or more problems. There is a need to
understand, in particular, the persistence of disadvantage – in other
words, the extent to which it is experienced by someone for only a short
amount of time (i.e. a temporary condition), or for a long time or even
most of someone’s life (i.e. an ‘enduring state’). Whilst measures seem
to be well developed or widely used for persistent poverty or long-term
unemployment, the persistence of other forms of disadvantage seems
less well researched.
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Access
to opportunity

18
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Financial disadvantage 

This chapter examines financial disadvantage in the widest sense,
looking both at the problems associated with poverty and low incomes 
in rural areas and at some of the other aspects of financial exclusion and
needs. Basic financial needs have been defined as income, access to fair
rates of credit, savings and insurance as well as money management
skills and advice and information about financial services1. Those who
are unable to meet these basic needs might be considered at risk of
financial disadvantage. However, our focus is primarily on low incomes,
as this is the most basic financial need of all. Low income is associated
with an inability to afford the items, services and activities that the
majority of the population consider to be necessities. There is a large
body of evidence that shows that low incomes are closely related to a
number of other inequalities, such as poor mental and physical health,
poor housing conditions and poor educational achievement2.

Recent research3 has explored whether household expenditure is a more
accurate way of measuring trends in poverty than income data. However,
we focus on income given that this is the more widely accepted
definition of poverty (where income is less than 60% of the median) and
as there is only limited information on expenditure by rural households.

1.What is the problem?

Poverty and low incomes
The majority of people in rural areas have household incomes that
exceed the national average (if generally not by much), with those on low
incomes in rural areas often living dispersed amongst relative affluence
so their presence is less easily detected in average statistics. However,
research on rural poverty in Britain over the last 25 years4 has
consistently identified an average of around 20-25% of households living
in poverty, with significantly higher percentages in certain areas.

The most recent figures (Table 3.1) show that income poverty is
experienced by people in all types of rural areas but is most prevalent 
in the sparse rural areas (in particular in town, fringe and village areas)
and in coastal areas. However, even in the most affluent area 
classification (less sparse hamlets and isolated dwellings) around one 
in six households has an income of less than 60% of the English median
(£15,861)5. Across rural England as a whole 22% of households have an
income of less than 60% of the English median and rural areas contain
around 16% of all of England’s households living in poverty.

Information from the government’s own dataset on Households Below
Average Income (HBAI) is not currently available with the new rural
definition. However, previous analysis using the 2003/04 HBAI dataset
using an older district level definition,6 confirmed similar levels of
poverty: 21% of people in remote rural districts and 15% in accessible
rural districts live in low income households. Overall, 18% of the
population of rural England (around 2.6m.) live on a low income.

1. National Consumer Council (2003) Basic Financial
Needs: What are they and how can they be met?
Seminar Report

2. Bradshaw, J., Kemp, P., Baldwin, S. and Rowe, A.
(2004) The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review of
the literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in the
Breaking the Cycle series. ODPM

3. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2006) Poverty in
Britain: What can we learn from household spending?

4. Milbourne P. (2004) Rural Poverty. Routledge
5. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 

The State of the Countryside 2006
6. New Policy Institute (2005) website

www.poverty.org.uk using HBAI 2003/04.
Website accessed March 2006

3

“...rural areas contain around 16% of all
of England’s households living in
poverty”
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In rural districts, three quarters of people with low incomes live in
households where someone either works or is of pensionable age. Only
a quarter live in workless working-age households7 (see Figure 3.1).

There is some information available on poverty amongst different 
family types (see Figure 3.2). This reveals:

• a fifth of pensioners (around 630,000) in rural districts are living 
in poverty8;

• 700,000 children living in rural districts in England (23% of rural
children) live in poverty9; and

• Rural women are more likely than men to be on very low personal
and household incomes10.

21 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Number of %
households in 

poverty

Less sparse Hamlet and isolated dwellings 92,484 17.2

Village 271,896 19.5

Town & fringe 460,065 24.3

Sparse Hamlet and isolated dwellings 16,371 26.8

Village 33,154 28.1

Town & fringe 37,001 33.5

Rural total 910,972 22.1

Urban total 4,682,588 26.5

England 5,593,560 25.6

Table 3.1 Rural households in poverty 2006

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside 2006 using CACI Paycheck data 

Figure 3.1 Low income and working status. Share of people living in households 
with less than 60% of median income (after deducting housing costs).

7. New Policy Institute (2005) website
www.poverty.org.uk using Family Resources Survey
(FRS) 2003/04. Website accessed March 2006

8. New Policy Institute (2005) website
www.poverty.org.uk using HBAI 2003/04.
Website accessed March 2006

9. Harrop A.. and Palmer G. (2002) Indicators of
Poverty and Social Exclusion in Rural England: 2002,
The Countryside Agency, and NPI (2005) using FRS
average of 3 years 2001/02 to 2003/04

10. Countryside Agency (2003) Rural Economies –
Stepping Stones to Healthier Future
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Source: New Policy Institute  www.poverty.org.uk

Figure 3.2 Low income and family type. Share of people living in households with less
than 60% of median income (after deducting housing costs).

With someone 
aged 60 or over

Someone 
working

Unemployed 
households

Other workless 
households

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 21



22 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Rural costs
Incomes also need to be considered in the context of a household’s
outgoings. In particular, whether or not a household owns their home
outright or is having to pay a mortgage or rent will make a significant
difference to the impact of living on a low income. For that reason it is
important to consider incomes both before and after housing costs.

Weekly expenditure is higher in rural areas across a standard bundle of
everyday commodities and services. Rural residents, on average, spend
more than urban residents on heating fuel and power and on transport.
For example, households in rural settlements of less than 3,000 people
spend £70.62 on transport each week, compared with £45.36 in
metropolitan built-up areas11.

This data cannot tell us whether the differences in expenditure are due to
higher costs or to greater levels of disposable income, but if some of the
higher expenditure reflects higher local costs of goods and services (for
example for food and transport), then this would impact on lower income
rural residents12. Some research into older people’s spending is currently
underway, which might provide information on differences in expenditure
between rural and urban residents, but at the time of writing this had not
been reported13.

Persistent poverty
An analysis of data from the same households over several years found that
over the course of a year, broadly similar proportions of rural and urban
people moved into and out of poverty and that similar triggers operated in
both rural and non-rural areas14. This research found that the people most
at risk of income poverty in rural areas included elderly people living
alone, lone parents, families with three or more children and people who
lacked skills or qualifications. Shorter-term poverty was associated with
young people (under 25) and single people of working age, who had a
high risk of entering poverty but were also quite likely to escape.

The same research also found that moving home from a rural to an urban
area carried a fourfold increase in the risk of entering poverty, while
moves in the opposite direction had hardly any effect. This was partly
due to a large proportion of rural-to-urban moves being made by young
people, who were generally at greater risk of income poverty, once they
had left the parental home. Another possible explanation is that the
movers may have had various difficulties before they moved (they were
‘pushed’ into moving home), whereas those moving in the opposite
direction were ‘pulled’ by the attraction of the countryside. However, as
this was based on an analysis of people who were not in income poverty
in the previous year, this is unlikely to be the major reason. The authors
suggested that, “rural areas are ‘exporting’ poor people who move to
look for work and that, without this movement, entry to poverty in rural
areas would be even higher”.

11. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

12. ibid.
13. Research is being undertaken by DWP
14. Countryside Agency (2003) Ways In and Out of Low

Income in Rural England, based on the British
Household Panel Survey

“Rural residents, on average, spend
more than urban residents on heating
fuel and power and on transport”
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There is some evidence that those suffering financial disadvantage are
less likely to benefit from the strong community spirit that is often felt to
be a distinguishing feature of rural living. Our new attitudinal research15

found that those on a low income were less likely to feel part of the local
community – 20% of those earning under £15,000 disagreed with the
statement ‘I feel part of the local community’ compared to 15% of the
total. Those struggling financially were also less likely to agree that there
is a strong community spirit around here, 32% of those finding it difficult
on their present income agreed a lot (compared to 42% who were 
living comfortably) and were more likely to agree with the statement:
‘If everyone would ‘mind their own business’ this area would be a much
better place’. 21% of those finding it difficult on their present income
agreed a lot with this statement compared to 11% overall.

Financial exclusion
Financial disadvantage relates to more than just incomes and these other
problems have been termed ‘financial exclusion’. “It can be a broad
concept relating to a lack of access to a range of financial services or a
narrow concept reflecting particular circumstances such as: geographical
exclusion; exclusion on the grounds that charges and prices are
prohibitively high; or exclusion from marketing efforts. Self exclusion 
is also important – where an individual believes there is little point in
applying for a financial product because they expect to be refused,
sometimes because of a previous experience of refusal, because they
know someone else who has been refused, or because of a belief that
‘they don’t accept people who live round here, or who are like me’.”16

Those on low incomes are particularly at risk of other forms of financial
disadvantage. One survey suggests that just over 5% of households in
remote rural areas and over 4% of households in accessible rural areas
do not have a bank account, totalling around 300,000 households17.
Similarly, our new attitudinal survey18 found that 4% of people in rural
areas did not have a bank account, but those earning less than £10,000
were far less likely to have any type of savings or investment account,
only 43% had a savings account compared to 84% of those earning more
than £45,000. This supports other evidence which suggests that rural
poverty is associated not only with low levels of income, but also limited
amounts of savings19. Less well off savers are disadvantaged by poorer
interest rates, fixed transaction costs and higher levels of tax20. People 
in poverty in 2000 tended to have debts, relative to their incomes,
20 to 25% higher than those of the population as a whole21.

Lack of affordable credit can be a significant problem for people on 
low incomes, many of whom turn to alternative lenders for their credit
needs. Alternative lenders, such as pawnbrokers and doorstep lenders
often charge far higher rates of interest than mainstream credit providers.
Those without bank accounts are more likely to use mail-order
catalogues and other payment plans, which commit them to long
repayment periods at inflated interest rates. There is anecdotal evidence
to suggest that use of such schemes is higher in rural areas and this
seems plausible, as catalogues and products are delivered to people’s
homes, distance from services and outlets is not an issue.

15. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A Segmentation Analysis Report. A report by BMRB 
to the Commission for Rural Communities

16. HM Treasury (2004) Promoting Financial Inclusion
17. New Policy Institute (2005) www.poverty.org.uk.

Based on family resources Survey 2003/04.
website accessed March 2006

18. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) op. cit.

19. Milbourne P. (2004) op. cit.
20. Burton D. (2001) Savings and Investment Behaviour 

in Britain: More questions than answers,
The Service Industries Journal, Vol.21, No.3 
(July 2001), pp.130-146

21. Mitchell J., Mouratidis K. and Weale M. (2005)
Poverty and Debt National Institute 
Discussion Paper
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There is little evidence available on the extent of most forms of financial
disadvantage in rural areas and it has been suggested that it is difficult to
gain precise information about the geographical distribution of financial
exclusion22. Some of the evidence available appears to indicate that
those in rural areas are at less risk of financial exclusion (or at least,
some elements of it) than those in urban areas. For example, research23

identified that those at greatest risk of arrears were young people on low
incomes and low-income families with children and that those in rural
areas were less likely than other families to be in arrears on bills, housing
or credit commitments. However, a survey of Citizens Advice Bureaux
clients in 2001 found that although rural clients owed less than the
average for all CAB debt clients, their lower average income meant that
their debt to income ratio was higher than the average for all debt
clients24. In addition, an analysis of data from the Poverty and Social
Exclusion Survey suggests that for those aged under 60, being in debt is
most common in the larger cities and towns and in the most rural areas25.

Research was undertaken in 2001 into the nature of financial exclusion 
in two case study areas, Suffolk and North Lancashire26. Among the
findings were:
• there was a sharp generation divide in access to credit with younger

people more likely to borrow, while older residents prefered to save
first;

• due to the culture of shame, residents were unlikely to confess to
indebtedness;

• there was no evidence of any activity by loansharks and there was only
one reported case of moneylenders being used; and

• the local Citizens Advice Bureaux reported rapid increases in money
and debt advice enquiries during the last few years.

2.What are the causes?

Low income
An overview of recent research27 identified a range of causes of low
incomes in rural areas including low pay, inadequate pensions, poverty in
self-employment and lower levels of benefit uptake. Each of these factors
is discussed in more detail below. Other aspects of some issues such as
the link between low pay and the nature of rural employment and self-
employment are covered in the employment chapter.

Low pay has been suggested as ‘the single most important factor in the
poverty status’ of non-pensioner rural households28. However, other
research29 found that few of those on low income in rural areas are low
paid and that detachment from the labour market is, in fact, a more
significant factor in rural low incomes. This study found that 41% of those
of working age on low incomes in rural areas are outside the labour
market (e.g. the long-term sick or family carers).

Low pay
Thirty-one out of the 50 English local authority areas with the lowest local
wages in 2002 were rural30. Many of the areas with the highest proportions
of low-paid workers are in rural labour markets outside of the South East.
The highest rates of low pay are found in Cornwall and parts of the South
West, parts of East Anglia, Lincolnshire, Humberside and parts of North

22. H.M. Treasury (2004) op. cit.
23. Kempson E., McKay S., and Willitts M. (2004)

Characteristics of Families in Debt and the Nature 
of Indebtedness, Department for Work and
Pensions, Research Report No. 211

24. Citizens Advice (2003) In Too Deep – CAB clients
experience of debt

25. McKay S. and Collard S. (2006) Debt and Financial
Exclusion in Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain:
The millennium survey Edited by Christina Pantazis,
David Gordon and Ruth Levitas

26. Dayson K., Paterson B. and Conaty P. (2001)
Investing in People and Land: Sowing the seeds 
for rural regeneration

27. Shucksmith M. (2000) Exclusive Countryside? Social
inclusion and regeneration in rural areas, Joseph
Rowntree Foundation

28. McLaughlin B.P. (1986) The Rhetoric and the Reality
of Rural Deprivation, Journal of Rural Studies, 2,
pp.291-307 

29. Chapman P., Phimister E., Shucksmith M., Upward R.
and Vera-Toscano E. (1998) Poverty and Exclusion in
Rural Britain: The dynamics of low income and
employment. Joseph Rowntree Foundation

30. Countryside Agency (2003) Rural Economies –
Stepping Stones to Healthier Futures.
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East England31. Recent analysis32 found that the median annual salary for
those working in rural workplaces was £17,934 compared to a median
annual salary of £20,523 for those employed in urban workplaces. Wages
paid by businesses operating in rural areas continue to lag behind those
paid by businesses in mixed and urban areas33.

There appear to be different factors behind moves into and out of
poverty in rural and non-rural areas34. The incidence of persistent
unemployment is less, but the incidence of low pay is greater in rural
than non-rural areas. The escape rate from low pay is notably lower for
those employed in small workplaces (which tend to dominate rural
labour markets). While unemployed men in rural areas seem more able
to move into higher paid employment than those in non-rural areas, the
opposite is the case for unemployed women.

31. Sunley, P. and Martin, R. (2000) The Geographies 
of the National Minimum Wage in Environment and
Planning A 2000, volume 32, pages 1735-1758

32. Using data from the Annual Survey of Hours and
Earnings (2005) (weighted to take account of rural
population characteristics)

33. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
34. Chapman P., Phimister E., Shucksmith M., Upward R.

and Vera-Toscano E. (1998) op. cit.

Individual characteristics

(a) Female 58.5 60.8 63.8

(b) Young (16-24) 24.9 26.9 26.1

(c) Education
No qualifications 27.0 29.3 31.7
O-levels and equivalent 35.9 41.4 38.0
A-levels and equivilent 11.0 13.8 11.5
Nursing and other higher qualifications 22.0 12.5 14.4
First degree, teaching, higher degree 4.0 2.9 4.4

(d) Average household income (£) 7,433 8,794 8,061

(e) Has access to car (waves 3-8 only)
Yes 73.3 69.2 54.6
No 13.8 15.7 25.0
Can’t drive 12.9 15.1 2.04

Labour market characteristics

(f) Industry
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 3.4 4.4 1.2
Energy and water supply industries 0.2 0.5 0.5
Extraction/manufacture of metals, etc 1.0 2.8 2.1
Metal goods, engineering, etc 4.3 6.5 6.9
Other manufacturing industries 14.3 10.9 11.7
Construction 3.7 1.6 2.6
Distribution, hotels, etc 34.6 32.9 34.2
Transport and communication 5.9 6.2 5.8
Banking, finance, insurance, etc 4.7 6.6 7.5
Other services 27.8 27.5 27.5

(g) Under 10 employed at workplace 39.3 23.8 30.1

(h) Average hourly wage (£) 2.91 3.08 3.01

(i) Average weekly hours (hours) 32.5 31.3 31.1

Remote Accessible Urban
Rural   Rural

Table 3.2. The characteristics of the low paid: %

Source: Gilbert A., Phimister E. and Theodossiou I. (2003) Low Pay and Income in Urban and Rural Areas:
Evidence from the British Household Panel Survey, Urban Studies, Vol.40, No.7,1207-1222
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The strong link between low pay and low incomes in rural areas is partly
due to the type and nature of jobs available. Low pay is particularly
concentrated in businesses with few employees, in certain occupations,
for those in part-time and seasonable jobs and in workplaces without
unions or collective bargaining coverage, all of which are significant in
rural areas35. Research also suggests that wage mobility in rural areas
may be lower than elsewhere due to limited training opportunities,
career progression and job choice. Restrictions on job mobility are likely
to give rural employers greater power over wage setting and will tend 
to depress rural pay rates36.

Research on rural low pay for households between 1991 and 1998 and
the link between low pay and low incomes37 found that in all areas those
most likely to be experiencing low pay are women, young workers,
those with no qualifications and those living in a household with below
average income (see Table 3.2). Low paid workers are more likely to
work in services (particularly distribution), be employed in workplaces
with fewer than 10 employees and work fewer hours on average than
other workers.

The same research also found that on average, pay is higher in accessible
rural areas than in urban areas, which in turn have higher pay than 
remote rural areas. Average wages in the remote rural areas were 16.8%
lower than the urban average and even adjusting for the characteristics
such as, age, gender and education, which may account for some of 
this difference, wages are still 10.8% lower in remote rural areas.

Other important findings are:
• low pay was a more persistent state in remote rural areas than

elsewhere;
• the extent of in-work poverty appeared to be greater in remote

rural areas;
• workers on low pay were more concentrated in low-income

households in the remote rural sample, compared with the urban 
or accessible rural sample; and 

• the percentage of remote rural individuals in low-income
households who are also self-employed was twice that of both 
the accessible rural and urban samples.

Recent research shows that poor productivity performance in rural 
areas, as manifested by increased incidence of low pay, is associated
with low educational attainment levels38. In addition, higher than average
levels of debt in the most rural areas, have also been attributed to low
rural wages39.

Poverty in self-employment
Although there are undoubtedly some self-employed people on very 
low incomes, it is hard to identify the extent of this problem as survey
information relating to self-employed earnings is less reliable than that
on the earnings of employees. Possible reasons for this unreliability40

include: missing information; under-recording of incomes of those reliant
on more than one source of income; and the greater opportunity for
deducting expenses from income under income tax rules. In addition,
many people with varying incomes from self-employment maintain a
standard of living that is greater than might be expected, by drawing 

35. Gilbert A., Phimister E. and Theodossiou I. (2003)
Low Pay and Income in Urban and Rural Areas:
Evidence from the British Household Panel Survey,
Urban Studies, Vol.40, No.7,1207-1222

36. Gilbert A., Phimister E. and Theodossiou I. (2001)
The Potential Impact of the Minimum Wage in 
Rural Areas

37. Gilbert A., Phimister E. and Theodossiou I. (2003)
op. cit.

38. Department of Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (2004) Determinants of Relative Economic
Performance in Rural Areas

39. McKay S., and Collard S. (2006) op. cit.
40. Countryside Agency (2001) Self-employment 

in Rural England
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on savings, using revolving credit or relying on help from relatives.
Even allowing for these difficulties, the figures clearly indicate that
poverty in self-employment is more common in rural areas, 22% of self
employed people in rural areas are in poverty, compared to 8% in urban
areas41. Research42 has found that self-employed people with low
incomes (below 60% of the median) were disproportionately likely to be
women over the age of retirement (especially pensioners living as a
couple) and living in homes with a low Council Tax valuation. In terms of
their businesses they were disproportionately likely to work part-time,
have two or more jobs, to work as self-employed in their second job and
to work alone or with just a business partner. They worked
disproportionately in the service industries, including education, health
and social services, private households and ‘other community’. However,
few of the low-income self-employed lived in households that had a very
low income, as many of them had someone else in their household with
an income. Even so, the proportion of self-employed people with net
household incomes below £150 a week was 8 times that found among
those with higher earnings from self-employment. Thus, ‘while low-paid
self-employment does not necessarily lead to poverty, it certainly seems
to increase the chances of it’.

Further information about self-employment can be found in the
employment disadvantage chapter.

Inadequate pensions
There is evidence that the proportion of pensioners in long-term receipt
of the Minimum Income Guarantee, is lower in rural than in urban areas
despite similar proportions experiencing low income43. This issue is
explored further below in the discussion on benefit take-up, but some
research has also suggested that special efforts are required to reach
people relying only on state pensions and unaware or unconvinced of
their other entitlements44.

Lower levels of benefit take-up
As the majority of those with a low income in rural Britain experience
poverty for relatively short spells, benefit take-up can play an important
role in helping them to cope in the short-term. There is some evidence
that take-up of benefits in rural areas is lower than in urban areas as a
result of inaccessible advice and information services, differing
perceptions of poverty and a culture of independence45.

A recent report46 suggested that take-up rates of benefits for older people
are lower in rural than in metropolitan areas, but noted that official data
does not permit such analysis. Older people living in rural areas were
identified as one of the groups experiencing specific barriers to the 
take-up of benefit entitlements particularly due to transport difficulties.
Whilst this information applies specifically to pensioners and take-up 
of entitlements amongst pensioners is generally lower than amongst the
population as a whole, it seems reasonable to assume that the findings
about the barriers faced and the lower take-up rates could also apply 
to the rest of the rural population. The report also suggested that rural
pensioners’ lack of information may be due to their limited contact with
service providers. Many rural pensioners only meet with a GP or district
nurse, “whose awareness of benefits may be limited and who may have
little time available to discuss such issues with pensioners”.

41. Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(2004) Rural Strategy 2004

42. Countryside Agency (2001) op. cit.
43. Harrop A. and Palmer G. (2003) Indicators of 

Poverty and Social Exclusion in Rural England 2002.
The Countryside Agency.

44. Shucksmith M. (2000) op. cit.
45. Shucksmith M. (2000) op. cit.
46. National Audit Office (2002) Tackling Pensioner

Poverty: Encouraging take-up of entitlements

“22% of self employed people in rural
areas are in poverty, compared to 8% 
in urban areas”
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The report recommended that the Department for Work and Pensions
(DWP) should continue its research to understand the barriers to take-up
amongst particular sub-groups, including pensioners living in rural
areas. However, to date, DWP has not published any research on this.

There is also evidence that rural people may be less likely to identify
themselves as unemployed. For example, research into two contrasting
labour markets in Suffolk and Lincolnshire47 found that many of the
unemployed people surveyed did not register as unemployed, but
preferred to get by using various, often individual, coping strategies.

Evidence on the patterns of benefit take-up in Scotland suggests 
that apparent differences between urban and rural areas are mainly
attributable to the differences between affluent and poor areas, with 
take-up generally being lower in more affluent areas48. It is not clear
whether the same findings would apply in England, but it is clear that 
a similar analysis is needed for England to understand better the extent
to which non take-up of benefits is a problem in rural areas.

Other aspects of financial disadvantage
The limited opportunities for access to basic financial services and 
to advice and information are likely to be particularly significant causes
of other aspects of financial disadvantage in rural areas.

The evidence on access to basic financial services in rural areas is mixed.
Research carried out in 2001 found that 23% of residents in rural areas
obtain cash from a post office49 and another study found people on low
incomes are more likely to obtain their cash from a post office50. All basic
bank account holders can access their money over the counter at post
office branches although only current account holders with certain banks
are able to do so51. In 2005, 85% of rural households lived within 2km of a
post office52. Cash points are the single most accessible service in rural
areas, their availability has increased from 85% of households living within
4km in 2004 to 90% of households in 2005. However, the accessibility of
banks and building societies has reduced from 64% of households living
within 4km of one in 2004, to 60% of households in 200553.

Rural bank account holders have to rely more heavily on accessing their
money via cash machines and concern has been expressed at the trend
towards fee charging machines in rural areas. Evidence submitted by
Post Office Ltd to a Treasury Committee inquiry on cash machines
indicated that only around 10% of cash machines located in rural post
office branches are free, compared to around a third of those in urban
branches54. Almost two-fifths (37%) of all rural cash machines charge for
withdrawing cash55 and in a recent survey56, almost a third of rural
residents (31%) said they had difficulty getting to a non-charging cash
machine. Citizens Advice (CA) has recommended that Post Office
Limited should enable all bank customers to withdraw their money from
a post office providing greater convenience for bank customers and
increasing potential business at rural post office branches57.

47. Monk S., Hodge I. and Dunn J. (2000) Supporting
Rural Labour Markets, in Local Economy, Vol. 15,
no.4, 302 –311

48. Bramley G., Lancaster S. and Gordon D. (2000)
Benefit Take-up and the Geography of Poverty in
Scotland. Regional Studies, Vol. 34.6 pp 507-519

49. Financial Overcommitment research study
conducted for Citizens Advice by MORI, July 2003

50. ADAS and Moseley M. (2006) Disadvantaged
Groups in Rural England: A survey of their access to
services. Defra: London. This found about 20% of
disadvantaged groups use a local post office to
withdraw cash occasionally 

51. Herbert T. and Hopwood Road F. (2006) Banking
Benefits: CAB evidence on payment of benefits into
bank accounts

52. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
53. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
54. Treasury Committee (2005) Fifth Report: Cash

Machine Charges (HC 191 Session 2004-05)
55. Herbert T. and Hopwood Road F. (2006) op. cit.
56. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.

(2006) op. cit.
57. Herbert T. and Hopwood Road F. (2006) op. cit.

“only around 10% of cash machines
located in rural post office branches 
are free, compared to around a third of
those in urban branches”
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There appears to be very little evidence on access to financial advice
and information in rural areas, but evidence58 suggests that face-to-face
advice is likely to be more effective than other forms of advice for the
financially excluded and this type of advice is likely to be harder to
access for some in rural areas.

There is also little rural specific information on the causes of other aspects
of financial disadvantage. However, information that is available about
financial disadvantage more generally suggests some other causes of
financial disadvantage, which are likely to apply equally or to a greater
extent in rural areas, particularly cultural reasons. For example, one
study59 identified that many people think that bank accounts are ‘not for
them’ and that the main factor influencing whether people use financial
services is the extent to which their family and friends use financial
services. Thus those rural people who have traditionally operated in a
cash-only economy and whose main links are with friends and family with
similar attitudes are more likely to experience financial disadvantage.

3.What are the policies? 

Measures to address low incomes

National Minimum Wage (NMW) 
The UK’s first National Minimum Wage was introduced in April 1999 and
has been increased several times since its introduction. The adult rate is
now £5.05 an hour, the rate for workers aged 18 to 21 is £4.25 an hour
and for 16 to 17 year olds it is £3.00 per hour. The Low Pay Commission
monitors the impact of the NMW, reviews its level and makes any
consequent recommendations for change. At the recommendation of the
Low Pay Commission, the adult rate will rise to £5.35 an hour from
October 2006 and the rate for 16 to 17 year olds to £3.30.

There is evidence60 to suggest that the NMW has increased the wages 
of around 6-7% of workers. However, various groups are excluded from
the provision of the NMW, including the self-employed61, who make up 
a higher percentage of the workforce in rural than in urban areas.

All workers employed in agriculture in England and Wales are also
covered by the Agricultural Wages Order. This is produced by the
Agricultural Wages Board (AWB), which is an independent body that also
has discretionary powers to decide other terms and conditions of
employment, e.g. holidays and sick pay. Workers covered by this Order
are also covered by the provisions of the NMW but are generally paid at
higher rates than the NMW. For example, from 1 October 2005 the
Standard Worker rate in the Agricultural Wages Order is £5.58 an hour.
Trainees are paid less than this and there are higher rates and
allowances for those with additional skills or responsibilities.

Research undertaken prior to the introduction of the NMW62 using British
Household Panel Survey data, found that the potential impacts, and
particularly the distributional effects, were likely to be greatest in remoter
rural areas where labour markets were less integrated with urban ones.
This research suggested that evaluation of the actual effects of the policy
would be necessary to determine whether any job losses had been
experienced. Such an evaluation does not seem to have been undertaken.

58. HM Treasury (2004) op. cit.
59. HM Treasury (2004) op. cit.
60. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) Breaking the Cycle:

Taking stock of progress and priorities for the future
61. Other groups excluded from the NMW are 

most company directors, workers under 16 years
old, some apprentices and some trainees on
government-funded schemes; higher education
students on work experience; people living and
working within the family; friends and neighbours
(jobs done under informal agreements); members
of the armed forces; prisoners; voluntary 
workers; residential members of religious and 
other communities

62. Gilbert,A., Phiminster E. and Theodossiou I.
(2001) op. cit.
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The Low Pay Commission’s latest report63 concludes that the NMW has
been a success and identifies that the main beneficiaries of the latest
increase are women, part-time workers, some minority ethnic groups,
young people and those who have a work-limiting health problem. The
Commission’s report is based on evidence from a number of sources
including eight visits to different urban and rural areas of the UK, but the
only specific rural references in the report relate to agriculture.

However, the report does make a number of points which are of
relevance to rural areas, particularly in terms of those who may be at risk
of losing out from the benefits of the NMW. It notes that awareness of the
minimum wage remains low among some groups of vulnerable workers
and that more could be done to tackle persistent non-compliant
employers and to encourage more workers to report underpayment.
There are significant groups of vulnerable workers, such as migrant
workers, in rural areas. It is also possible that workers in small rural
workplaces with few options for alternative employment would be less
willing to report their employer for non-compliance for fear of reprisals.

Benefits and tax credits 
Child Tax Credit and Working Tax Credit were introduced in April 2003
to replace Working Families Tax Credit and Disabled Person’s Tax Credit.
Both are means tested benefits. Anyone who is responsible for a child
may be eligible for Child Tax Credit regardless of whether they are in
work or not. Working Tax Credit is for people in work. The intention is
that the NMW and the Working Tax Credit should, together, provide a
guaranteed minimum income for people with low earnings.

By 2002, a fifth of all families with children were in receipt of Working
Families Tax Credit, mostly receiving between £60 and £99 per week64.
For 2003-04, the first year that the new system was in operation 79% of
the families entitled to Child Tax Credit claimed it. There does not
appear to be any details on the take-up or impact of tax credits in rural
areas. However, given that wages are lower than average and part-time
working is more prevalent in rural areas, the Working Families Tax Credit
is likely to have been particularly important in reducing rural poverty.

There has been an increase in the value of a range of benefits in the 
past few years, for example:

• Child Benefit (which has very high rates of take-up) has been
increased for the first or eldest child by 25% in real terms 
since 1997;

• Income support rates for the under-11s have more than doubled
in real terms since 1997;

• Minimum Income Guarantee (Pension Credit) and related tax
and benefit reforms have contributed to a fall in the proportion of
pensioner households living in relative low-income (after housing
costs) - from 27% in 1996/97 to 21% in 2002/03.

There does not appear to have been any evaluation of the impact 
that increased levels of benefit have had on income disadvantage in 
rural areas.

63. Low Pay Commission (2005) National Minimum
Wage: Low Pay Commission report

64. Barnes M.. and Willitts M.. with Anderson T., Chaplin
J., Collins D., Groben S., Morris M., Noble J., Philips
M. and Sneade I. (2004) Families and Children in
Britain: Findings from the 2002 Families and Children
Study (FACS), Department for Work and Pensions
Research Report 206

“There does not appear to have been
any evaluation of the impact that
increased levels of benefit have had on
income disadvantage in rural areas”
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Measures to address financial exclusion
Analysis suggests that financial exclusion is particularly concentrated 
in certain areas of the country, including parts of South and South-East
London, Manchester, Birmingham and Glasgow. The Treasury recently
announced a set of policy proposals65 to promote financial inclusion and
suggested that these should be focused in these (mainly urban) areas,
at least initially.

The Treasury’s analysis also found that there is no overall correlation
between levels of financial exclusion and a lack of services such as
banks, building societies, post offices and ATMs66, suggesting that the
reduced availability of banks and building societies in rural areas will not
necessarily lead to increased financial exclusion. But inevitably, this focus
on ‘financial exclusion hotspots’ will mean that those suffering financial
exclusion in rural areas are less likely to benefit from the policy initiatives
being introduced to promote financial inclusion.

A financial inclusion fund of £120m. over three years has been established
to support initiatives to tackle financial exclusion. In particular, the fund
aims to increase access to forms of affordable credit and to see a
significant increase in the capacity of free face-to-face money advice.

Access to banking services

Basic bank accounts 
Basic bank accounts have been designed specifically to address the
needs of the financially excluded. They provide essential financial
services such as enabling people to pay their bills by direct debit, pay 
in cheques and cash, make cash withdrawals 24 hours a day and receive
benefit payments. They are also specifically designed to minimise the
risk of an unauthorised overdraft and should not, therefore, require
unnecessary credit check restrictions before they can be opened.

There does not appear to be any evaluation of the rural impacts of
introducing basic bank accounts. However, there is some evidence about
the difficulty of opening bank accounts in rural areas. It is not possible to
open such accounts in a post office, so people in rural areas frequently
have to travel to the nearest town in order to open one67.

The Saving Gateway 
Two Saving Gateway pilot schemes have been introduced. These 
are being run in conjunction with the private sector and community
organisations and are exploring the use of ‘matching’ to promote saving
among those who do not usually save. In the first set of five pilot areas,
one of which was in Cumbria, the government matches the savings of
low income people of working age. People can save a maximum of £25 
a month, up to a maximum of £375 and the government matches this 
£1 for £1 once the account has matured. The second Saving Gateway
pilot, which was launched in spring 2005, is testing the effect of
alternative match rates and monthly contribution limits, an initial
endowment and a range of financial education support for savers.

65. HM Treasury (2004) op. cit.
66. HM Treasury (2004) op. cit.
67. Herbert T. and Hopwood Road F. (2006) op. cit.
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According to the Treasury, around 22,000 Saving Gateway accounts have
been opened68. An evaluation of the first pilot scheme69 found that 60% 
of participants said they feel more financially secure and 32% said they
were more likely to plan for their retirement as a result of participating 
in the Saving Gateway. Most were planning to save at least some of the
money they had saved in the Saving Gateway, even after the account
matured and 40% said they intended to continue to save regularly. There
is no information on the impact in rural areas, although it was reported
that some participants in rural areas faced difficulties getting 
to a pilot bank branch.

Access to affordable credit

The Social Fund 
This provides a safety net of grants and interest-free loans (with
payments deducted direct from benefits) for the most vulnerable in times
of crisis. The Government has recently introduced reforms to the Social
Fund, including lowering the highest loan repayment rates. Small
interest-free ‘budgeting loans’ are available to help pay for a range of
items, including furniture, household goods and home improvements.
It is also possible to apply for crisis loans to help meet expenses in an
emergency or disaster, or for grants for specific purposes such as to
help buy things for a new baby. Certain eligibility criteria apply for all 
of these. The Social Fund is delivered by Jobcentre Plus.

In 2003-04 around four million applications to the Social Fund resulted 
in almost three million grants, loans and other payments, according to 
a recent assessment70. The research found that the Social Fund plays an
important role in helping people on low incomes cope with expenses
they cannot meet from regular income and in general, it is helping 
many people within the groups most in need. Many recipients have
longstanding illnesses or caring responsibilities.

The assessment raised concerns that some potentially eligible 
customers are not aware of the Fund because of its relatively low profile.
For example, pensioners are less likely to use the Fund. Their survey
found that only 47% of people on low incomes are aware of the Social
Fund and many on low incomes are more likely to go to family and
friends for help or seek commercial credit, such as through mail-order
purchases. This report does not provide any rural specific information
however, evidence from elsewhere on lower levels of awareness of
benefit eligibility and a reluctance to seek help among the rural
population suggests that take-up of the Social Fund could be low in 
rural areas. There is a need to investigate this issue further.

Credit Unions and Community Development Finance Institutions
(CDFIs) 
Credit unions are not-for-profit, cooperative financial institutions which
provide savings and loan facilities to their members. CDFIs are 
not-for-profit organisations providing lending and investment facilities 
at competitive rates in disadvantaged communities. CDFIs differ from
credit unions in that they operate with a significant initial capital base,
employ paid staff from the outset and offer a wider range of loans – 
both for enterprise and household needs.

68. HM Treasury (2006) Budget 2006 report
69. Kempson E., Mckay S., Collard S. (2005) 

Incentives to Save: Encouraging saving among 
low-income households

70. National Audit Office (2005) Helping those in
Financial Hardship: The running of the Social Fund
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Although the main legislation governing how credit unions operate was
passed in 1979, there have been a number of initiatives in recent years to
encourage their further development. The Financial Services and Markets
Act 2002 introduced the current regulatory framework. Since then the
Department for Trade and Industry has overall policy responsibility for
credit unions and they are regulated by the Financial Services Authority
(FSA). Their performance is monitored by the FSA and staff and volunteers
involved in the running of the credit union must be approved by the FSA.
The Government has established a growth fund for third sector lenders to
support the work of credit unions and to enhance the coverage, capacity
and sustainability of the sector. It has also tasked the Financial Inclusion
Taskforce, established in February 2005, with monitoring and evaluating
the impact of initiatives to increase the provision of affordable loans and 
to consider how this could be further enhanced.

By 2001, it was estimated that there were at least 62 community, or ‘live
and work’ credit unions with 22 active steering groups in rural areas71.
In December 2005 the Treasury published maps72 showing the location
of credit unions and CDFIs with the aim of ensuring that support to 
these organisations is appropriately targeted. These maps clearly show
few credit unions or CDFIs in rural areas relative to the numbers in 
urban areas.

There is some evidence to suggest that the establishment of credit
unions in rural areas can be more difficult due to: the time and travel
costs for volunteers; the more diverse nature of the rural population; and
the scarcity of local banking facilities, which can make the collection and
transfer of cash difficult73. Other research74 has found that rural credit
unions require significant organisational capacity and adequate capital
investment to be able to offer quality financial services, particularly to
people in isolated areas who face financial exclusion. Other factors
deterring the wider introduction of credit unions in rural areas include a
scarcity of the types of large employers around which many urban credit
unions are based. This makes it harder to identify the ‘common bond’,
which the legislation requires of a credit union membership.

Access to free face-to-face money advice

The Community Finance and Learning Initiative (CFLI) 
This partnership involves the Department for Education and Skills 
(DfES), HM Treasury, local community-based organisations, including
community-based financial institutions, development trusts, credit unions,
Citizen’s Advice Bureaux, social housing providers and others. The 
CFLI was aimed at reducing financial exclusion by encouraging the 
take-up of learning opportunities to raise skills and employability and 
the take-up of appropriate financial products.

Whilst there is no information about the impacts of the CFLI, a recent
report suggests that financial literacy education provision appears to 
be concentrated in urban centres, although a larger scale survey would
be required to confirm this finding75.

71. Jones P. (2001) From Small Acorns to Strong Oaks – 
a study into the development of credit unions in 
rural England

72. www.hmtreasury.gov.uk/documents/financial_
services/financial_inclusion/financial_credit_union.cfm

73. Barker A. (1995) Credit Unions – Rural Initiatives:
credit unions in rural areas – policy and practical
implications

74. Jones P. (2005) Creating Wealth in the West Midlands
through Sustainable Credit Unions

75. Coben D., Dawes M. and Lee N. (2005) 
Financial Literacy Education and Skills for Life
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Tackling overindebtedness 
In 2004, the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) set out an action
plan to address the issue of problem debt. The aim was to “minimise 
the number of consumers who become over-indebted; and improve the
support and processes for those who have fallen into debt”. A range 
of initiatives have been introduced and the Government produced a
progress report in August 2005.

There does not appear to be any overall analysis of the impact of this
Action Plan in rural areas. However, there are indications that thought is
being given to the needs of rural areas when introducing some of the
measures included in the plan. In particular, the Department for
Constitutional Affairs is looking at how best to provide free debt advice to
vulnerable consumers e.g. the young, ethnic minorities and those with
financial literacy problems in both rural and urban areas76.

Other related measures

Child Trust Funds 
The Child Trust Fund scheme was introduced in April 2005 with the aim
of promoting saving and financial education. All children born on or after
1st September 2002 will receive £250 to be invested in a long-term
savings and investment account. Children from lower income families
receive £500. A further payment of £250 or £500 will be made when
children reach age 7. The Government is consulting on whether further
payments should be made into Child Trust Fund accounts at secondary
school age. At the age of 18 the fund will be available to the child and
must be transferred into a bank account in order to be accessed. In the
first year of the scheme, nearly 1.5m accounts have been opened and
there are now over 110 official providers and distributors of Child Trust
Funds77. There does not appear to be any evaluation specifically of the
take-up in rural areas.

Consumer Credit White Paper 
This was published in December 2003 and outlines plans to improve the
fairness, transparency and efficiency of the consumer credit market. The
White Paper reforms cover a number of areas, including:

• licensing – making it easier for the regulator to identify rouge
traders and tackle unfair practices, through new powers to obtain
information from licensees; and 

• Over-indebtedness – including delivery of a single gateway to free
telephone debt advice.

The White Paper has not yet been implemented. The Consumer Credit
Bill is currently (March 2006) going through the House of Lords.

76. Department for Trade and Industry (2005) 
Tackling Overindebtedness – Annual Report 2005

77. HM Treasury (2006) op. cit.
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4. Summary 

• Benefit take-up – There is some limited evidence to suggest that
levels of benefit take-up are lower in rural areas but there is no
comprehensive or reliable picture of the situation. There is a strong
case for analysing patterns of benefit take-up in England, to clarify
whether take-up is different in rural areas and if it is lower, further
research is needed to understand how this could be addressed.
Such research could also usefully look at the take-up of the Social
Fund and Tax Credits.

• Understanding the impacts of the National Minimum Wage –
Given the strong link between low pay and low incomes in rural
areas, the National Minimum Wage (NMW) potentially plays an
important role in alleviating disadvantage. However, some evidence
indicates that vulnerable workers, such as migrant workers and
those working in small rural workplaces with few alternative
sources of employment, are least likely to have benefited from the
NMW, either through lack of awareness, or a reluctance to report
non-compliant employers. It would be useful to investigate the
impacts of the NMW in rural areas, looking at who has benefited
and who hasn’t and its relationship with the Agricultural
Wages Order.

• Addressing the needs of the low income self-employed –
Although the extent of this problem is difficult to measure, it is
known that poverty in self-employment is more common in rural
areas and other evidence suggests that some rural people take
up self-employment through lack of other opportunities for paid
employment. Research into the links between self-employment and
low income is needed to understand the extent to which it is due to
deliberate lifestyle choices (for example, ‘downsizing’ in exchange
for a better quality of life or willingness to live on a reduced income
in the short-term in the hope of better prospects in the longer-
term), or reflects there being no alternative for paid employment.
This research could also look at how best to support the self-
employed on low incomes (e.g. in terms of access to benefits etc).

• Promoting financial inclusion in rural areas – Better evidence
is needed of the extent of wider forms of financial disadvantage
in rural areas (e.g. bank account holding, levels of debt/savings,
access to affordable credit and financial advice). This evidence
could be useful in making the case that the focus on exclusion
‘hot spots’ should not overlook the needs of those on low
incomes elsewhere.

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 35



36 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Employment disadvantage

This chapter looks at the nature of employment in rural areas and the
extent to which employment related issues contribute to disadvantage.
It covers people’s participation in the formal labour market (rather than
issues facing businesses in rural areas). Not only does employment
bring direct financial benefits, but it can also bring a range of other
benefits such as status, a sense of purpose and self-esteem. Employment
is “an important driver of other aspects of social exclusion, including
poverty, homelessness, physical and mental ill-health, drug misuse,
social capital and transport”1. The related issues of skills and
qualifications are covered in the section on educational disadvantage,
and issues relating to low pay and benefits are covered in the section
on financial disadvantage.

1.What is the problem?

Economic inactivity 
Recorded levels of unemployment2 are generally lower in rural than
urban areas. Levels of economic activity vary across rural areas within
different regions. Some rural areas, such as North Yorkshire, have
relatively high employment rates whilst others, such as those in the North
East, have relatively low employment rates3.

Analysing unemployment rates using the new rural and urban definition
reveals that unemployment is a particular feature in sparse rural areas
(see Figure 4.1). For example, the unemployment rate (i.e. the proportion
of the economically active population that are unemployed) is 3.7% in
sparse villages and 4.5% in sparse town and fringe areas compared to
3.0% and 3.6% for less sparse villages and less sparse town and fringe
areas. It also seems clear that recorded unemployment tends to be lower
within the smaller settlements4.

Figure 4.1 Unemployment rates 2001
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1. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A.
(2004) The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review 
of the literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in 
the Breaking the Cycle series. ODPM Social
Exclusion Unit

2. Unemployed people are those who are not in 
work but are actively seeking and available for
work. The term ‘economically inactive’ is used 
to describe those people who are not in work 
or unemployed

3. Adams J. (2005) Towards Full Employment – 
Tackling Economic Inactivity. IPPR

4. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

4
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Economically inactive 1,258,000 18.3 1,621,000 20.0 3,641,000 23.8

Those who want a job 317,000 25.2 426,000 26.3 925,000 25.4

Discouraged workers 5,000 1.6 7,000 1.6 15,000 1.6

Long-term sickness 108,000 34.1 131,000 30.8 267,000 28.8

Looking after family/home 85,000 26.8 118,000 27.7 246,000 26.6

Student 33,000 10.4 46,000 10.8 113,000 12.2

Not immediately available 27,000 8.5 47,000 11.0 96,000 10.4

Other reasons 59,000 18.6 77,000 18.1 189,000 20.4

Those who do not want a job 943,000 75.0 1,195,000 73.7 2,714,000 74.5

Rural Mixed Urban

Count % Count % Count %

Table 4.1 Economic inactivity (working age), 2003

Source: ONS, 2003. Labour Force Survey.
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Other key rural issues5 include:
• a high proportion of those who are economically inactive (Table

4.1) but want a job in rural areas are prevented from working due 
to a limiting long-term illness (34.1% compared to 28.8% in urban
areas);

• more likelihood that those over retirement age continue to work
in rural areas, where one in nine remain economically active
compared to one in eleven in urban areas.

There seems to be little up to date information on persistent unemployment
in rural England. However, research6 about unemployment in rural 
Britain between 1991 and 1996 found that the incidence of persistent
unemployment is less than in non-rural areas.

Under-employment and hidden unemployment
The average incidence of unemployment in rural areas is lower than the
national average, but there is evidence that rural people may not identify
themselves as unemployed. There are marked seasonal variations in
unemployment in some rural areas and it has also been suggested that
hidden unemployment and under-employment (i.e. those who work
intermittently) are more serious problems in rural areas than elsewhere7.
There are no current figures available on the extent of these problems
and it has been suggested there is scope for further research on the
topic of under-employment in rural areas8. Earlier research on rural men
detached from the labour market found that, “there are large numbers of
men among the ‘long-term sick’ and among the ‘early retired’ who
should be regarded as hidden unemployed”9. Other more recent
research into two contrasting labour markets in Suffolk and Lincolnshire10

found that many of the unemployed people surveyed did not register as
unemployed but preferred to get by using various, often individual,
coping strategies.

5. ibid.
6. Chapman P., Phimister E., Shucksmith M., Upward

R. and Vera-Toscano E. (1998) Poverty and Exclusion 
in Rural Britain: The dynamics of low income and
employment. Joseph Rowntree Foundation

7. Countryside Agency (2003) Rural Economies –
Stepping Stones to Healthier Futures

8. Green A. and Hardill I. (2003) Rural Labour Markets,
Skills and Training, The Countryside Agency

9. Beatty C. and Fothergill S. (1999) Labour Market
Detachment in Rural England. Rural Development
Commission. Based on a survey in West Cumbria,
North Norfolk, North Yorkshire and South
Shropshire.

10. Monk S., Hodge I. and Dunn J. (2000) Supporting
Rural Labour Markets Local Economy, Vol. 15, no.4,
302 –311

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 37



38 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Under-employment is also sometimes linked to pluriactivity, which is
often associated with casual employment, low wages and with limited
sustainability of businesses11. Rural households often rely on several jobs
– part, full-time and self-employed – but it is not clear how much of this is
from choice and how much as a result of a lack of opportunity for good
full-time employment. There was a lot of research in the 1990s looking at
pluriactivity in relation to the diversification of farming households but
there does not appear to have been much attention paid to this topic
more recently. Neither does the extent or implications of this for non-
farming households appear to have been examined in any detail.

Part-time working is more common in rural than urban areas. This may
reflect a choice to work part-time for some but again, there is no
evidence on whether it is a result of a lack of full-time job opportunities
for others. In some areas, part-time working is associated with seasonal
employment in agriculture or tourism.

Self-employment
Self-employment is more common in sparse areas (for example, 26.1%
of economically active people in sparse villages are self-employed
compared to 20.2% in less sparse villages) and the incidence of self-
employment is generally higher in the smaller settlements. For example,
the rate of self-employment is 35.8% in sparse hamlets and isolated
dwellings compared to 13.4% in less sparse town and fringe areas. The
high levels of self-employment in the smallest settlements in sparse areas
“may reflect reduced levels of alternative employment opportunities or
increased willingness to be entrepreneurial or indeed, the adoption of
specific lifestyle choices”12.

Research13 shows that the archetypal self-employed person in a rural
area is male, aged between 35 and 54, lives as part of a couple and is
an owner occupier. However, there are some very vulnerable groups
among the rural self-employed, including an estimated 75,000 on very
low earnings (who particularly include women and people above
retirement age) and 230,000 (50%) who become self-employed from
unemployment or economic inactivity14. Research has found high levels
of poverty among self-employed people in rural areas (22% compared
to 8% in urban areas15), suggesting that some rural people may take up
(or remain in) self-employment as they have no other opportunities for
paid employment. A more recent survey16 found that rural self-employed
people in lower socio-economic groups were slightly more likely to want
to work for someone else (12% of D class) when compared to higher
socio-economic groups (0% of A class). Although this trend was not
as pronounced as in urban areas.

Most research, therefore, does not explain why people take-up self-
employment in rural areas, although it does reveal that for some, running
their own business does not bring large financial rewards. The decision
to go into self-employment can be a response to a lack of suitable, well
paid local jobs, difficulties in travelling to work, and the need to combine
working with caring responsibilities. Thus levels of self-employment,
which are often regarded as an indicator of enterprise, may be as much
an indicator of poor choice of flexible, rewarded employment.

11. Green A. and Hardill I. (2003) op. cit.
12. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
13. Countryside Agency (2002) Self-employment 

in rural England
14. Countryside Agency (2003) op. cit.
15. Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

(2004) Rural Strategy 2004
16. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 

The State of the Countryside 2006.

“there are some very vulnerable 
groups among the rural self-employed,
including an estimated 75,000 on 
very low earnings (who particularly
include women and people above
retirement age)”
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2.What are the causes?

Limited employment opportunities
There is greater disparity between the number of local jobs and the
available local workforce in rural areas than there is in urban and mixed
areas. Recent analysis17 found that over time choice in jobs has improved
more for rural residents than urban residents but, on average, rural local
authorities still have fewer jobs per resident than urban local authorities.
This is despite the fact that the proportion of the population of working
age18 is lower in rural areas19.

A number of studies have looked at access to employment opportunities
in rural areas. One example20 found a range of disadvantage
characteristics associated with employment in rural areas:

• seasonal/casual employment structures;
• low wages;
• a high proportion of jobs in the secondary labour market (often

semi-skilled and low paid);
• a limited range of employment opportunities (both in terms of the

number of jobs available and the quality of employment
opportunities); and 

• problems of mobility and accessibility.

More recently a review of literature relating to employment opportunities
in rural areas21 identified the following issues:

• job choice tends to be restricted in rural areas with mismatches
between jobs and skills an important barrier to employment;

• reliance on informal networks to find a job is even more important
in rural areas than it is in urban, meaning that people with poor
reputations (whether justified or not) are more likely to find it hard
to get work; and

• rural public transport, if it exists, is often perceived as inappropriate
and unreliable for work journeys.

Poor quality jobs
There is some evidence to suggest that it is the quality, rather than the
quantity, of jobs available in rural areas that is a problem for some.

The employment profile of most rural areas largely mirrors that of urban
areas, though there are some distinctive rural characteristics22. Many
rural areas are weaker in the higher value and knowledge economy
jobs, with proportionately greater employment in agriculture,
construction and manufacturing. The agricultural sector remains an
important employer within the sparse areas, where it accounts for one
in five jobs in the smallest settlements, although the absolute numbers
of people involved are low. Employment in hotels and restaurants is
also important in sparse areas whilst the real estate and financial sectors
provide a greater proportion of employment in less sparse areas.
However, it should be noted that this data is based on place of residence
not place of workplace, so includes those who work in urban areas but
live in rural areas.

17. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 
Choice of Jobs in Rural England, Rural Economies –
Bulletin 1

18. Working age is defined as males (16-64),
females (16-59)

19. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
20. Institute for Employment Research (1997)

Employment Constraints and Opportunities in 
Rural Areas, Bulletin No. 35

21. Gilbert A., Phimister E. and Theodossiou I. (2003)
Low Pay and Income in Urban and Rural Areas:
Evidence from the British Household Panel Survey,
Urban Studies, Vol.40, No.7,1207-1222

22. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
op. cit.
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There are noticeable differences in the types of jobs held by residents 
of urban and rural areas and between residents of different types of rural
areas23. A higher proportion of residents of less sparse areas are employed
as managers and senior officials, professionals and associated professional
and technical occupations than in urban or sparse areas. In the smaller
settlements in sparse areas (villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings),
a higher proportion of residents are employed in skilled trades or in
elementary occupations for example, farm workers or construction
labourers than in the less sparse equivalents.

A recent review of the existing knowledge on rural labour markets,
skills and training24 identified that although there had been an increase 
in the share of jobs in rural areas, there were some concerns that much
of the growth had been in the ‘wrong kind of jobs’. The reasons given
for this are:

• knowledge intensive sectors and occupations remain under-
represented in rural areas compared to the national average;

• the balance of projected change is in favour of personal service
occupations, rather than professional and technical occupations;

• the labour market structure may militate against investment in skills;
• extensive part-time employment in rural areas which may be

associated with low wages; and
• there are limited job opportunities for dual career households.

This research identified a number of gaps of relevance to an
understanding of rural labour markets, including the informal economy,
quantitative and qualitative information on recruitment patterns and a
relative lack of information on a workplace basis.

Research25 has also highlighted the narrowness of rural economies,
particularly for those with fairly specialist skills, who rarely find suitable
employment in their local area. Other recent research26 has identified
that the quantity and quality of jobs available locally is of particular
importance for low skilled people. Those with poor skills have fewer
opportunities and face more constraints in the labour market than
their more highly skilled counterparts. Thus, those people with low
skills in rural areas are likely to be particularly disadvantaged in
employment terms.27

Lack of transport
One of the key themes to emerge from the evidence reviewed, is the
significant role that transport, or the lack of it, can have as a barrier to
accessing quality employment. Research28, for example, on barriers to
re-employment among the rural unemployed, found getting to work was
a problem for those without access to a car. There is a vicious cycle of
needing a car to be able to get a job and not being able to afford a car
without a job. This means that some rural people take low paid or
unsatisfactory work simply because it is local29. This is particularly true
for women who often take jobs for which they are over-qualified in order
to fit in with childcare responsibilities30.

23. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
op. cit.

24. Green A. and Hardill I. (2003) op. cit.
25. Breeze J,. Fothergill S. and Macmillan B. (2000)

Matching the New Deal to Rural Needs. Final report
to the Countryside Agency

26. Green A. and Owen D. (2006) The Geography 
of Poor Skills and Access to Work, Joseph Rowntree
Foundation

27. Research on poor skills and associated policies 
to increase skills are covered in the chapter on
educational disadvantage.

28. Breeze J., Fothergill S. and Macmillan B. (2000) 
op. cit.

29. Monk S., Dunn J., Fitzgerald M. and Hodge I. (1999)
Finding Work in Rural Areas: Barriers and bridges,
Joseph Rowntree Foundation

30. Countryside Agency (2002) The Role and
Contribution of Women to Rural Economies

“There is a vicious cycle of needing a
car to be able to get a job and not being
able to afford a car without a job”
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Lack of childcare
The lack of availability of childcare is also likely to be a barrier to
employment for some rural people, especially women on low incomes.
Even where childcare is available, it may be impossible for those without
a car to combine taking a child to day care and getting to work on time,
given the limited nature of public transport. A lack of accessible and
appropriate childcare has been identified in research with policy makers
as one of the main problems facing rural women wishing to take up
employment31.

Tied housing
Tied housing is another feature of rural employment which may constrain
people’s ability to change their jobs despite poor working conditions
or low pay. Around one in 20 households in the smallest settlements are
living rent-free32. In most cases this will be because accommodation
is provided in connection with the employment of someone in the
household. However, tied housing may also have advantages by allowing
low paid workers to live in high-cost areas. Although there has been
some research on agricultural tied housing in the past33, this issue
does not appear to have been looked at recently and may merit
further research.

Employers’ attitudes
Research34 has found that employers’ attitudes and behaviour create a
barrier in some circumstances, for example, some employers judged
those who would have to travel by public transport or who owned a 
car but lived too far away, unreliable and thus unemployable. Looking
particularly at barriers to re-employment among the rural unemployed,
research35 identified the relative exclusivity of rural networks as a
specific obstacle to re-employment. Many jobs are filled by word-of-
mouth and ‘outsiders’ to a rural area can feel excluded even when they
have lived there for some years.

3.What are the policies? 

Our focus in this section is on policies aimed at improving the
‘employability’ of individuals, rather than improving employment
opportunities in general. Government policies for increasing
employment and reducing those claiming benefits are based upon the
ethos that paid work for people of working age provides the best route
out of poverty and social exclusion. Six groups at risk of unemployment
have been prioritised: people claiming benefits related to a health
problem or disability; people aged 50 and over; lone parents; people
with the lowest qualifications; people living in deprived areas (currently
defined as the 30 local authority wards with the poorest initial labour
market position); and people from BME communities36.

The Department of Work and Pensions’ (DWP) Five Year Strategy
includes an aspiration of ‘moving towards the equivalent of 80% of the
working age population in work37’. One of DWP’s PSA targets relates to
unemployment38. “As part of the wider objective of full employment in
every region, over the three years to Spring 2008, and taking account 
of the economic cycle:

31. ibid.
32. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
33. Barlow A., Cloke P. and Goodwin M. (1993) Rent

(Agriculture) Act 1976 (Research for the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation) 

34. Monk S., Hodge I. and Dunn J. (2000) op. cit.
35. Breeze J,. Fothergill S. and Macmillan B. (2000) 

op. cit.
36. HM Treasury (2004) 2004 Spending Review – 

public service agreements 2005-2008
37. Department for Work and Pensions (2005) Five Year

Strategy – opportunity and security throughout life
38. DWP PSA targets 2004: http://hm-treasury.gov.uk/

media/6A890/sr04_psa_ch15.pdf
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• demonstrate progress on increasing the employment rate, joint with
HM Treasury;

• increase the employment rates of disadvantaged groups (lone parents,
ethnic minorities, people aged 50 and over, those with the lowest
qualifications and those living in the local authority wards with the
poorest initial labour market position); and

• significantly reduce the difference between the employment rates of
the disadvantaged groups and the overall rate.”

The New Deal programmes
A number of New Deal programmes have been implemented since

1997 to help various vulnerable groups into work, including lone parents,
disabled people, young people and older workers. The employment
New Deals are all characterised by relatively intensive one-to-one
support and providing improved access to training, basic skills and other
more specialised help, such as finding childcare for single parents39.

New Deal for Young People (NDYP)
This is a mandatory employment programme for all young people aged
18-24 who have been claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) for six
months or more. An initial intensive period of careers advice and help
with job search techniques (known as the Gateway period) is provided.
This must include specialist assistance for the disadvantaged and harder
to reach, people with disabilities, those from ethnic minorities
and inner city and rural areas40. After this initial help NDYP participants
enter one of four programme options: a subsidised job; a place on the
Environment Task Force; a place with a voluntary sector employer; or
full-time education or training. Self-employment support is also available.
Participants who refuse to participate in any of these options may face
benefit sanctions. The NDYP was introduced initially in 12 ‘pathfinder
areas’ in early 1998 and then nationally in April 1998. A number
of changes have been introduced since then, aimed at making it
more flexible.

The NDYP has been the subject of a number of evaluations. The National
Audit Office (NAO)41 concluded that overall the NDYP had been
successful at reducing youth unemployment and increasing youth
employment. This report does not include any analysis of the impacts
in rural areas, but it acknowledges that there are substantial variations 
in the performance of Employment Service Units of Delivery due to
‘external influences that are outside their control’, citing the fact that
the external influences on performance in inner cities might be very
different from those affecting performance in rural areas.

New Deal for 25 plus (ND25+)
The ND25+ (also referred to as the New Deal for the Long-Term
Unemployed) is a mandatory programme for all people aged 25 and
over who have been claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) for 18
months or more42. The programme is similar to that for the NDYP. It
was introduced in 28 pilot areas in 1998 and then expanded from 2001.
The job entry rate for the ND25+ is three-quarters of the equivalent job
entry rate for the NDYP but is improving43. The proportion of people who
stopped claiming JSA because they had moved into work varies very
substantially between local authority areas but there does not appear
to be an evaluation of the specific impacts in rural areas.

39. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) Breaking the Cycle:
Taking stock of progress and priorities for the future

40. House of Commons Library (2005) Research Paper
05/61 Employment and Training Programmes for 
the Unemployed Vol 1: Recent developments and 
the New Deal programmes

41. National Audit Office (2002) The Deal for 
Young People Report by the Comptroller and Audit
or General

42. except those living in an Employment Zone,
where private sector led employment programmes
are currently being trialled.

43. Bivand P. (2005) New Deal 25+ shows continuous
improvement, Working brief 166, July 2005
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New Deal for Partners (NDP)
This is a voluntary programme which offers advice and job search
assistance to dependent partners of benefit claimants. The programme
was introduced nationally in 1999 and an enhanced version was
introduced in 2004, offering the same package of support available to
lone parents. Initially only the partners of people who had been claiming
JSA for six months or more were eligible, but in 2001 it was extended to
cover other benefits. In 2004, eligibility was extended to partners who
are part of a couple claiming Working Tax Credit, providing they work
fewer than 16 hours a week. Participants on NDP meet a New Deal
Personal Adviser who can provide information, support and advice
with searching for a job or to find appropriate education and training.
They can also be referred to Jobcentre Plus programmes and can claim
travel costs for themselves (and child or helper) and some childcare
costs associated with participation on the NDP.

Take-up of the NDP has been extremely low in comparison to other
New Deals44. It has been suggested that this is partly due to the lack of
incentives and a lack of knowledge amongst personal advisers as to what
is available, but also to the characteristics of the client group. For females
in workless couples inactivity is most likely to be related to caring
responsibilities, whereas for males it is most likely to be related to
sickness or disability. Whilst there is no evidence on the level of take-up
of NDP in rural areas, qualitative research with partners nationally has
found that there are some who would find it difficult or impossible to
attend an interview at a Jobcentre and this may be particularly prevalent
in rural areas45.

New Deal for 50 Plus (ND50+)
This voluntary programme provides a combination of personal advice,
help with job search and financial support to help over-50s who have
been claiming benefit for at least six months back into work. It started
in 1999 in nine pathfinder areas and was rolled out nationally in 2000.
Participants also have access to Jobcentre Plus’s full range of mainstream
programmes at the discretion of their personal adviser. Those who move
into work through ND50+ may be eligible for a training grant of £1,500
and the over-50s element of the Working Tax Credit. Support is also
available for those entering self-employment.

A recent review of previous evaluations of the ND50+ found it had
helped around 120,000 people into work46, but it is not known how many
of these people would have found work anyway. It identified a range of
positive outcomes, but also a number of barriers that had not yet been
fully addressed, including employer attitudes, customer attitudes and
barriers related to ill-health and disability. The evaluations also show
that the ND50+ and other programmes delivered by Jobcentre Plus
were not particularly well advertised either in Jobcentres or elsewhere.
No specific rural evaluation was undertaken.

44. Saunders T. (2002) New Deal for Partners,
Working Brief No. 137, Aug/Sep 2002

45 ibid.
46. National Audit Office (2004) Welfare to Work:

Tackling the Barriers to the Employment of 
Older People
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New Deal for Disabled People (NDDP)
This is a voluntary programme targeted specifically at people with
disabilities and long-term health problems, particularly those receiving
benefits on the grounds of incapacity for work. Individuals with learning
difficulties or disabilities are also eligible for help. The programme is
delivered through individual Job Broker organisations. These include
voluntary and not-for-profit agencies, private sector companies and
public sector organisations. Job Brokers may refer participants to other
Jobcentre Plus services if they meet the eligibility criteria. The NDDP
was introduced on a pilot basis in 1998 with two main elements – a
personal adviser service and a series of innovative schemes to help 
sick or disabled people return to work. The scheme was extended
nationally in 2001.

Several evaluations of various aspects of the NDDP have been
undertaken. An evaluation of the first set of pilot schemes47, which
included a couple covering rural areas, identified some issues which
made the initiative harder to implement in rural areas. For example, visits
to employers to encourage them to engage in the scheme were often
very time consuming for staff in areas where employers were some
distance apart. When commenting on whether their scheme could be
replicated elsewhere, one scheme organiser noted that it would be
harder to replicate in rural areas where the population was much more
dispersed and another that their scheme would only work in an area
where there was a wide range of employment opportunities. An
evaluation of the Personal Adviser Service pilots48 also covered some
pilots in areas with rural characteristics. However, this report does not
include any discussion of the specific impacts of this service in
rural areas.

More recently, an in-depth study of the delivery of the job broker service
included rural as one of the sampling characteristics for the schemes it
looked at. However the report49 does not include any specific references
as to how the Job Broker service is working in rural areas. A separate
inquiry50 also examined evidence on the job broker service and found
that the outcome-related funding received by Job Brokers encouraged
them to focus on those who are easiest to help. It recommended that
more resources be channelled into helping those clients who face
greater difficulties in finding work. This report does not make any
specific mention of difficulties in rural areas but it is likely that such
outcome-related funding could have negative consequences for clients
in rural areas - since they are likely to be hard to assist, given a lack of
transport and poor local employment opportunities51.

New Deal for Lone Parents (NDLP)
The NDLP provides lone parents on Income Support with children from
the age of three with help and advice on job search, claiming benefits,
training and finding childcare. It was initially introduced in three stages
between 1997 and 1998, and now operates nationally. All such parents
are required to meet a personal adviser for a Work-Focused Interview
(WFI), to discuss the opportunities available to them, as a condition of
receiving benefit but participation on the NDLP itself is voluntary.
Participants also have access to the full range of Jobcentre Plus
programmes and are fast-tracked for help with in-work benefits and
tax credits and for child maintenance by the Child Support Agency.

47. Department for Work and Pensions (2001)
Evaluation of the New Deal for Disabled People
Innovative Schemes Pilots

48. Department for Work and Pensions (2004)
Evaluation of the New Deal for Disabled People
Personal Adviser Service Pilots

49. Department for Work and Pensions (2005) 
New Deal for Disabled People: An in-depth study 
of Job Broker service delivery

50. Work and Pensions Committee, Employment for All:
An Interim Report, HC 401-1, Fourth report of
session 2002-03

51. See the evidence from the earliest pilot schemes
(ref.47).
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Support is also available for those entering self-employment. In 2004, a
range of new initiatives were introduced on a pilot basis as part of the
NDLP. These include: work search premium payments, in-work credit,
childcare ‘tasters’ and an in-work emergencies fund.

An evaluation of the NDLP identified that work outcomes are influenced
by locational factors, with outcomes being worse in more deprived
wards, across London and in rural areas52. Those in rural areas seem 
to have lower probability of leaving the programme and entering work.
However, the research also found examples of innovative recruitment
practices and provision that appear, on a small scale, to have contributed
to the participation of some lone parents in rural areas who would have
been unlikely to have engaged in mainstream NDLP.

The Lone Parent Outreach Service which began in 2002, aims to
strengthen engagement with lone parents living in rural and ‘isolated’
urban communities. It acts as a referral agent to Jobcentre Plus and
promotes the benefits of NDLP. An evaluation of the Lone Parent Outreach
Service found ‘no compelling evidence that it is worthwhile continuing
with the Outreach Service’. It does not provide any specific details about
the outcomes in rural areas53.

The impact of the New Deal in rural areas
There appears to be only a limited amount of evidence on the impact of
the New Deal in rural areas and much of the information that is available
dates back to the early days of the programme when the only scheme
operating nationally was the New Deal for Young People. At that time the
New Deal was working as well in rural areas as elsewhere. It is reported
that in rural Britain (rather than just England) 45% of those starting NDYP
had gained jobs, as against 43% in urban areas54.

Around the same time, research55 examined ways in which the
government’s New Deal programmes needed to be adapted to the
circumstances of rural areas. This concluded that a shortage of jobs
remained a major obstacle to employment in rural areas, so New Deal
programmes focusing on employability alone were not really addressing
the central problem and what was needed is job creation. It also
recommended that the New Deal should do more to help the significant
proportion of those with health problems who want to work, to help those
who want to improve their qualifications and to promote the employment
of older workers. Many of these issues have been addressed by
subsequent New Deal initiatives.

Having identified that a lack of transport can be a significant barrier to
accessing employment in rural areas, the report’s main conclusion, was
that in rural areas New Deal needs to be adapted to support access to
vehicles by those looking for work.

Pathways to Work 
This initiative is aimed at encouraging those on Incapacity Benefit back
into work. Pilots were introduced in 2003 in three Jobcentre Plus districts
and were extended to four other districts in 2004. Their aim is to focus
on early intervention and offer much greater support in overcoming the
barriers to a return to work.

52. Evans M., Eyre J., Millar J. and Sarre S. (2003) 
New Deal for Lone Parents: second synthesis 
report of the national evaluation Research Report 
No 163 (DWP)

53. Department for Work and Pensions (2003)
Evaluation of Lone Parents and Partners 
Outreach Service

54. Cabinet Office (2000) Sharing the nation’s
prosperity: economic, social and environmental
conditions in the countryside – a report to the 
Prime Minister

55. Breeze J., Fothergill S. and Macmillan B. (2000) 
op. cit.
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The approach has not been fully evaluated yet, but early results were
considered encouraging and the programme has been extended to
include a further 14 Jobcentre Plus districts by October 2006. Early
evidence (based on a limited amount of data) indicates that there has
been an increase of between eight and 10 percentage points in those
moving off Incapacity Benefits after six months of a claim in the pilot
areas56. However, there is no information on the impacts in rural areas.

Jobcentre Plus 
Jobcentre Plus brings together the Employment Service (ES) and those
parts of the Benefits Agency (BA) dealing with people of working age to
deliver a single, work-focused, integrated service to both employers and
benefit claimants. The aim is that people of working age making new or
repeat claims for working-age benefits should consider work as an
option before proceeding with their claims. The Jobcentre Plus service
began operating in 56 Pathfinder sites in 17 clusters across the UK in
2001. A national rollout began in 2002 and was due to be completed by
March 200657.

A recent evaluation by DWP58 found growing evidence that integrated
offices in Jobcentre Plus are getting more lone parents and people with
health conditions and disabilities into work and that the majority of
customers are satisfied or very satisfied with the new service. However,
this evaluation does not contain any information on the impacts in
rural areas.

Measures to provide childcare for working parents
The government’s aim is that flexible childcare should be available for 
all families with children aged up to 14 who need it. By 2004 many of the
key targets had been met, including the provision of a nursery education
place (for two and half hours a day) for all three and four year olds 
and the creation of new childcare places for 1.6m children. Choice for
parents, the best start for children: a ten year strategy for childcare,
was published in 2004. The strategy included extension of the free
entitlement to nursery education for three and four year olds from 
12.5 hours to 15 hours a week from April 2005, with a long-term goal 
of 20 hours free early education and childcare a week and the aim of
providing all five to eleven year olds with affordable school-based
childcare all year round by 2010. The strategy also includes a new duty
on local authorities to secure provision of childcare that meets the needs
of local families. It specifically highlights rural areas as places that may
currently be missing out in terms of childcare provision.

Although, overall, the key targets have been met, there is some concern
about gaps in provision. A recent report by the National Audit Office59

found that there had been a net loss of some types of childcare provision
and that wide variations existed between areas. A Select Committee
report60 published before the 10-year strategy was produced, cited
parents living in rural areas as one of the groups who have particular
problems accessing childcare. The Committee expressed concern that
most low-income parents in rural areas are not benefiting sufficiently
from expanded childcare provision. Increased provision for older
children relies in part on the availability of extended schools services
and these are currently less likely to be provided in rural areas (see
education section for details).

56. Adams J. (2005) op. cit.
57. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

Rural proofing report
58. Department for Work and Pensions, Jobcentre Plus

evaluation: summary of evidence Research Report
No. 252

59. National Audit Office (2004) Early years – Progress
in developing high quality childcare and early
education accessible to all

60. Work and Pensions Committee (2003) Childcare 
for Working Parents

“most low-income parents in rural areas
are not benefiting sufficiently from
expanded childcare provision”

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 46



47 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

4. Summary

• The extent of under-employment and hidden unemployment
– It has been suggested that hidden unemployment (i.e those who
do not register as unemployed when out-of-work) and under-
employment (i.e. those who work intermittently) are more serious
problems in rural areas than elsewhere but there are no figures on
the extent of these problems. By their very nature, these problems
are very hard to investigate since they will not be covered by any
official data, but further research would be extremely helpful in
understanding the true extent of rural unemployment and under-
employment. Such research would need to cover employment in
both the formal and informal economy. This research could also
usefully cover part-time working and the extent to which this is from
choice or lack of alternatives.

• Lack of childcare and lack of transport – These two issues are
regularly identified as key barriers for rural people wishing to
access quality employment or any employment at all. The extent of
the problem appears to be well established and generally agreed.
However, it would be useful to investigate how these issues could
best be addressed and to look at examples of good practice which
could be replicated elsewhere. Such research could also usefully
investigate how key government strategies could be rural proofed
to ensure they are delivering what is required e.g. the Childcare
Strategy and recent proposals on helping women back into work.

• The impact of the New Deals in rural areas – Much of the
government attention on providing assistance to the unemployed
is now centred around the various New Deal programmes. There
appears to be only a limited amount of evidence on the impact of
the New Deals in rural areas and much of that dates back to the
early days of the programme when the only scheme operating
nationally was the New Deal for Young People. However, certain
features of the programmes may limit the extent to which rural
people can benefit from them. For example, the requirement to
have been on Job Seekers Allowance for a certain period of time
mitigates against those who are seasonally or intermittently
employed participating in the New Deal for Young People or the
New Deal for 25+. In other programmes, the provision of outcome-
related funding may result in rural people who are hard to help
being overlooked. There is some evidence that this is the case 
with the New Deal for Disabled People. There is, therefore, a need 
for research to examine the extent to which rural people have
benefited from New Deal to date and whether there are features 
of the programmes which could be changed or applied more
flexibly to ensure rural people benefit in future.
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Educational disadvantage

This chapter looks at the disadvantage caused by a lack of access to
opportunities for education and training in rural areas. It examines
information on opportunities for all age groups from early years
education, through compulsory schooling, to further education and
lifelong learning. We focus, though, primarily on training and lifelong
learning for adults as these are important for people throughout their
lives. Education plays a crucial role in people’s full participation in
society, influencing someone’s ability to gain employment in particular,
and thus influencing their income. The possession of qualifications and
basic numeracy and literacy skills are thought to be increasingly
important in avoiding unemployment. Formal educational qualifications
play an important role in employers’ judgements about employing
individuals and are closely linked to quality of employment1. However,
much less is known of the role education plays in other spheres of
participation2 and with a few exceptions, “the research literature has
virtually nothing to say about how education differentially affects
participation in the political and social life of communities.”3 Poor
educational attainment has, however, been associated with poorer
reported physical and mental health.

1.What is the problem?

There is evidence which suggests that, in some respects, educational
opportunities for people of school age in rural areas are good, for
example, average attainment is generally higher in rural areas. However,
there are particular problems among certain sectors of the population
and for certain types of education and training. For example, those who
fail to obtain basic skills during their compulsory education have more
limited opportunities to enhance their skills as adults. Those most at risk
of disadvantage due to a lack of opportunity for education and training
include adults with poor basic skills, those with childcare responsibilities
and those on low incomes and/or without private transport.

School age educational attainment
An analysis of educational achievement by where pupils live but not
necessarily study, at Key Stages 2, 3 and 4, shows that pupils from
smaller rural settlements generally do better than those from larger rural
settlements, who in turn perform better than those from urban areas. For
example, 63.9% of eligible 15 year old pupils from less sparse villages,
hamlets and isolated dwellings gain five or more GCSEs at A* to C,
compared with 58% from less sparse small town and fringe areas and
49.2% from less sparse urban areas4.

However, these figures conceal considerable local variations and
inequalities between some sectors of the population. Almost a quarter
of 16 year olds in rural areas attain no GCSEs above a Grade D, one
in 20 pass no GCSEs at all and more than half the young people leaving
statutory care in rural areas leave without any GCSEs. There seems,
however, to be little information available about the characteristics of
those with low educational achievement in rural areas.

1. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)
The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review of the
literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in the Breaking
the Cycle series. ODPM: London 

2. Sparkes J. (1999) Schools Education and Social
Exclusion. Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion

3. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A.
(2004) op. cit.

4. Commission for Rural Communities (2005)
The State of the Countryside 2005

5

“Almost a quarter of 16 year olds in rural
areas attain no GCSEs above a Grade D”
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Poor basic skills
Nearly one in four 19 year olds in rural districts failed to achieve a
basic level qualification (NVQ2 or equivalent), and one in 12 have
no qualifications at all. There are higher levels of people with no
qualifications in rural town and fringe areas (33% of people aged
16 to 74 in sparse towns and 28% in less sparse towns), than in smaller
settlements. Nevertheless, around 1 in 4 adults in villages and hamlets
have no qualifications. Educational attainment amongst people aged
16 to 74 is shown in Table 5.1.

Having no, or low-level qualifications is detrimental to someone’s
employment chances. Nationally, only half of adults with no qualifications
are employed compared to about 80% of those with a Level 2
qualification (equivalent to five A*-C GCSEs) and nearer 90% for those
with a university level qualification5. There is also evidence that
employees without a basic level of skills are much less likely to be
offered training by their employer6, which suggests that they are more
likely to be stuck in low paid jobs.

In those rural areas that are in the bottom 10% of areas, as measured
by the Index of Multiple Deprivation, deprivation tends to be associated
with poor education – over half of all people aged 16 to 74 in such areas
do not have a qualification, double the level in all rural England7.

2.What are the causes?

Table 5.2 summarises some of the main issues which cause problems 
for each type of education or training. Where relevant, further information
on these issues is covered below. In general, however, there appears to
be limited information on the influence of the known factors associated
with low educational attainment, such as the child’s own personal
characteristics and experience, their parent’s socio-economic status
and own educational attainment, family structure and other parental
influences, and ethnicity8.
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% with no  Highest Highest Highest Highest Other
qualifications   qualification qualification qualification qualification qualification

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 unknown Level
Less sparse
Hamlet & isolated 23.7 14.8 21.6 8.9 23.9 7.1
dwellings
Village 24.9 15.7 21.0 7.9 23.0 7.3
Town & fringe 28.0 17.8 20.6 7.1 18.8 7.7
Sparse
Hamlet & isolated 27.7 15.6 21.4 7.2 20.9 7.2
dwellings
Village 29.7 16.3 20.4 6.6 19.1 7.9
Town & fringe 33.1 17.8 20.0 6.4 15.1 7.7

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside 2006. Based on 2001 Census.

5. Labour Force Survey, Winter 2004 dataset quoted 
in Social Exclusion Unit (2005) Transitions: Young
Adults with Complex Needs

6. National Audit Office (2005) Employers’
perspectives in improving skills for employment

7. Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(2004) Rural Strategy 2004

8. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)
op. cit.

Table 5.1 Highest qualifications of people aged 16 to 74 (% of people)
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9. National Audit Office (2004) Early Years – 
Progress in developing high quality childcare 
and early education accessible to all

10. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
op. cit.

11. Countryside Agency (2003) Evidence on 
The Delivery of Education in Rural Areas submitted
to the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Select Committee

12. Dawson N. and Hosie A. (2005) The Education 
of Pregnant Young Women and Young Mothers 
in England, University of Bristol

13. Blackwell D. and Mclaughlin D. (1998) 
Do Rural Youth Attain their Educational Goals? 
Rural Development Perspectives, vol.13, no.3

Pre-school/early years education
Low numbers of children and lack of public transport in rural areas
means some forms of early years education, such as out of school clubs,
are unsustainable9. This research found evidence that there is a culture
of caring for children at home in some isolated rural communities,
meaning that children are less likely to take part in early years education.
Geographical factors can make access to training difficult for childcare
workers operating in rural areas.

Compulsory schooling
Rural households generally have good access to primary schools, with
87% of households living within 2km of one. There is also reasonably
good access to secondary schools – 63% live within 2km of one10.
However, both primary and secondary schools in rural areas are
frequently smaller than their urban counterparts. This means that they
are often unable to provide a broad curriculum, including additional and
specialist teaching across a range of subject areas, such as languages,
music and sport11. There is also less likely to be specialist provision
available locally for those who need it, for example pregnant young
women and young mothers12, or those with learning difficulties such
as dyslexia.

The problem of low aspirations is often mentioned in connection with
the low educational achievements of certain sectors of the population.
Although some work has been done on this in the past in the United
States13, there does not appear to be any recent published work looking
at the extent or nature of this problem in rural England.

Table 5.2. Factors contributing to rural educational disadvantage

Type of education or training Related rural issues
Pre-school/early – Low numbers of children limit provision
years education – Access to training for childcare workers
Compulsory Schooling – Size of schools limits curriculum offered

– Low aspirations and poor educational attainment
(for some)

– Less likely to be specialist provision (e.g. for those 
with dyslexia)

Post- 16 education – Transport/access problems as many have to travel 
long distances

– Relatively high cost of provision where numbers
are small

Training for school leavers – Fewer large employers able to provide work-
based learning

– Lack of motivation among those with no family 
tradition of training

Higher education – Need to leave home to take-up higher education
– Lack of motivation (for some)

Adult education – Lack of childcare
– Limited transport available to attend

evening classes
Work-based training – Small employers less likely to provide training

– Those lacking basic skills less likely to be
offered training

Basic Skills – Stigma of identifying yourself as lacking basic
skills in small community

– Availability of English as a second language 
courses (e.g. for migrant workers)

Training for the unemployed – Access/transport problems
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Post-16 education
Most post-16 education is located in urban centres and towns and
accessing these facilities can present special difficulties for young
people living in rural areas. The availability of transport has a major
impact on young people’s decisions about whether to continue in
education after the age of 16. Research14 found 40% of 15-16 year olds
in rural areas said that the availability of transport played a part in their
decision whether or not to enter post–16 education. Some of the factors
affecting the provision of training in rural areas will also be relevant for
post-16 education in areas where the numbers of learners are small.

Training for school leavers and adults (both employed 
and unemployed)
Research for the Learning and Skills Council15 identified the following
barriers facing both learners and colleges and providers in rural areas:

• Scale of operations – numbers and class sizes are usually small
where the population within the immediate catchment area is small
and the cost of providing courses for a small number of learners
can be high;

• Isolation and breadth of provision – colleges are often the sole
provider for their area and feel that they should be offering the
broadest possible curriculum, but struggle to define what this
should be;

• Transport – for both learners and colleges and providers, travel
times and costs may be high, even where the distances involved
are short due to the limited public transport available;

• Costs of provision – certain aspects of provision, such as outreach
training in widely dispersed centres and the marketing of provision
to widely spread communities, may be disproportionately
expensive;

• Low income generation – the potential for gathering income
through fees is low, and many learners are only able to pay a very
small amount, which may have an adverse effect on the range of
courses offered;

• Connectivity and use – where colleges do not have access to high-
speed broadband connections, the costs of ICT provision may be
high, as they are reliant on more expensive wireless connections;

• Lack of local facilities – opportunities for sporting and cultural
activities may be limited locally and visits to other areas to use
facilities will incur transport costs;

• Employer involvement – colleges and providers have difficulties
finding local businesses to act as sponsors for, and champions of,
work-based learning;

• Low aspirations – although not only the case in rural areas, lack of
motivation may be as much of a barrier to participation in learning
as financial difficulties. This may be particularly true of young
people whose parents and grandparents did not undertake post-
compulsory education and where there is no tradition of young
people progressing to FE or training;

• Basic Skills – people who need help with basic skills may be
reluctant to enrol on the courses that would help them, because
they do not want others to find out about their lack of skills.
This is likely to be a particular problem in small communities
where people feel that they will be more easily identified.

14. Storey P. and Brannen J. (2000) Young People and
Transport in Rural Areas, The National Youth Agency

15. Learning and Skills Council (undated) Good
Practice: Education and Training in Sparsely
Populated Areas
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Transport and accessibility of provision have also been identified 
as important barriers for people wishing to take up training generally 
in rural areas16.

Adult education and lifelong learning
There is evidence17 that the majority of adult learners in rural areas
prefer provision that is locally available and for many, local referred 
to their village or community. Again, this is largely linked to problems
with transport, access and childcare.

An investigation into the barriers to widening participation in lifelong
learning in Northumberland18 found that a third of all residents require
some form of care support for a member of their family to enable them
time to study. The vast majority of these (95%), required help with
childcare. Another barrier was felt to be the times when courses started,
particularly for those working in land-based employment who may be
very busy at the traditional start of the academic year in September
(the same would also apply to those working in tourism in some areas).
Over 50% of those surveyed would prefer September, January and
April enrolments.

Work-based training
A recent review of rural labour markets, skills and training issues19

identified a range of issues affecting access to and delivery of, training
in rural areas:

• Low numbers of potential learners;
• More sole providers – facing the challenge of delivering a broad

and diverse curriculum;
• Relatively high costs of provision;
• The lack of and cost of, transport as a barrier to participation;
• Difficulties in recruiting work-based learners from small

enterprises;
• Issues surrounding the ICT infrastructure – potentially limiting 

the delivery of learning; and
• Higher fixed administrative costs associated with service delivery

in areas of dispersed populations.

It is likely that the nature of much employment in rural areas means that
employees are less likely to receive training through their employer.
For example, there is evidence that small employers have low levels of
awareness of the types of organisations, such as Sector Skills Councils,
that are working to identify and tackle skills needs20 and are less likely
to be involved in training activity. The National Employers Skills Survey21

undertaken in 2004 found that 49% of establishments with fewer than 5
staff had arranged any training over the last 12 months, compared to just
over 95% of establishments with 100 or more staff. Another survey22

found that only 33% of employers with fewer than 5 employees provided
off-the-job training compared to 98% of employers with 500 or more
employees. The National Audit Office23 also reports that many employers,
particularly those running small or medium sized enterprises, are not
readily convinced of the business benefits of improving employees’
literacy and numeracy skills.

16. National Audit Office (2004) Skills for Life: Improving
adult literacy and numeracy

17. Atkin C., Rose A. and Shier R. (2005) Provision 
of, and learner engagement with, Adult Literacy,
Numeracy and ESOL support in rural England:
A comparative case study, National Research 
and Development Centre for Adult Literacy 
and Numeracy

18. Tulett C. (2001) Rural learning – An investigation into
the barriers and solutions to widening participation
in rural areas, Open Learning Centre

19. Green A. and Hardill I. (2003) Rural Labour Markets,
Skills and Training, The Countryside Agency

20. National Audit Office (2005) op. cit.
21. National Employer Skills Survey 2004
22. Spilsbury D (2001) Learning and Training at Work

2000, DfEE Research brief no: 269
23. National Audit Office (2004) Skills for Life, op. cit.

“It is likely that the nature of much
employment in rural areas means that
employees are less likely to receive
training through their employer”
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Basic skills
Research24 has identified many problems associated with the negative
connotations of ‘literacy’ and the stigma of someone identifying themself
as having low levels of literacy and numeracy skills, in a small rural
community. Some of this lack of basic skills was suggested as resulting
from “poor rural primary school performance for those now in the 30-50
years age range” and the fact that, historically, the families of agricultural
labourers would move from farm to farm each season and so have little
stability in their learning.

Certain sectors of the rural population, such as migrant workers, are at
particular risk of not having their skill needs met. For example, the
National Audit Office25 has identified that there is some need and activity
for courses in English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) in rural
areas, whilst most participation and achievement in such courses is
concentrated in London and other urban areas. A recent review of the
provision of adult learning support in rural areas26 found that there is a
growing need for an increase in ESOL provision and a lack of suitably
qualified tutors.

3.What are the policies? 

A wide range of policies relating to education and training have been
introduced in recent years and it would be impossible to cover them
all here. One key focus of much current policy making is the move
towards offering alternative opportunities for the 14-19 year old age
group with the intention of encouraging people to stay in education or
training until at least the age of 19. There is also a drive to improve basic
skills among the adult population. Some of the policies designed to help
pre-school and early years aim to provide a wider range of integrated
services than just education. These and a selection of other relevant
policies are discussed below. The introduction of increased parental
choice in secondary education is not covered here as this is being
comprehensively addressed in the CRC’s ‘Choice and Voice’ study.

Measures affecting preschool/early years

Sure Start 
Sure Start was established in 1998 and is aimed at children under four
years and their families. It was created to improve the life chances
of younger children through better access to family support, health
services, early education and play. Funding is provided for local
programmes in disadvantaged neighbourhoods or local communities.
Each Sure Start programme varies according to local needs, but all
programmes include a number of core services such as outreach and
home visiting, access to good quality play, learning and childcare
experiences and visits to all new parents within two months of the birth,
to introduce them to Sure Start.

24. Tulett C. (2001) op. cit.
25. National Audit Office (2004) Skills for Life, op. cit.
26. Atkin C., Rose A. and Shier R. (2005) op. cit.
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Most Sure Start programmes are in disadvantaged neighbourhoods in
urban areas, but some cover rural areas. Research in 200327 found that
rural Sure Start programmes were already showing signs of success in
reaching the families for whom the services are intended. The original
concept was that each Sure Start programme would have a new, high
quality building from which services would be provided but the research
found that the rural schemes often had to adapt their delivery approach
in order to take services to dispersed communities, for example,
operating mobile services, undertaking home visiting or sharing
premises for particular purposes.

By the end of February 2005, the Sure Start Unit had approved 123
applications for children’s centres intending to provide services in rural
areas28. The Commission for Rural Communities has commissioned a
study of the early development of children’s centres in rural areas, which
focuses particularly on six case study centres. One of the aims of this
research is to analyse the challenges facing rural children’s centres and
the current level of service integration.

A recent report29 examined the impacts of the Sure Start Local
Programmes (SSLPs) on children and their families and concluded that
families with ‘greater human capital’ were better able to take advantage
of Sure Start services and resources than those with less human capital
(i.e. teen parents, lone parents, workless households). It is suggested
that, as a result, this ‘left others with less access to services than would
have been the case had they not lived in SSLP areas’. Whilst this report
did not look specifically at the impacts in rural areas, the same
conclusions may well apply there.

Mini Sure Start 
Mini Sure Starts are small scale Sure Start Local Programmes designed
for small communities in scattered rural areas and pockets of deprivation
in urban and rural areas, each with a target population of approximately
150 children under four. There are 43 local Mini Sure Start programmes,
11 in urban pockets of deprivation, 22 in rural pockets and the
remainder serving scattered rural areas.

A review of the experience of the Mini Sure Start programmes six to nine
months after the majority started to provide services30 found that they
were reaching about half their target population and programmes were
starting to deliver services that families experienced as helpful. The
programmes have also helped to develop new and existing community
groups. The research showed that families in rural areas who have the
greatest needs may also be harder to find and engage with services
than those in urban areas, due largely to concerns about lack of
anonymity, but also due to distance, lack of transport and low
expectations of services.

This review provides little information on the actual impacts of the policy
in rural areas and instead focuses more on some of the practical issues
surrounding delivery of the policy in rural areas. One notable difference
between urban and rural programmes is that arranging the secondment
of staff from other services was more difficult for scattered rural
programmes.

27. Countryside Agency (2003) Delivering Services 
to Children and Families in Rural Areas:
The early lessons from Sure Start

28. Williams J. (2005) Developing Children’s Centres in
Rural Areas, Progress Report 1

29. Department for Education and Skills (2005) 
Early impact of Sure Start Local Programmes 
on Children and Families: report of the cross-
sectional study of 9-and 36-month old children 
and their families 

30. Glennie S., Treseder G., Williams J. and Williams M.
(2005) Mini Sure Start Local Programmes:
An overview of their early implementation
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Measures affecting compulsory schooling

Extended Schools 
Extended schools provide a range of services and activities, often
beyond the school day, to help meet the needs of children and young
people, their families and the wider community. Government policy says
that by 2010 all schools should be able to offer:

• childcare/various activities for children and young people between
the hours of 8am-6pm, all year round;

• parenting support, including family learning;
• swift referral from schools to a wider range of specialised support

services for pupils; and
• widespread community use of the school’s facilities.

The expectation is that half of all primary schools and a third of all
secondary schools will be offering these facilities by 2008.

In addition, the Government is seeking to support the development in
every local authority area of one or more schools which provide a
comprehensive range of services on a single site, including access to
health services, adult learning and community activities, as well as study
support and 8am to 6pm childcare. These are known as full service
extended schools (FSES). In the first year of the initiative, 61 projects
were funded, none of which were in rural areas. However, rural areas
will be one of the foci of the second year of funding31.

A survey to assess the level and characteristics of provision of extended
services in maintained schools in England in 200532 found that: most
primary schools (87%) offer regular activities or childcare for their
pupils after the standard school day; two fifths offered such facilities
before school; and a quarter in the school holidays. Primary schools in
urban areas were more likely to offer provision which ran from 8am to
6pm, five days a week for all three terms (13% compared to 9% in rural
areas). The research also found that primary schools in rural areas that
provided after school activities tended to finish earlier (70% finished at
5pm or earlier compared to 60% of those in urban areas) and were less
likely to provide after school activities every day of the week (39% of
rural primary schools compared to 52% of urban ones). There were
similar differences for secondary schools.

Other differences between urban and rural areas included:33

• primary schools in rural areas were more likely to hold adult
education courses or workshops in the evening (54% compared
to 27%);

• only 12% of rural secondary schools employ a family support
worker, compared to 30% of urban ones;

• 29% of rural secondary schools provide some form of parent
support group or facilities compared to 39% of urban; and 

• special schools in rural areas were less likely to provide childcare
for pre-school children than those in urban areas (2% compared
to 17%).

Overall, it is clear from this research that the opportunity to access
extended school services is much more limited in rural than in
urban areas.

31. Cummings C., Dyson A., Papps I., Pearson D., Carlo
R. and Todd L. (2005) Evaluation of the Full Service
Extended Schools Project: End of First Year Report,
Department for Education and Skills Research
Report RR680

32. Clemens S., Kinnaird R., Mackey T., Deakin G.
and Ullman, A. (2005) Extended Services in Schools:
Baseline Survey of Maintained Schools in 2005,
Department for Education and Skills Research
Report RR681

33. It is not clear what definition of rural is used in 
this study

“...the opportunity to access extended
school services is much more limited in
rural than in urban areas”
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An evaluation of the full service extended schools funded in the first
year34 (none of which were in rural areas) found that, in some cases,
they were achieving high levels of multi-agency working and there
was considerable anecdotal evidence of positive outcomes, including
examples of raised attainment, increased pupil engagement with
learning and trust and support between families and schools. “There
were indications that full service provision might potentially intervene
to break established cycles of disadvantage in some cases.” It remains
to be seen how the full service extended schools concept will work in
rural areas, but, as this will be one of the foci of the second year of
funding and evaluation, there should be information available on this
in the near future.

Research35 examined how local authorities in 12 areas were strategically
planning for rural access to extended school services and looked at the
services that rural schools in these areas are currently providing. This
found that lack of transport, poor road infrastructure, large distances 
and the cost of tackling these issues, are all additional challenges faced
by rural schools developing extended services. The provision of adult
education programmes is made more difficult by the lack of evening
public transport services. Rural schools cited financial support,
staff issues and transport as the top three barriers to developing
extended services.

Changes to 14-19 provision
The 14-19: Education and Skills White Paper was published in 2005,
setting out proposals for introducing qualifications and curriculum
changes for 14-19 year olds. The detailed proposals were set out in the
14-19 Education and Skills Implementation Plan. The 14-19 Pathfinder
Initiative is testing out a range of ideas linked to these new proposals
with the aim of developing best practice in 14-19 education and training
and demonstrating that the reforms can work in a variety of locations
with different social circumstances and different mixes of schools and
colleges. A key part of the initiative is collaboration between schools and
colleges. Twenty-five pathfinders began in January 2003 and a further
14 in September 2003. Some have been set up specifically to address
issues of rural isolation, others are based in large urban areas or in
mixed urban/suburban/rural areas. Rural or part-rural pathfinder areas
included Cumbria, Hampshire and Norfolk.

An evaluation of the 14-19 Pathfinders36 found that geography is an
important factor in determining the forms of collaboration. Transport
provided an obstacle to the broadening of the curriculum as long
journey times made it more difficult to travel to and from, off-site learning
locations. The long journey times involved reduced the amount of
learning time available. The cost implications are also noted as the
absence of viable public transport meant that either school minibuses
had to be used if students were to travel between institutions, or
commercial operators had to be employed. To overcome these
difficulties, some rural pathfinders had developed small local skills
centres providing vocational learning and even mobile vocational units,
while some placed considerable emphasis on e-learning.

34. Cummings C., Dyson A., Papps I., Pearson D., Raffo
G. and Todd L. (2005) Evaluation of the Full Service
Extended Schools Project: End of First Year Report
DfES Research Report RR680

35. Unpublished research on extended schools for 
the Commission for Rural Communities

36. Higham J. and Yeomans D. (2005) Collaborative
Approaches to 14-19 Provision: An evaluation of the
second year of the 14-19 Pathfinder initiative,
DfES Research Report RR642.
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There is also some evidence that there was a tendency for less
involvement with employers and training providers in rural Pathfinders.
Although some reported extensive involvement, others noted the
difficulty of linking with small and medium sized employers as there
were often no large employers in the rural Pathfinder areas. The absence
of large employers and training providers made it harder to provide
work-based learning placements.

Connexions 
The Connexions Service is a key strand of the Government’s strategy
for ensuring that young people aged 13-19 stay in education, training
or work with a strong educational component until they are at least 18.
The overall aim of Connexions is to raise the aspirations, participation
and achievement levels of all young people by providing impartial
information, advice, guidance, opportunities for personal development
and other support through Personal Advisers. There is also a national
internet and telephone helpline service (Connexions Direct). There is
a particular focus on supporting disaffected young people and those
most at risk of disaffection, with 50% of resources targeting these 
groups. A primary target of the Connexions Service is to reduce the
proportion of 16-18 year olds who are not in education, employment
or training (NEET).

Research on the Connexions Service in 200437 found that it had made
good progress in improving the way that young people receive advice
and guidance. The proportion of young people who are not in education,
employment or training fell by 8% in the established partnership areas
between November 2002 and 2003. However, this report does not
include any explicit comparison of performance in different types of
areas, despite the fact that it used the index of rurality as one of the
factors to try and identify variations in performance between the
different partnerships.

There does not appear to be any other evidence of the overall impact
of Connexions in rural areas. However, research has found many good
examples of Connexions initiatives that have been specifically adapted 
to rural circumstances, for example using mobile services or
contributing to the running of Wheels to Work schemes to overcome
transport barriers. This research found that rural Connexions initiatives
have mainly centred on the most disadvantaged young people, often
those aged 16 plus with specific needs, but that some have developed
good practice for early intervention and prevention with younger 
people to encourage them to complete their education38.

Education Action Zones (EAZs)/Excellence in 
Cities/Excellence Clusters
EAZs were established in 1998 and 1999. They were generally set up
in urban or rural areas with a mixture of socio-economic disadvantage
and under-performance in schools. A key feature was partnership
between schools, colleges, local community organisations, local
businesses and the local authority. When zones reached the end of their
five year lifespan ex-EAZ schools were merged into the Excellence in
Cities (EiC) initiative. EiC provides targeted support to approximately
2,400 schools in 58 of the most disadvantaged local authority areas.37. National Audit Office (2004) Connexions Service:

Advice and guidance for all young people
38. Countryside Agency (2003) The Implementation of

Connexions in Rural Areas – A good practice guide
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Excellence Clusters have been designed to bring the benefits of the EiC
initiative to smaller pockets of deprivation in urban and rural areas. Like
EiC, clusters focus on some of the most deprived areas of the country,
using a structured programme designed to raise standards. Excellence
Clusters are implemented through local partnerships focusing on the
needs and aspirations of individual pupils and their parents and usually
include both primary and secondary schools. Clusters benefit from extra
resources to provide extended opportunities for gifted and talented
pupils, access to full-time learning mentors for pupils who need them
and learning support units to tackle disruption. A fourth strand is
available to target particular local issues, as identified by the schools in
each cluster.

There does not appear to have been an evaluation of the success or
otherwise of EAZs. It has been reported39 that standards of achievement
are rising more quickly in EiC schools than in non-EiC schools. An
evaluation of Excellence Clusters40 found mixed reports of progress
towards Cluster targets but the Learning Mentor strand was universally
deemed to be the most successful of the four strands. Overall, cluster
partnerships were considered successful and schools felt that they had
benefited from working together. However, there were concerns about
schools being excluded from clusters and about how Learning Mentors’
salaries would be paid when Cluster funding ceased. This evaluation
did not identify specific impacts in rural areas.

Measures aimed at encouraging take-up of training and
learning by school-leavers

Modern Apprenticeship 
Although originally introduced in 1994, in 1997 the Modern
Apprenticeship (MA) became an entitlement of all school leavers. From
2000 the MA became effectively the only means of training available
to young people who had left the education system. In 2004, a number
of changes to the scheme were announced, including new Young
Apprenticeships for 14-16 year olds, opening up apprenticeships to
adults by scrapping the 25 year age limit and improved progression
to Higher Education. The word ‘Modern’ has now been dropped from
the title.

An Evaluation of Modern Apprenticeship Employers in 200341, prior to
the latest changes being introduced, found that satisfaction rates were
high and the majority of employers surveyed said that they would
definitely, or probably, take on Modern Apprentices in the future. Modern
Apprentices are comparatively concentrated among small employers
suggesting that the scheme has an important role to play in rural areas,
but this evaluation does not contain any rural specific information.

Entry to Employment (E2E) 
The E2E programme was introduced in 2003 and was designed to offer
support to young people who are not yet ready, or able, to enter MA
directly. It aims to develop young people’s motivation and confidence,
personal effectiveness, employability skills, basic and key skills. To be
eligible, young people have to be aged 16 to 18, unemployed and not
ready to begin a Level 2 learning option.Young people on E2E receive
£40 a week in support.

39. House of Commons Education and Skills
Committee (2003) Secondary Education: Pupil
Achievement, Seventh Report of Session 2002-03

40. McMeeking S., Lines A., Blenkinsop S. and Schagen
S. (2004) The Evaluation of Excellence Clusters:
Final Report, The Countryside Agency

41. Anderson T. and Metcalf H. (2003) Modern
Apprenticeship Employers: Evaluation Study,
DfES Research Brief no: 417
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More than 50,000 learners participated in E2E in its first year and just
over a third of these progressed to work-based learning, further
education or employment42. Despite the fact that E2E was promoted as
the ‘pre-Apprenticeship’ step on the path to work, only 6% of those
participating went on to become apprentices. There does not appear
to be any evidence of the impacts in rural areas.

Education Maintenance Allowances (EMAs) 
EMAs are intended to encourage young people to stay in education or
training by offering means-tested financial support for young people
directly (rather than their parents). It is available for two years in years
12, 13 and 14, during term-time for any full-time academic or vocational
course (up to Level 3) leading to a recognised qualification. Around half
of all 16 year olds are eligible. After piloting, a national scheme was
introduced in 2004.

An extensive evaluation was undertaken of the EMAs pilots which
showed an initial positive impact on participation in full-time education
post-16 with an increase in participation among eligible 16 year olds of
around 5.9%43. The effect on participation at age 16 was stronger among
young men than young women, and the main impact was on young
people from lower socio-economic groups and those with modest or low
levels of GCSE attainment. However, the longer-term outcomes from the
pilots have been less positive with evidence that, by the age of 19, the
EMAs had ceased to have a significant impact on participation in full-
time education and the evidence on the attainment of qualifications is
inconclusive. The evaluation did include a comparison of outcomes in
rural and urban areas, although the results are less reliable as a result
of having only one rural pilot area. However, the statistics do appear to
suggest that EMAs had a significant impact among eligible young people
with 12.2% more young people in the rural pilot being in full-time
education at both 16 and 17 than in the rural control areas. The
equivalent figure for urban areas was 5.4%, suggesting EMAs had a
larger impact in rural areas.

In addition, Education Maintenance Allowance Transport (EMA) (T), pilots
were also introduced and aimed to encourage young people from low
income households to remain in post-16 education, by assisting with the
cost of travel to and from an education provider. These were piloted in
urban and rural areas. An evaluation of the EMA(T) pilots found no
consistent significant impact on education decisions44 across all the pilots
both urban and rural. It found that, although eligible students in the rural
pilot areas were the most likely to remain in full-time education, their
awareness of the EMA (T) was lower and they were least likely to have
applied for it. The report suggests that the lower level of applications
may be because the value of a travel subsidy is perceived to be less in
rural areas due to the limited public transport available.

42. Readfern G. (2005) A Gateway to Employment,
Young People Now, 13-19 April 2005

43. Middleton S., Perren K., Maguire S., Rennison J.,
Battistin E., Emmerson C., and Fitzsimons E. (2005)
Evaluation of Education Maintenance Allowance
Pilots: Young people aged 16 to 19 years.
Final report of the Quantitative Evaluation,
Research Report 678, DfES

44. Perron K., Middleton S., and Emmerson C. (2003)
Education Maintenance Allowance Transport Pilots –
Quantitative Findings from Year 1 and Year 2 
(2000-2001/2001-2002), Research Report 
RR471, DfES
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Measures aimed at improving skills among the 
working-age population

Skills for Life Strategy 
The Skills for Life programme, launched in 2001, is designed to help the
very large numbers of adults in the working population (an estimated
26m in 2003), who do not meet the minimum literacy and numeracy
standards considered necessary for school leavers in today’s economy.
The aim is that by 2010 at least 2.25m adults should have achieved
qualifications in literacy and numeracy, with an intermediate milestone
of 1.5m by 2007. There is also a separate target to reduce by 40% by
2010, the number of adults who do not have the wider skills for
employability represented by a full Level 2 qualification. Learners may
be entitled to financial support from Learner Support Funds and the
Adult Learning Grant (currently only available in certain regions, but
available nationally from September 2008). Nine local Basic Skills
Pathfinder projects were set up in Spring 2001 to trial key elements of
the Skills for Life Strategy. These include some in areas with significant
rural populations (e.g. Cambridgeshire, Nottinghamshire).

By July 2004, 750,000 adults had achieved qualifications but over half 
of these were 16 to 18 year olds who had not managed to get the
qualifications at school and achieving the targets is likely to become
increasingly difficult over time, because they can only be met by
attracting ‘hard to reach’ and older learners45. More recently, the focus
has changed to older adults. An evaluation of the Pathfinders46 in 2002
found very encouraging take-up patterns, with around 9,000 adults
having had some level of involvement with Pathfinder-linked literacy and
numeracy support programmes by December 2001 and a wide range of
learning programmes are being delivered. An evaluation of the
outcomes for learners in Pathfinder areas47 the same year found that
learners were very positive about the training they received and the
quality of teaching was also considered to be high. Overall, 90% of all
learners felt the training had made them feel more positive about future
training in general.

45. House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts
(2006) Skills for life: Improving adult literacy and
numeracy, Twenty-first report of session 2005-06

46. CRG (2002) Skills for Life: The National Strategy for
Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills ‘What
Works’ – Early Findings from the Pathfinder Projects,
DfES Research Brief No: 342

47. Taylor Nelson Sofres (2002) Evaluating Outcomes 
for Learners in Pathfinder Areas, DfES Research Brief
No. 343
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Although there is no evidence specifically about the impacts in rural
areas, there is some evidence that suggests the strategy may not be
delivering as much in rural areas due to the nature of employment there.
For example, local Learning and Skills Councils find that many small
and medium sized enterprises are reluctant to provide their employees
with opportunities to improve their literacy and numeracy and it is
reported that the needs of people in low-skilled employment are not
being met48. Concern has also been expressed as to how well the Skills
for Life strategy has been rural proofed49, as it is based largely on urban
models of delivery and patterns of funding which are often inappropriate
in rural areas. For example, funding criteria normally require classes
to have a minimum number of learners, usually between eight and ten.
In rural areas this is very difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. There is
also no central funding to cover the additional cost of providing tutors in
rural areas. It has been suggested50 that without changes to the funding
of the delivery of the Skills for Life agenda in rural areas it will be
almost impossible for rural Learning and Skills Councils to meet
government targets.

The Skills Strategy 
This strategy was published in 2003 and set out proposals to tackle the
skills gap between the UK and its main economic competitors. It focuses
on learning and skills in certain priority areas, in particular a universal
entitlement to funded learning equivalent to a first full Level 2
qualification. The key measures outlined in the Skills Strategy were
as follows:

• free training for adults without first qualifications;
• targeted support for higher level skills;
• adult learning grant – offering up to £30 per week to adults on

low incomes studying full time for a first full Level 2 qualification
and for first Level 3 qualifications for those under 30; and 

• improved information, advice and guidance on skills, training
and qualifications.

An update was published in 2005, which contains a wide range of
proposals, including Skills Academies and a new Vocational
Qualifications framework.

The Skills Strategy places increasing emphasis on delivering learning
through learndirect and the network of UK online centres. Research by
the National Audit Office51 indicated that some smaller online centres
are struggling, particularly those in rural areas, and centres dealing with
marginalised and disadvantaged learners who require high levels of
support. This report recommended that Ufi (the organisation with
responsibility for co-ordinating the network of online centres) should
examine how it can support types of centre, such as rural ones, if they
become unsustainable under the current funding arrangements. “Some
centres face the risk that the funding regime combined with their narrow
customer base or rural location may not provide sufficient funding to
survive, which may in turn affect learndirect’s ability to provide
opportunities to the most deprived communities or those with small,
scattered populations.” There does not appear to have been any overall
evaluation of the Skills Strategy.

48. House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts
(2006) op. cit.

49. Rose A., Shier R., and Atkin C. (2005) Is Skills for Life
Rural Proof? Reflect, Issue 3, June 2005

50. Atkin C., Rose A., and Shier R. (2005) op. cit.
51. National Audit Office (2005) Extending Access 

to Learning through Technology: Ufi and the
learndirect service

“...without changes to the funding of the
delivery of the Skills for Life agenda in
rural areas it will be almost impossible
for rural Learning and Skills Councils to
meet government targets”
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Employer Training Pilots (ETP) and the National Employer 
Training Programme 
This is a Learning and Skills Council programme to provide free or
subsidised training in basic skills or to a first Level 2 qualification for
employees in selected pilot areas. The pilots include paid time-off for
employees to train, wage compensation to the employer for giving time
off, and free information, advice and guidance to employees and
employers. From 2006, the National Employer Training Programme is
being introduced which will extend these provisions nationally. This will
seek to achieve growth in training by encouraging take up of the Level 2
entitlement among employees and by stimulating employers to contribute
to training employees who already hold a full Level 2 qualification.

Research on the Employer Training Pilots52 found that they had allowed
a greater proportion of employees to take part in training and that both
employees and employers were very happy with the adaptability of the
training and its close alignment with their business needs. However, it
also found that many potential beneficiaries are unable to access the
programme and employees are not getting satisfactory support from the
information, advice and guidance (IAG) services. It concluded that a
wide range of vocational skills are being delivered and that ETP has
gone a long way towards successfully meeting the objectives of the Skills
Strategy, but expressed concern that the basic skills agenda was not
being met.

One evaluation of ETP after its first year53 found evidence that the pilots
were reaching some groups not normally associated with participation
in qualifications-based training, such as middle-aged women who left
school at 16 now working in low-skilled jobs in small firms. However,
other research54 found only a small positive effect of ETP on the
incidence of training among eligible employers and on the take-up of
training among eligible employees. This research could not find any
systematic evidence that ETP had significantly increased employer
provision of, or employee engagement in, training by the end of August
2004. The authors suggest that this may be due to the fact that a
substantial proportion of those undertaking training through the ETP
programme would have done so in the absence of ETP – only around
14% of employers taking part in ETP were “hard to reach” and ETP
employers had a relatively positive attitude to training compared with
average employers.

None of the research on ETP has looked specifically at the rural impacts,
although one evaluation55 did find that most employers engaged in the
pilots are small, stand-alone private sector businesses, suggesting that
there is good take-up among the types of employers that are common
in rural areas.

52. Ashton C. et. al. (2005) ALI Employer Training 
Pilot Survey, DfES Research Report RR695

53. Hillage J. and Mitchell H. (2003) Employer Training
Pilots: First Year Evaluation Report, DfES Research
Brief No: RBX20-03

54. Abramovsky L. (2005) The Impact of the Employer
Training Pilots on the Take-up of Training Among
Employers and Employees, Research Report RR694

55. Hillage J. and Mitchell H (2003) op. cit.
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4. Summary

• Adapting the Skills for Life Strategy to the needs of rural
areas. The nature of much employment in rural areas (small
employers with low-skilled employees) means that employees are
less likely to receive training through their employer even though
some will be among those who do not meet the minimum literacy
and numeracy standards which the measures in the Skills for Life
Strategy are intended to address. Implementation of the Skills for
Life Strategy needs to be rural proofed if its targets are to be met 
in rural areas.

• The implications of changes to 14-19 education. Much of the
change relating to the provision of education and training for 14-19
year olds is still at a very early stage, but potentially this has some
important implications for rural areas in terms of the ability of small
rural schools to offer alternative pathways to this age group or for
pupils to have to travel further away for their education from the
age of 14.

• The availability of appropriate training/education for non-
English speakers. There are increasing numbers of migrant
workers in many rural areas, most of whom do not speak English as
a first language. Whilst such workers will not necessarily lack basic
skills, they (and any children with them) will almost certainly need
support in helping improve their English language. At the moment,
there is only limited provision of such training in rural areas and
more will need to be provided in future.
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Housing disadvantage

This chapter presents information on housing disadvantage in rural
areas. Homelessness can cause or exacerbate physical and mental ill
health, prevent people from gaining employment, or make it difficult 
for people to take-up their rights or register for services1. Similarly a
lack of affordable, secure, safe and healthy housing can impact on many
aspects of someone’s life, from health to participating in social activities.
We examine five key issues: homelessness; housing affordability;
supported housing; housing quality; and, related to this, fuel poverty. In
relation to housing quality, this section looks only at the quality of the
existing stock and not at policies relating to the quality of newly built
homes (for example through building regulations).

1.What is the problem?

Homelessness 
Homelessness could be considered the most extreme form of housing
disadvantage. The most widely used measure of homelessness is that 
of statutory homelessness – those who make a successful application to
a housing authority under existing legislation. There are no commonly
accepted definitions of wider homelessness or methodologies to
measure it.

The number of households accepted as eligible homeless and in 
priority need in 2004/05 was 18,754 in rural districts2, which represents 
a rate of 3.8 per 1,000 households. Whilst this is lower than the previous
year, the problem has been growing faster in rural than in urban areas in
recent years. However, these figures are unlikely to capture the full extent
of homelessness in rural areas, where hidden homelessness has been
identified as a particular problem. This includes those living in temporary,
insecure and sub-standard accommodation because they have nowhere
else to stay. In rural areas, street homelessness or rough sleeping is
replaced by ‘sofa surfing’3 (staying short-term with family and friends)
and ‘concealed households’ (those who wish to form their own household
but remain living with others). Indeed, a review of rural homelessness
argued that statistical evidence underestimates the problem4.

A review of issues facing young people and social exclusion found
“young people in rural areas have few opportunities to leave the parental
home unless they also leave their communities or unless they leave
home to live with a partner”5.

1999/2000 2004/05 % change

Rural 3.2 3.8 19.1

Mixed 4.0 4.6 15.4

Urban 6.6 6.8 3.0

England total 5.1 5.7 11.4

Table 6.1 Number of homeless households per 1,000

Source: CRC(2006) State of the Countryside 2006. based on analysis of DCLG homelessness data

1. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)
The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review of the
literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in the Breaking
the Cycle series. ODPM

2. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State 
of the Countryside 2006

3. Robinson D. and Coward S. (2003) Your Place, Not
Mine: The experiences of homeless people staying
with family and friends. CRISIS/ The Countryside
Agency; and Countryside Agency (2002) Preventing
Homelessness in the countryside: What works? 

4. Cloke P., Milbourne P. and Widdowfield R. (2002)
Rural Homelessness: Issues, experiences and policy
responses. The Policy Press

5. Bynner J., Londra M. and Jones G. (2004) 
The Impact of Government Policy on Social Exclusion
among Young People. A review of the literature for
the Social Exclusion Unit in the Breaking the cycle
series. ODPM

6
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Housing affordability6

The cost of home ownership has risen dramatically in rural areas in recent
years. In 2004 the average house price in the most rural districts (R80)
was 5.3% above the English average, whilst in the next most rural districts
(R5O) it was 6.5% above the average7. Research8 shows that over half of
the 37 local authorities in Britain with the highest house price to income
ratios were rural. After London, access to home ownership is most difficult
in the south west region9. However, the research found that affordability
issues for key workers are more acute in the south east region.

These high costs combine with low local wages to make housing
unaffordable for many. Research10 shows that someone on an income 
of £11,000 per year can only afford to buy in 6% of rural wards, whilst
someone earning £22,000 would still only be able to afford to buy in 
50% of rural wards.

There are no agreed national estimates of the need for affordable
housing and there is no single methodology for estimating this. However,
a number of attempts have been made recently, including specific
estimates for the number of new affordable homes needed in rural
England. National estimates11 state that 40,000 units of social rented
housing are needed each year to meet ‘urgent housing needs’ for newly
forming households. Dividing this between urban and rural areas, it has
been suggested12 that this would indicate around 7,600 required in rural
areas. Other recent research13 designed to calculate the number of new
affordable homes required each year over the next five years in rural
England estimates that over 8,000 homes are needed just to meet the
current ‘backlog’ i.e. those who are homeless, in unsuitable
accommodation, registered on waiting lists and so on whilst a further
22,800 are required to meet the needs of new households aged between
16 and 35 seeking separate accommodation, but unable to afford to
purchase in the private housing market.

A range of research has pointed to the impacts of this increasing lack 
of affordable housing, ranging from delayed household formation to the
outmigration of certain groups of people from rural areas.Young people
are particularly affected. One study14 found that the majority of young
people in rural areas remained in the parental home longer than their
counterparts elsewhere which could lead to problems as they

Rural area 1 Rural Area 2 Rural Area 3
Small villages Small villages All rural areas

(Settlements and market towns (All rural areas
<1,500 population) (Area 1 plus sparse <10,000

settlements 1,500– population, i.e.
9,999 population) Rural Areas 1

and 2 plus less
sparse town

fringe areas)

Backlog – existing needs 4,500 4,750 8,000

Newly arising needs 10,400 11,250 22,800

Total needs 14,900 16,000 30,800

Table 6.2 Need for affordable housing in rural areas (anually over next five years)

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) Calculating Housing Needs in Rural England

6. Affordable housing is defined as non-market
housing provided to those whose needs are not met
by the market. It includes social rented and
intermediate/shared equity housing and the
affordability of housing is whether market housing
is at a level which people can afford.

7. Defra (2005) Productivity in Rural England:
Characteristics of rural areas

8. Wilcox S. (2005) Affordability and the Intermediate
Housing Market. Joseph Rowntree Foundation

9. Wilcox S. (2003) Can work, can’t buy. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation  

10. Frontier Economics Ltd. (2006) Housing Affordability
in Rural Areas. Final Report for Defra. Defra

11. Barker K. (2004) Review of Housing Supply –
Delivering Stability, securing our future housing
needs. HM Treasury 

12. Affordable Rural Housing Commission (ARHC)
(2006) Affordable Rural Housing Commission 
Final Report. Defra

13. Commission for Rural Communities (2006)
Calculating Housing Needs in Rural England

14. Pavis S., Platt S. and Hubbard G. (2000) Social
Exclusion and Insertion of Young People in Rural
Areas. York Publishing Services
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increasingly wished to lead independent lifestyles. Another study15 in
North Yorkshire found that the lack of local housing opportunities led to
almost all of the 60 young people in the study leaving to live in urban
areas (though not all for housing reasons).

Housing plays a significant role in asset accumulation. It can, for
example, give people the ability to take out loans secured against the
property to undertake home improvements, start a business or meet
some other financial need. Home ownership can also provide “future
returns in wealth and income, not only for current owners but as an asset,
which can be transferred between generations through inheritance
…..[and] provides financial and wealth-creating benefits that are not
available to those who pay rent, either in the social or private rented
sector.”16 The lack of access to affordable housing in rural areas can,
therefore, reduce people’s potential for asset accumulation and
contribute to widening wealth inequalities17.

Ongoing affordability: There seems to be very little information
available about the on-going affordability of homes for people in rural
areas. For example, how much of their income people pay in rent or
mortgages, or their vulnerability to losing their home if their circumstances
change. Some limited information for rural districts found that one in 
eight (13%) working-age households with a mortgage is economically
vulnerable – defined as a household with no-one in full-time work18.
This was 15% in remote rural districts and 11% in accessible rural districts
(see Figure 6.1). There is no rural analysis available on mortgage
repossessions, in terms of the number of people affected, the reasons 
for their repossession and their experiences afterwards.

There is little national information of the affordability of rents for people 
in rural areas and there seems to have been no investigation of the
private rented sector in rural England apart from some analysis of the
1991 Census19.Yet there have been substantial changes to the rented
sector in that time with, for example, a growth in the buy to let market
and changes to the traditional industries that provided rented or tied
homes in rural areas. Some information20 on people in the private rented
sector and on housing benefit showed rent increases were higher over
the period 1997/98 to 2001/02 in areas, than in urban areas.

15. Rugg J. and Jones A. (1999) Getting a Job, Finding 
a Home: Rural youth transitions. The Policy Press

16. ODPM (2003) Equity Shares In Social Housing:
literature review. Housing Research Summary 
190, ODPM

17. Yvette Cooper 31 March 2005 (speech on
sustaining life chances in modern communities 
to the Fabian Society)

18. New Policy Institute (2005) (includes part-time
work, unemployed and without work but not actively
seeking work) using survey of English housing
2004/05

19. Bevan M. and Sanderling L. (1996) Private Renting 
in Rural Areas. Centre for Housing Policy,York

20. Countryside Agency (2003) State of the Countryside
2003. Based on dataspring

Figure 6.1  Economic vulnerabilty of working-age households with a mortgage 
in rural districts (%)
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Some research was undertaken on tied housing in Scotland a few years
ago, but there seems to be little current information on the quality of tied
housing and what happens when people change jobs or retire. One
recent investigation of rural housing21 suggested that a large proportion
of private rented properties are seasonal lets and, therefore, not available
for year round use. Take up of housing benefit may be an indicator of the
unaffordability of rents, but it has been suggested that people in need do
not always take up their benefit entitlement22. The same review also
found that “people on low incomes are often further excluded from rental
markets in rural villages and towns because housing benefit will not
cover the higher rents”.

One study of tenants of social housing in rural areas23 found that many 
had previously been unable to afford to rent privately, and that the private
rented sector is often too insecure for families.

Supported housing
Supported housing is housing related support for groups who have
special needs or vulnerabilities. This covers both care for people in
specialised housing, such as sheltered housing and services and
support to enable people to remain in their own homes, living
independently rather than requiring institutional care. The need for
housing related support in rural England is unknown – nationally, over 
1.2m vulnerable people are currently receiving housing-related support.
One research report24 argued that housing support services 
are as necessary in rural areas as elsewhere, though noted the lack of
hard statistics to quantify need for support in rural areas. Whilst it
suggested services are needed for all groups in all tenures, services
were particularly required for older people, women suffering domestic
violence and people with drug and alcohol problems.

Housing quality
A decent home is defined as one above the statutory minimum 
standard (the fitness standard), which is in a reasonable state of repair,
has reasonably modern facilities and provides a reasonable degree 
of thermal comfort.

Within all types of rural areas25, nearly one in three homes are non-decent.
They comprise nearly 19% of all non-decent homes in England – roughly
1.3m dwellings. In 200126, village (36%) and isolated rural areas (50%) 
had much higher levels of non decent homes than rural residential areas
(26%). In rural areas, non-decent homes are predominantly in the private
rather than public sector. This contrasts with urban England where there
are higher levels of non-decent homes in the social sector (particularly
local authority stock). In village centres and isolated rural areas 65% 
of non-decent dwellings are in the owner occupied sector and a further 
27% are in the private rented sector. Similarly in rural residential areas
72% of non-decent dwellings are owner occupied and 10% are in 
the private rented sector.27

Another measure of poor housing quality is unfitness28. This is the
statutory minimum standard that a dwelling should be to make it fit for
human habitation29. In 2001 there were 166,000 unfit dwellings in rural
England – approximately 3.9% of all rural dwellings30. The most common
reasons nationally for unfitness are disrepair, inadequate food
preparation and cooking facilities and dampness.

“Determining need in rural areas is
difficult because people may not have
their needs identified due to the lack 
of available supported housing and
housing related support”24

21. Shelter (2004) Priced Out: The rising cost of rural
homes. Investigation Report.

22. see the chapter on financial disadvantage
23. Bevan M., Cameron S. and Coombes M. (2001) 

The Role of Social Housing in Rural Areas.
Chartered Institute of Housing

24. Countryside Agency (2002) Support and Housing 
in the Countryside: Innovation and choice.
Countryside Agency, HACT and the Housing
Corporation, Wetherby 

25. ODPM (2003) English House Condition Survey
(EHCS) 2001. Rural is defined/assessed by the
surveyor who inspects the condition of the property.
All rural areas cover three categories: rural
residential, village centre and isolated rural 

26. Although information for 2003 was published
shortly before this report was published, we have
retained the information for 2001 since it provides 
a more fine grained break down of urban and 
rural areas 

27. Calculated from Table A3.19. www.odpm.gov.uk
EHCS 2001 

28. This is the current statutory minimum standard for
housing, defined under section 604 of the Housing
Act 1985 and as amended by the 1989 Local
Government and Housing Act

29. see footnote 28 
30. Table A6.9 Unfitness by urban/rural split 1996 

and 2001. EHCS 2001.
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Non-decent homes in rural areas

In total, 300,000 vulnerable31 households lived in non-decent housing 
in rural England in 2001. Across all rural areas 190,000 households
(16.3%) in non-decent homes in the private sector are in rural areas and
a further 10.4% (110,000) of all vulnerable households in non-decent
homes in the social sector are in rural areas. Although the majority of 
non-decent homes in rural (and urban ) England are lived in by non-
vulnerable households, vulnerable households are much more likely to
live in non-decent than decent housing in isolated rural areas, regardless
of tenure – in total approximately 57,000 households (see Table 6.4.).

Non-decent homes 2001 1. Non-decent 2. Fail 3. Fail 4. Fail 5. Fail 
Type of location thermal comfort disrepair fitness modernisation

City centre 47.9 33.3 16.8 7.7 8.5

Urban centre 41.5 31.6 13.2 7.1 3.7

Suburban residential 29.6 23.8 7.0 2.8 1.9

Rural residential 25.7 21.6 5.1 2.8 0.7

Village centre 35.7 30.1 12.2 4.5 2.5

Isolated rural 50.1 43.2 15.1 8.4 1.4

Table 6.3 Non-decent homes in rural areas (%)

Private decent Private non-decent Social decent Social non-decent

City centre 38.3 61.8 54.5 45.5

Urban centre 49.9 50.1 64.4 35.6

Suburban residential 60.3 39.6 63.7 36.2

Rural residential 69.1 30.9 65.6 34.4

Village centre 53.0 47.0 60.9 39.1

Isolated rural 40.0 60.1 14.8 85.2

Table 6.4. Vunerable households in non-decent homes in rural areas, 2001 (%)

31. Vulnerable households are in receipt of at least one
of the principal means tested or disability related
benefits including child tax credit and working tax
credit (up to an income of £14,200), but excluding
pension credit (at present).

Note: % may add up to more than 100% as homes may fail for more than one issue.

Source: Table 3 from ODPM (2003) English House Condition Survey 2001. Key findings 

Source: Table A4.30 from ODPM (2003) English House Condition Survey 2001.
www.odpm.gov.uk
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Fuel poverty 
A household is defined as fuel poor if its spends more than 10% of its
income on fuel use and heating its home to an adequate standard of
warmth (21ºC in the living room and 18ºC in other occupied rooms).
Fuel poverty can damage people’s health as well as impact on their
quality of life. The fuel poor suffer more illnesses, such as influenza, heart
disease and strokes. There is also an increased risk of premature cold
related deaths in the winter.

There is a large body of research about fuel poverty in general and fuel
poverty is well recognised as an issue in rural areas. Several surveys
have shown that fuel poverty is both more widespread and more acute
(i.e. severe) in rural than urban areas33. In 1996, 23.8% of rural
households were in fuel poverty, but this had reduced to 11.6% in 2001.
Some limited more recent figures for 2004 show that 7.1% of households
are fuel poor in rural areas compared to 5.6% in urban areas. This
amounts to around 297,000 rural households34. Almost 24% of fuel poor
households live in rural areas35. Levels of extreme fuel poverty (where
households have to spend more than 20% of their income on fuel),
were just over 10% in isolated rural areas.

There are links between non-decent homes and fuel poverty – many fuel
poor households live in non-decent homes (overall 60% of the fuel poor
live in non-decent homes in England). Similarly many homes that fail the
decent homes standard do so because they do not provide a reasonable
degree of thermal comfort (43% in isolated rural areas fail, 30% in village
centres and 22% in rural residential areas). Standards of energy
efficiency are lower in rural areas – average SAP36 ratings are only 32 in
isolated rural areas and 43 in village centres compared to an urban and
national average of 5137.

2.What are the causes?

Homelessness
Homelessness is caused by a range of both structural and personal
factors. There is evidence to show that the personal, social and economic
characteristics of homeless people can include drug and alcohol
problems, physical and mental health problems, long-term
unemployment, poor educational achievement, fleeing domestic
violence and leaving institutions. Homelessness can also be caused by
someone experiencing a traumatic event, the loss of a job (and therefore
income) or a crisis such as a relationship breakdown or dispute.

A national review of local authorities’ homelessness strategies found 
that the three main causes of someone becoming homeless were:
that their parent/friend/other relative was no longer willing (or able) 
to accommodate them; there was a violent relationship breakdown with
their partner; or they had lost their tenancy through the termination 
of an Assured Shorthold Tenancy.

“older people in the UK are dying
because they live in homes without
adequate heating. Cold and damp
homes are not good for people’s 
health”32

32. John Clough, EAGA Chief Executive, 8 February
2006, the Society Guardian

33. National Energy Action (2005) Rural Fuel Poverty
Research Report

34. Building Research Establishment (BRE) (2006)
Detailed Breakdowns of Fuel Poverty in England in
2004. Version 1. April 2006. A summary report
presenting data produced by BRE on behalf of the
DTI and Defra. Based on the 2004 English House
Condition Survey using the full income definition.
Table 28

35. ibid.
36. This measure of energy efficiency is the energy

cost rating as determined by the Government’s
Standard Assessment Procedure (SAP)

37. ODPM (2003) EHCS 2001 op. cit.
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More structural causes relate to the lack of supply and availability 
of alternative, affordable housing and the benefits trap38 (see below).
Nationally, there is a large amount of research evidence on homeless
people without children (and their support needs), but relatively little 
into the support needs of homeless families39. Two recent evaluations40

of policies to tackle homelessness found that there was a need for better
data on the causes, patterns and nature of homelessness. It has also 
been argued that more is known about routes into homelessness than
about pathways out of it41.

A review of rural homelessness was published in 200242, before major
changes were made to homelessness legislation. Nevertheless, this
suggested that one cause of rural homelessness is its relative invisibility,
as there are few rough sleepers and as a result a lack of appropriate
provision. Virtually all social housing provision is for families who are
seen as a high priority group and it has been argued that, “the largest
hole in the current safety net is undoubtedly the lack of rehousing rights
for non-priority groups”43.

Access to affordable housing
The processes leading to a lack of affordable housing for both lower and
increasingly middle income groups in rural areas are well documented.
Rural areas are seen as attractive places to live and generally experience
a high level of demand and inward migration from commuters, people
retiring and seeking those second or holiday homes. At the same time,
the supply of housing is limited due to planning policies which restrict the
supply of land for housing to protect the environment. Government targets
are to build at least 60% of new homes on brownfield land and this has
been exceeded. Studies have pointed to the lack of smaller new homes
built. The majority of new housing in rural areas is built for the “upper
end of the market”, often as four or five bedroomed executive homes.

Combined with this, there has been a low level of social housing
provision, with an insufficient level of new social housing built to replace
sales through the Right to Buy. Only 5% of houses in villages are social
housing, compared to a national average of 23%44. Only 13% of the
housing in predominantly rural districts is owned by local authorities 
or housing associations (compared to 22% in predominantly urban
districts)45. Between 2001 and 2005 there have been about 7,500 additions
to affordable housing in predominantly rural districts each year. Data46

also shows that 19% of new affordable homes were built in these districts
although they contain 23% of the population. Furthermore, between 1980
and 2005, the total stock of housing association and local authority
housing in predominantly rural districts fell by 24% compared to 18% 
in predominantly urban districts47. There is, therefore much evidence
indicating, a shortfall in the funding for and provision of social housing 
in rural areas.

It has also been argued48 that the lack of affordable housing in rural 
areas has been caused by inappropriate planning decisions about what
constitutes sustainable development and sustainable communities (e.g.
concerns over increases in car use through additional house building).
Recent research49 on affordable and supported housing in National Parks
found that “the need for landscape protection has generally constrained
the supply of land for housing, increasing its value and encouraging

38. Cloke P., Milbourne P. and Widdowfield R .(2002)
op. cit.

39. ODPM (2003) The Support Needs of Homeless
Households. Supporting People Research Summary
no. 7, ODPM

40. National Audit Office (2005) More than a Roof:
progress in tackling homelessness; and ODPM
(2004) Local Authorities’ Homelessness Strategies:
Evaluation and Good Practice. Homelessness
research Summary no 1, ODPM 

41. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A.
(2004) op. cit.

42. Cloke P., Milbourne P. and Widdowfield R .(2002)
op. cit.

43. Bramley G., Fitzpatrick S., Karley N. K., Monk S.
and Pleace N. (2005) Evaluation of English Housing
Policy: Theme 1: Supply, Need and Access. ODPM

44. Affordable Rural Housing Commission (ARHC)
(2006) op. cit.

45. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
State of the Countryside 2005

46. ARHC (2006) op. cit. based on unpublished data
from the ODPM

47. ARHC (2006) op. cit. based on data from ODPM
48. For example, ARHC (2006) op. cit.
49. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 

The Provision of Affordable and Supported Housing 
in England’s National Parks
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developers to build larger properties at a price beyond the reach of
many local people”.

The private rented sector has been in decline over recent years and 
in most rural areas there is very little private rented housing. There are,
therefore, few alternatives for people who are unable to afford to buy 
a home on the open market or obtain social housing.

Supported housing
Recent research50 on the housing and support needs of older people in
rural areas found that their choices of alternative, suitable accommodation
were constrained and that low level support services were a crucial way
of helping people to remain in their current home. Based on five case
study areas, the research found that there was a reasonable supply of
sheltered housing although this is not always popular, but that provision
of Extra Care housing schemes varied. In particular, it found that
enabling housing choices in rural areas was not just about housing, but
about making critical links with a range of services, especially transport.
Indeed, “policies and investment aimed at promoting accessibility for
older people were likely to have knock-on effects in terms of helping 
to sustain housing options in rural areas”.

There seems to have been little research into the experiences of other
groups of people in rural areas who either may require more specialised
housing or support to help them remain in their home.

Housing conditions
There are a number of reasons why owner occupiers live in poor
housing conditions. Whilst low incomes and the lack of savings or the
inability to borrow are the main constraints, these financial reasons are
by no means the complete picture. Many owners are unaware of the
condition of their home or fail to give priority to a repair that needs
urgent action; some take more interest in cosmetic and improvement
work than essential repairs; some make a deliberate decision not to
repair if they are planning to move or if they think the cost of repair
would not be regained when the house is sold; and some experience
difficulties in finding a trustworthy builder51. People’s stage in life and
their length of occupancy also influence their repair behaviour, in
particular, older people are less likely to carry out work.

It is unclear the extent to which these factors may vary with rurality, if at
all. There is little evidence on rural homeowners’ repair and investment
behaviour, with the exception of the focus on older people and their care
and repair needs52.

There is also some suggestion that the lack of affordable housing in 
rural areas means that low income households put up with poorer 
quality homes or pay higher housing costs53. For example, one review 
of research suggested that, “private landlords seem to be able in many
markets to continue to rent low quality property, such is the demand for
accommodation”54.

50. Bevan M., Croucher K., Fletcher P., Rhodes D.
and Riseborough M. (2005) The Housing and
Support Needs of Older People in Rural Areas.
The Commission for Rural Communities/ The
Housing Corporation

51. Leather  P., Littlewood A. and Munro M. (1998)
Make Do and Mend: explaining home owners’
approaches to repair and maintenance. The Policy
Press; and Leather P. and Moseley R. (2002)
Investment in Housing: Towards better policies for
repairing and improving the housing stock. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation 

52. For example, Care and Repair England funded 
8 pilot local housing options services for older
people as part of their ‘Should I Stay or Should 
I Go?’ national programme. The evaluation 
included a rural issues evaluation funded by 
the Countryside Agency

53. Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) (2002) 
Rural Fuel Poverty: defining a research agenda

54. Kintrea K. and Morgan J. (2005) Evaluation of English
Housing Policy: Theme 3: Housing Quality and
Neighbourhood Quality. ODPM
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Fuel poverty 
There are four main factors associated with rural fuel poverty –
household income, fuel costs, property type and characteristics 
and access to the gas mains network. Research56 has recently been
completed into the extent to which these contribute to rural fuel poverty
and how they vary across different types of rural areas57. It suggests the
general causes of fuel poverty are more acute in rural areas, where only
65% of dwellings have a mains gas supply58. Fuel costs for alternative
heating fuels, such as electricity, solid fuel or bottled gas, are often 
more expensive (average costs for electrically heated homes are 40%
higher)59. Energy-inefficient housing is also more common in rural 
areas with a higher proportion of older, detached or semi-detached
properties, often built with solid walls.

In general, there is a high level of association between fuel poverty and
old age – over half of the fuel poor are older people (40% are households
with one person over the age of 60 and 13% are couples over 60)60.
There are no rural figures available.

3.What are the policies?

Homelessness policies
There have been some significant changes to homelessness policy in
recent years and there is a Public Service Agreement (PSA) target to
reduce homelessness. In particular, the strategy ‘More than a Roof’
(2002)61 set out new approaches to tackle the personal and social causes
of homelessness (for example, incorporating tackling health addictions
and assisting reintegration for people leaving institutions such as care
homes for young people, prisons, hospitals and the armed forces),
alongside structural issues like housing supply. The Homelessness Act
2002 takes forward much of the approach in the ‘More than a Roof’
strategy. It requires every housing authority to take a more strategic
approach to homelessness by conducting a review of all forms of
homelessness in their area (not just statutory homelessness) and having
a strategy to prevent homelessness and provide accommodation and
support. Greater flexibility has been given to housing authorities to assist
in addressing non-priority homelessness. The Act also extends the
people given priority to include all 16-17 year olds and care-leavers
aged 18-21.

An assessment on tackling homelessness in 200562 examined progress 
in reducing the number of homeless people living in temporary
accommodation (particularly children in bed and breakfast
accommodation)and in tackling rough sleeping, as well as looking at
new, innovative local services. It included rural case studies but did 
not assess performance in rural, compared to other areas. It did note,
however, the difficulty local authorities faced in delivering services to 
a widespread or scattered client group. A further inquiry63 into
performance in tackling homelessness made no specific investigation 
of rural impacts.

55. National Energy Action (NEA) (2005) Rural Fuel
Poverty Research Report

56. NEA (2005) op. cit. quantitative research was based
on 200 interviews in four local authority areas
skewed towards people who were more likely to be
experiencing or vulnerable to fuel poverty 
(e.g. older people, single parent households)

57. NEA (2005) op. cit used the old Countryside
Agency definition of remote and accessible 
rural wards

58. ODPM (2003) English House Condition Survey 2003.
Annual report. They note that dwellings that do not
have gas central heating require higher levels of
insulation to meet the decent homes standard

59. Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) (2002) Rural
Fuel Poverty: Defining a research agenda; and
National Energy Action (2005) Rural Fuel Poverty
Research Report

60. National Audit Office (2003) Warm Front: Helping to
combat fuel poverty. HC769. The Stationery Office

61. ODPM (2002) More than a Roof: A report into
tackling homelessness 

62. National Audit Office (200?) More than a Roof:
Progress in tackling homelessness

63. House of Commons Public Accounts Committee
(2005) The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister:
Tackling Homelessness. The Stationery Office

“I think that in rural areas people...
come from a more independent
background where they have to 
do things for themselves”55
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There has undoubtedly been a dramatic fall in rough sleeping, with the
Government meeting its target to reduce the number of people sleeping
rough by at least two-thirds by 2002. Rough sleeping has, however, been
described as ‘only the tip of the iceberg’.

In relation to young people, it has been argued that housing policy has
tended to focus on the needs of the most vulnerable people, such as
rough sleepers, teenage parents and care leavers, rather than on
mainstream housing for young people64. A review of youth
homelessness65 found that there was no emergency accommodation for
young people in more than a third of rural districts in 2002.

An evaluation66 of progress by local authorities in developing
homelessness strategies included rural authorities and found that,
“districts and especially rural areas, are less well developed in
partnership working – though there are notable exceptions. Unitary and
metropolitan councils were significantly more likely to have linked their
strategy with wider authority strategies such as Community Plans”. It
has been argued67, however, that rural authorities are restricted in their
ability to use the more flexible powers of The Homelessness Act 2002
and cope with the extended definition of ‘priority need’, without a
corresponding increase in affordable housing to rent.

The five year plan, Sustainable Communities: Homes For All, published 
in January 2005, sets out a strategy for increasing housing supply,
affordability, quality and reducing homelessness. Then in June 2005,
Sustainable Communities: Settled homes, changing lives, was published,
setting out a strategy for tackling homelessness and, in particular, actions
to achieve the target of halving the number of households in temporary
accommodation by 2010.

Direct payments enabling individuals to afford housing

Housing Benefit: this aims to contribute towards meeting the 
housing costs of people with low incomes in private or social rented
accommodation (i.e. not owner occupied). It is administered by local
authorities. This is a means tested benefit so that eligibility is based 
on an individual’s financial (including savings) and household
circumstances in comparison to their rental costs. Housing benefit has
been the subject of various reforms in recent years. There appears to be
limited research into housing benefit in rural areas – particularly the
extent to which those eligible are aware of and take-up their entitlement.
Nationally around 63% of tenants68 in the social rented sector received
Housing Benefit in 2000/01, compared to 25% of private tenants. In
general, take-up is higher than for other means tested benefits69.

64. Bynner J., Londra M. and Jones G. (2004) op. cit.
65. Centrepoint (2002) Rural Youth Affairs Briefing 2002.

Centrepoint/ The Countryside Agency
66. ODPM (2004) Local Authorities’ Homelessness

Strategies: Evaluation and Good Practice.
Homelessness Research Summary no 1. ODPM

67. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) Rural
Housing: A place in the countryside?

68. Stephens M. (2005) Evaluation of English Housing
Policy 1975 – 2000: Evaluation of individual housing
policies and technical report. ODPM

69. DWP (2003) Income Related Benefits: estimates of
take-up in 2000/01
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Mortgage interest payments: since 1988 Income Support for Mortgage
Interest (ISMI) is available for owner occupiers who are unable to make
their mortgage payments due to a loss of income. It is generally paid
directly to the mortgage lender and since 1995 has only been available
after a qualifying period of nine months once, private insurance provision
(Mortgage Payment Protection Insurance (MPPI)) is exhausted. MPPI 
is voluntary and take-up has remained low70. Although arrears and
possessions affect only a minority of mortgagors, around 260,000
claimed ISMI in 2001 and 18,280 houses were taken into possession71.
An evaluation of ISMI72 concluded that the safety net is largely ineffective,
although no specific rural evaluation seems to have been undertaken,
or estimates made of the number of households whose homes have
been saved by ISMI or MPPI.

A range of initiatives have been introduced in recent years to enable
people to purchase a home. These include Homebuy (a form of equity
loan where part of the initial purchase cost is met by a Registered Social
Landlord (RSL)), the Starter Homes Initiative and Key Worker Living.
The Starter Homes Initiative – allows key public sector workers to access
‘intermediate housing’ – particularly nurses, teachers and the police, to
buy homes in areas where high house prices would otherwise prevent
them from living in or near the communities they serve. Housing need,
therefore, was not the main determinant of access to subsidised housing
for key workers. Schemes include shared ownership, equity loans and
other help. An evaluation73 found that the scheme had been more
effective in retaining rather than recruiting staff, but that housing costs
alone were not inhibiting recruitment. Local Education Authorities, for
example, operating in rural areas highlighted problems in recruiting 
to rural schools, because of the limited career prospects locally. The
research found concerns over the narrow definition of key workers 
and the exclusion of other low income employees.

Key Worker Living was announced in 2004 and supersedes the Starter
Homes Initiative. It helps key workers in London, the South East and East
of England to buy, rent or upgrade their home through equity loans,
shared ownership and ‘intermediate’ renting (where rent levels are in
between that of social and private landlords)74. There is no initial specific
examination of the impact of the initiative in rural areas in the evaluation.

Increasing the supply of rural affordable housing 

Affordable housing through the planning system 
Circular 6/98 and Planning Policy Guidance Note (PPG)3 set out policies
on the provision of affordable housing through the planning system, so
that a community’s need for affordable housing can be considered in
formulating development plans and deciding planning applications.
Section 106 (s106) of the Planning and Compensation Act 199175 gave
local authorities the power to negotiate with private developers to
provide affordable housing when they develop on allocated or market
sites – so allowing cross subsidy from the private sector in delivering
affordable housing. These are often referred to as ‘section 106
agreements’ or ‘quota polices’.

70. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2005) Inquiry into
British Housing 1984 – 1991: What has happened
since?

71. Wilcox  S. (2002) Housing Review 2002/03. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation, Chartered Institute of
Housing and Council of Mortgage Lenders

72. Ford J. and Quilgars D. (2001) Failing Home
Owners?  The effectiveness of public and private
safety nets, in Housing Studies, 16, 2, pp 147-162

73. Morgan J., Bramley G, Cousins L and Dunmore K.
(2005) Evaluation of the Starter Home Initiative: Final
report. ODPM; and ODPM (2005) Evaluation of
Starter Home Initiative. Research Report No. 221,
ODPM

74. GHK Consulting Ltd. And University of Birmingham
(2005) Evaluation of Key Worker Living: Early
findings; and ODPM (2005) Evaluation of Key
Worker Living. Research Report No 222, ODPM

75. Formerly s52 of the Town and Country Planning Act
1969 and subsequently amended
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A range of research has been undertaken on the effectiveness of these
policies, which has generally concluded that the land use planning system
is now very significant in terms of obtaining contributions of affordable
homes from the private sector76. Whilst most local authorities have
affordable housing policies, it takes longer to develop new affordable
housing through s106. Negotiations over s106 are frequently cited as
reason for delays in the progressing of general housing sites77. However, in
rural areas where there is generally a lower level of new house building,
the opportunity to obtain affordable housing in this way is limited.

The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 has changed the
emphasis of planning from regulation to supporting sustainable
development and covers all planning obligations, not just those for
affordable housing. A suite of new Planning Policy Statements (PPS) are
being produced to support the Act. Of particular relevance is PPS3
which sets out how planning should deliver housing objectives. It was
published in draft in December 2005 and requires Regional Spatial
Strategies and Local Development Frameworks to set out how they will
meet rural housing needs. Sustainability Appraisals are required in
developing local planning policies, but a recent review of affordable
housing suggests that they “are not sensitive to rural circumstances”78.
The review also found widespread concern that regional plans, (Regional
Planning Guidance or the new Regional Spatial Strategies) “are not
providing sufficient numbers to meet rural needs… [and] in some areas
this has resulted in a moratorium on rural development”.

In addition, a specific rural policy (the rural exceptions policy) was
outlined in PPG3 in 2000. Local planning authorities can give permission
for affordable housing to be built on ‘exception sites’ (sites that would 
not normally be granted planning permission and are not allocated for
development in the local plan) provided the housing meets local housing
needs in perpetuity. An evaluation of rural exception sites79 found that
local authorities found the policy complex and time-consuming, where 
it can take as much as six years from finding a suitable site to completion
of a small number of dwellings. It has also been argued80 that the
performance management criteria and requirements used by the
Housing Corporation in providing funding for affordable housing,
can make rural exception sites unviable.

More recently, a new policy of allowing planning authorities to allocate
sites solely for affordable housing where it would support the
sustainability of a rural area has been proposed in PPS3. A review81

found “a reluctance to allocate sites in smaller rural communities has
resulted in a reliance... on rural exception sites to deliver affordable
housing”. Whilst there were some exceptions, it also found that the
existing planning related tools “are not being picked up and used by 
the majority of local authorities” due to a lack of political will, limited 
staff and financial resources, limited skills or knowledge, or difficulties 
in getting proposed policies approved by the Planning Inspectorate.

76. National Audit Office and the Audit Commission.
(2005) Building more affordable homes: Improving
the delivery of affordable housing in areas of high
demand. The Stationey Office

77. Bramley G., Fitzpatrick S., Karley N. K., Monk S. and
Pleace N. (2005) op. cit.

78. ARHC (2006) op. cit.
79. Crook A., Curry J., Jackson A., Monk S., Rowley S.,

Smith K. and Whitehead C. (2002) Planning Gain
and Affordable Housing: Making it Count. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation

80. Chartered Institute of Housing (2005) 
Affordable Rural Housing Commission. Response 
by the Chartered Institute of Housing to the Call 
for Evidence

81. ARHC (2006) op. cit
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Funding for rural affordable housing
Between 1991 and 2005, the Housing Corporation provided funding to
Housing Associations for affordable rural housing through an annual
target in settlements of less than 3,000 population. This was in
recognition of the difficulty of building in small settlements. Over the
years, the target has been met in every year but one. For the 2006/08
allocation, a national target was removed in line with the devolution of
local priority setting to Regional Housing Boards, although boards were
recommended to provide at least the annual levels of funding allocated in
2004/05. In settlements of less than 3,000 population funding will be
available for 4,176 units over two years and in settlements with
populations between 3,000 and 10,000 the allocation is for 2,156 units
over two years82. Concern has also been raised recently that the
additional costs of rural provision are no longer compensated for in the
way that the funding for schemes is calculated by the Housing
Corporation83.

Safeguards to the supply of rural affordable housing
There are policies to ensure that the existing supply of social housing 
in rural areas is retained and rural safeguards have been introduced 
to the schemes which enable those in affordable housing to become
homeowners. The Right to Acquire, which allows eligible tenants of
Registered Social Landlords to buy their home, does not apply in rural
settlements of less than 3,000 people. There are also re-sale restrictions
on council tenants’ right to buy their homes in National Parks, Areas of
Outstanding Natural Beauty and designated rural areas, which require
the property to be resold to someone living or working in the area for
three years, or that the landlord should be be offered the first refusal to
buy back the property if it is resold within 10 years. It has been argued
that there has been limited take-up of these safeguards, partly due to 
the designation criteria and the lack of funding to allow landlords to buy
properties. In addition, Social Homebuy, a scheme which allows people
in rented property to buy a stake in their home, is not available in
settlements of less than 3,000 population. New Build Homebuy schemes
on rural exception sites can limit the amount of equity a resident can 
buy (although this does not apply to homes provided through section
106 agreements.).

Other rural affordable housing initiatives
Rural Housing Enablers are locally based advisers who work closely 
with local communities to assist in the development of local affordable
housing. They are currently funded through Defra’s Rural Social and
Community Programme. An evaluation of the Rural Housing Enabler
programme in 200584 found they were successful in raising the profile 
of rural housing at the local level and were starting to deliver more
affordable housing. However, their geographical coverage was
incomplete, being based mainly in the southwest, southeast and east 
of England.

82. ARHC (2006) op. cit
83. ARHC (2006) op. cit
84. Three Dragons, Smith J. and Broomfield R. (2005)

Review of the Rural Housing Enabler Programme.
Final Report. The Countryside Agency
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Supported housing policies 

The emphasis of policy is now on support services to vulnerable people
in their own homes, rather than specialist buildings for specific groups 
of people. The Supporting People programme provides housing related
support to prevent problems that can often lead to hospitalisation,
institutional care or homelessness and to help the smooth transition to
independent living for those leaving an institutionalised environment85.
It provides revenue funding for ‘low intensity’ support for vulnerable
people in either supported housing (such as sheltered housing, extra
care housing or hostels) or through floating services (peripatetic
services that visit people in their own homes). The services can include
a home visit for a short period each week or an on-site full-time support
worker for a long period of time. Housing related support can include
things like:

• helping people to learn life skills – such as cooking, laundry,
looking after money or understanding tenancy agreements;

• support to get benefits and services – receiving benefits or
registering at the local GP;

• support for training or employment; and
• support through warden or alarm services.

The programme was launched in April 2003 and is administered by
unitary and county authorities, who must assess needs and supply and
produce Supporting People strategies (covering a five year period) for
their areas. The programme is significantly different from the previous
arrangements as it transferred funding from a number of sources,
including housing benefit, over to local authorities. It attempted to
introduce a co-ordinated approach, based on systematic needs
assessments. The costs for Supporting People have been much more
than expected and an independent review was commissioned in
October 2005. A consultation was recently undertaken on the Supporting
People distribution formulae.

There has been limited evaluation of the programme and of the value
and impact of low intensity floating support services. An overall
assessment of the financial benefits86 found that, “although there is a
body of qualitative research that identifies the types of benefits which are
reported, or expected from Supporting People services, as yet there
have not been any large scale evaluations of housing related support for
any client groups and no information on the level of impact that these
services have on the behaviour and experiences of those receiving
them”. The review also found that some benefits were difficult to
measure, such as improved quality of life, increased ability to participate
in the community, decreased fear of crime and easier access to
appropriate services.

An independent review87 concluded that, “there is currently no
understanding about the long term impact of the programme on service
users”, although it did highlight that there is some indication of outcomes
at the point of departure of the service user. The first report after the
introduction of a client record system88 showed that almost 210,000 new
users and single homeless people were the biggest client group and
people aged 18-24 were the largest proportion of new clients. A rural
breakdown is not available.

85. www.spkweb.org.uk
86. Matrix Research and Consultancy Limited (2004)

Supporting People: Benefits Realisation of the
Supporting People Programme. ODPM 

87. Sullivan E. (RSM Robson Rhodes LLP) (2004) Review
of the Supporting People Programme: Independent
review. ODPM

88. JCHR (2004) Supporting People Client records –
annual report 2003/04 
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A further investigation in 200589 found that whilst services had improved,
local delivery was variable – both in terms of quality and type of 
provision and eligibility. It has also been noted that, “evidence from Audit
Commission inspections suggests that many authorities have been slow
to take ownership of Supporting People at the corporate level, thereby
missing opportunities to make best use of the value of its services... and
compared to other local service areas, there is a relatively high number 
of underperforming authorities for Supporting People”90.

An earlier assessment91 of the Rural Supported Housing Programme 
and a more recent review92 of older people and supported housing in
rural areas found low level ‘preventative’ services (such as assistance
with shopping, gardening, home maintenance and engaging in social
activities) were invaluable in enabling people to stay in their own homes.
However, these services were not a statutory requirement nor were they
covered under the Supporting People programme. Most areas were
working hard to get services in place, usually provided by the voluntary
sector with funding from social services and other sources. Similarly,
it found that rural projects needed different delivery patterns to 
urban projects.

Housing quality policies

Improving housing conditions is a key part of Government policy and
there is a PSA target to bring all social housing into decent condition.
This seeks most of the improvement taking place in deprived areas, and
to increase the proportion of private housing in decent condition
occupied by vulnerable groups by 2010. There are three main policies
for tackling private sector non-decent homes and for reducing the
number of vulnerable people living in them: local authority assistance
e.g. grants, low cost loans and equity shares; the warm front programme;
and the housing market renewal fund (and other regeneration initiatives).
However, the nine HMR fund areas are predominantly urban.

Data reveals that in 2001 approximately 3.9% of all rural dwellings were
unfit. This is a reduction from 4.9% in 1996, but the rate of improvement
does not seem to have been as pronounced as in urban areas (which
reduced from 7.8% to 4.2%)93. An investigation in 2004 on the Decent
Homes strategy94 made no specific assessment of whether the decent
homes strategy is working in rural areas.

The 1996 Housing Grants, Construction and Regeneration Act and later
2002 reforms were designed to make the system of private sector
housing renewal more flexible. Mandatory grants for unfit properties
were abolished, which had previously been identified as a major
disincentive to declaration of Renewal Areas by local authorities. In
particular, it has been noted that95 criteria for renewal areas “can prevent
authorities from tackling equally pressing problems in smaller
communities, such as former mining villages...”. The Regulatory Reform
(Housing Assistance) Order (SI 2002/1860) came into force in July 2002
and repealed much legislation on renewal grants to homeowners
replacing it with new powers of assistance. There were also a number of
related reforms in the Housing Act 2004. Local Authorities have a
statutory duty to review the condition of their housing stock and powers
to intervene where they are unacceptable.

89. Audit Commission (2005) Supporting People.
Housing National Report October 2005.

90. ODPM (2005) Creating Sustainable Communities:
Supporting Independence. Consultation on a
Strategy for the Supporting People Programme

91. jointly funded by the Housing Associations’
Charitable trust (HACT), the Countryside Agency
and the Housing Corporation for three years from
1997. Countryside Agency (2002) Support and
Housing in the Countryside: innovation and choice.
Countryside Agency, HACT and the Housing
Corporation

92. Bevan M., Croucher K., Fletcher P., Rhodes D.
and Riseborough M. (2005) The Housing and
Support Needs of Older People in Rural Areas.
The Commission for Rural Communities/ The
Housing Corporation

93. Table A6.9 Unfitness by urban/rural split 1996 
and 2001. EHCS 2001 

94. House of Commons ODPM: Housing, Planning,
Local Government and the Regions Committee
(2004)  Decent Homes. Volume I. Report 

95. DETR (2001) Private Sector Housing Renewal:
Reform of the Housing grants, Construction and
Regeneration Act 1996, Local Government and
Housing Act 1989 and Housing Act 1985
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A baseline survey96 of local authorities following the Regulatory Reform
Order was undertaken on their implementation of new powers for
private sector housing renewal. Although no specific assessment of
progress in rural areas was made, the survey revealed that district
councils were less advanced in their development of policies using 
the new powers.

There is also some more recent information available on the
development and implementation of the new private sector housing
renewal strategies97. Findings suggest some initial policy changes by
local housing authorities, through the introduction of new types of grant
aid, that mean they can address local housing problems more effectively.
Nevertheless, there seems to be a gap between the expectations of
central government and the capacity of local housing authorities to
deliver these programmes. Although the research included rural as well
as urban case studies, the research does not explicitly evaluate whether
the changes have been implemented or are working differently in rural
compared to urban areas.

Small scale repairs and improvements can also be valuable in helping
people remain in their own homes98. There are also a large number of
home improvement agencies which are non-profit making organisations.
Since 1993, funding has come from local authorities via the Supporting
People programme. Whilst many will operate in rural areas, a recent
assessment of their benefits and impacts in rural areas does not seem 
to have been undertaken.

96. ODPM (2003) Implementing new powers for 
private sector housing renewal. Report of the 
initial survey November 2003. Housing Research
Summary no 203

97. Groves R. and Sankey S. (2005) Implementing New
Powers for Private Sector Housing Renewal. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation

98. Sheffield Hallam University (2005) Should I stay 
or Should I Go? Issues for Rural Areas. Care and
Repair England
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Fuel poverty policies99

Tackling fuel poverty is a key policy for the government and it has a 
joint DTI and Defra PSA target. The target aims to end fuel poverty
amongst vulnerable households by 2010 and to end fuel poverty in other
households by 2016. Vulnerable households are defined as those
containing children or who are elderly, sick or disabled. Policy priorities
are set out in the 2001 action plan ‘UK Fuel Poverty Strategy’ and annual
progress reports have been published since 2003. These do not contain
any specific rural monitoring. A further action plan was published in
2004 – ‘Fuel Poverty in England: the Government’s Plan for Action’.

Action has focused on addressing both household income and home
energy efficiency. The latest annual progress report100 shows decreasing
numbers of households in fuel poverty. It estimated that there were 1.2m
fuel poor households in England in 2004 of which one million were
vulnerable households, a reduction from five million and four million.
respectively in 1996. However, there has been little reduction between
2003 and 2004 due to increases in energy prices. The progress report
suggested101 that the number of vulnerable households in fuel poverty
was likely to rise by one million between 2003 and 2006.

Recommendations with specific resonance to tackling fuel poverty in 
rural areas, relate to increased resources for areas with no mains gas,
extending the gas network where possible and where not, providing a
range of other measures. It has been estimated that 40% of the fuel poor
are in areas with no mains gas.

There are some specific issues relating to rurality that seem to make
energy efficiency programmes more difficult to deliver:

• Some homes are affected by heritage or conservation measures,
which restrict the changes that can be made to their physical
appearance;

• rural communities can be less receptive and trusting of help
available;

• there are fewer facilities where people can receive information;
• people are less likely to talk about their needs with others;
• it is more difficult for service providers to identify or locate fuel

poor households;
• some of the more common promotional techniques become more

time consuming and costly in rural areas;
• service providers are influenced by targets and profit margins

which lead to a focus on work in larger centres of population102.

Warmfront
The main programme aiming at the fuel poor in private sector housing 
is Warmfront. This was established in 2000 replacing a previous Home
Energy Efficiency Scheme. It aims to improve energy efficiency for
vulnerable households in fuel poverty in the private sector by providing
grants for insulation, energy efficiency measures and heating
improvements. Grants are available to both private renters and owner
occupiers in receipt of specific benefits and there is a target that 60% 
of grants should go to those aged over 60. By the end of 2005, over 1.1m
households had received assistance103.

99. Other references reviewed but not specifically
cited include: Building Research Establishment
(2005) Detailed breakdown of fuel poverty in
England in 2003. A summary report presenting
data produced by the BRE on behalf of DTI and
Defra. Version 1, July 2005; and Sefton T. (2004)
Aiming High – an evaluation of the potential
contribution of Warm Front towards meeting the
Government’s fuel poverty target in England.
ESRC Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion,
London School of Economics. Nov 2004. A report
to the EAGA Partnership Charitable Trust

100. DTI and Defra (2006) UK Fuel Poverty Strategy:
Fourth Annual Progress Report 2006

101. Fuel Poverty Advisory Group (FPAG) (2006) The
Fuel Poverty Advisory Group Fourth Annual report
2005. Published by DTI on behalf of FPAG

102 National Energy Action (NEA) (2005) Rural Fuel
Poverty Research Report. Based on quantitative
interviews as before and qualitative interviews
with providers and local authorities  

103. DTI and Defra (2006) op. cit.
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An assessment in 2003 found that the Warmfront scheme was poorly
targeted and making a smaller contribution to tackling fuel poverty than
it could. The main issues were:

• a mismatch between eligibility for the scheme and fuel poverty.
Ineligible but fuel poor households include (1) those who could 
be eligible but are not claiming benefits (2) those not considered
‘vulnerable’ (i.e. ineligible for the benefits, with incomes just over
the benefit eligibility level) and (3) people with very high heating
costs in hard to heat homes. Similarly, some households who are not
fuel poor but receiving benefits are eligible for the Warmfront
scheme. Estimates of this group ranged from 70%104 of Warmfront
recipients to around 66% of eligible households105;

• the heating and insulation measures available under the scheme
were insufficient to move households out of fuel poverty;

• problems associated with targeting – only 14% of grants reached 
the least energy efficient homes and there is limited targeting of
households in greatest need (since it is run on a first-come-first-
served basis).

In relation to its rural impact, the assessment106 found a disproportionate
focus on the distribution of grants to urban households largely due to 
the relative ease with which these households can be identified. The
Warmfront measures were only suitable for certain homes – those with
mains gas or cavity walls. It has been suggested that between 5%107 and
10%108 of Warmfront grants were claimed by people living in rural areas.

Since this assessment and a Public Accounts Committee hearing,
there have been some changes to the scheme launched in June 2005109.
It now provides central heating for all eligible households, increasing the
level of grant, targeting action on areas with high proportions of fuel poor
households and increasing the energy efficiency of properties to a level
where there is minimal risk of fuel poverty. In particular, scheme providers
are aiming to promote and target rural areas more and have greater
flexibility to tackle ‘hard to treat’ homes (e.g. by installing oil based central
heating systems)110. These are recent changes and an assessment of their
success in tackling rural fuel poverty has not been made111.

Warm Zones
Warm Zones was a three year initiative launched in 2001 by Defra and
DTI based on five pilot zones112. An evaluation113 of the warm zones 
pilots in their second year found that take up in the rural114 wards of
Northumberland was much lower (at 31%) than in the urban wards
(51%). It suggested that zones with rural areas faced a more difficult task
for a range of reasons:

• difficulties in carrying out assessments due to the dispersed
distribution of the fuel poor;

• the large geographical areas covered making ‘word of mouth’
publicity less effective than in urban zones;

• rural households were less likely to claim the warmfront passport
benefits;

• the measures were less relevant to rural households off the gas
network and possibly built with solid walls;

• a reliance on self assessment forms rather than door to door
assessments, due to the large areas and dispersed distribution; and

• a perceived rural culture of suspicion of outside agencies.

104. National Audit Office (2003) Warm Front: helping
to combat fuel poverty. The Stationery Office

105. Fuel Poverty Advisory Group op. cit.
106. National Audit Office (2003) Warm Front: helping

to combat fuel poverty. The Stationery Office
107. Eaga Charitable Trust (2002) Rural Fuel

Poverty:Defining a research agenda
108. Defra (2004) quoted in NEA (2005) op. cit.
109. Changes were announced in Fuel Poverty in

England: the Government’s Plan for Action,
published November 2004  

110. These changes also take account of some of the
recommendations made by NEA (2005) op. cit.

111. Some limited (non-rural specific) information on
the new phase is available DTI and Defra (2006)
UK Fuel Poverty Strategy: Fourth Annual Progress
Report 2006

112. The WarmZone pathfinders are Hull, LB Newham,
Northumberland, Sandwell and Stockton.

113. Energy Saving Trust (EST), Centre for Sustainable
Energy (CSE) and National Energy Action 
(NEA) (2004) Warm Zones external evaluation.
Second Report

114. Uses the Countryside Agency older classification
of rural wards 
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They also concluded that hard to treat housing packages, beyond 
those within the current Warm Front and Energy Efficiency Commitment
(EEC) programmes, needed to be offered in rural areas (e.g. using oil
central heating boilers, solid wall insulation, renewables and gas 
network extensions).

The final evaluation report115 found that “Warm Zones reached many
more fuel poor and near fuel poor households than would normally have
been reached under a ‘business as usual’ scenario”. However, success
was more likely where there are clusters or concentrations of fuel
poverty in a location and these were “more likely to be urban in nature,
although Warm Zones covering rural areas can be viable if there are
substantial ‘pockets’ of concentrated fuel poverty”. Northumberland,
one of the pilot areas, is currently running a ‘deep rural’ project which
will help identify whether a zones approach is cost effective where 
fuel poverty is dispersed.

The pilot has now finished and Warm Zones Ltd has been established 
as a not for profit subsidiary of National Energy Action (NEA).
It currently works in 18 local authority areas including all five areas
where it was piloted.

Social housing and fuel poverty
Fuel poverty in social housing is now addressed through other
programmes especially the Decent Homes Standard and the EEC.

The EEC: places an obligation on electricity and gas suppliers to
promote improvements in household energy efficiency. The EC for 
2002-05 required suppliers to focus at least 50% of energy savings on a
priority group of low income consumers. The targets were met, but it is
not possible to measure the impact on fuel poverty since it is currently
monitored on energy savings from measures installed, rather than the
number of households receiving measures. Energy companies also
undertake a range of other actions beyond their statutory duties to
promote energy efficiency and a survey found that over 142,000
households were helped outside of the EEC system in 2005116.

Decent Homes Standard: homes receive energy efficiency measures
under the Decent Homes programme or as part of wider local authority
action to improve housing conditions. Evaluation is currently underway
on the extent to which social landlords are carrying out work beyond the
Decent Homes Standard to address fuel poverty.

Mains gas extensions
Work is also being undertaken by a Design and Demonstration Unit
within the DTI to test models of extending the gas network, providing 
gas connections to non-gas communities. It is also currently evaluating
the effectiveness of community based renewable energy sources as a
way of reducing fuel poverty, particularly in rural communities, using
demonstration projects117.

115. EST, CSE and NEA (2006) Warm Zones External
Evaluation. Final report. A report to Defra and DTI
March 2005

116. DTI (2006) Fuel Poverty Monitoring: Energy
company schemes 2004 and 2005. Annex to the
UK Fuel Poverty fourth annual progress report
2006 on www.dti.gov.uk

117. Design and Demonstration Unit (DDU) (2005)
Leap-frogging the Status Quo. Design and
Demonstration Unit First Annual Report. October
2003 – March 2005. DDU, DTI
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4. Summary

• There is a growing body of research evidence on the lack of access
to affordable housing for some people in rural areas.Young people
are particularly affected and the lack of affordable housing is
contributing to the out-migration of some young people from rural
areas. Homelessness appears to be a growing problem in rural
areas, although data fails to capture rural issues such as hidden
homelessness. It has been argued that homelessness in rural areas is,
in part, caused by the limited supply of affordable housing.

• There is some information available on the quality of housing in
rural areas and the housing conditions in which people live.
Considerable numbers of non-decent homes are located in rural
areas, although the reasons for this seem to be poorly understood.
Fuel poverty is well recognised as an issue in rural areas where it
is widespread. Cultural issues such as a reluctance to take-up
entitlements to benefits and grants have been suggested, in part, as
contributing to high levels of rural fuel poverty. Factors such as the
lack of access to mains gas and energy inefficient homes also lead to
high levels of rural fuel poverty.

• There are several policies designed to improve the supply of
affordable housing in rural areas and some evaluations of their
impact have been undertaken. Understanding of the impact of
polices to improve the quality of housing in rural areas is fairly
limited. However, the impact of fuel poverty policies in rural areas
seem to have been well researched.

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 83



84 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Health disadvantage

This section focuses on poor physical health, as well as mental 
health and well-being. Poor health can be both a cause and driver 
of disadvantage. In particular, ill health can increase the risk of
unemployment or worklessness (economic inactivity) and, as a result,
impact on people’s income. It can also impact on other forms of activity
such as social and leisure participation. There are a large number of
different health conditions, so we focus here on the most permanent
health issues such as long term health conditions and those needing
care, since these are the most likely to impact on people’s ability to
undertake day to day activities. We also examine life expectancy. Our
review mainly covers primary health needs, rather than more specialist
needs such as optical health. Care to help someone remain in their own
home (‘supporting people’) is covered in the chapter on housing.

1.What is the problem?

General measures of people’s health, called health outcomes show
better rates of health in rural than urban areas, on average and health
inequalities have often been seen as an urban issue. The proportion who
regarded their health to be ‘very good’ was higher in villages and
hamlets (44.3%), than in town and fringe areas (35.6%) in 20023.
However, these averages tend to mask certain health inequalities and it 
is clear that not all people living in rural areas are healthy: “the rural
poor may be equally at risk of suffering from health inequalities as the
urban poor, but their poorer health outcomes are hidden by favourable
averages”4. It has been suggested that some of the favourable rural
health averages are likely to be explained by differences in the
demographic and socio-economic profiles of rural areas, rather than
by local or spatial issues.

There are also differences between rural areas – a few studies have now
pointed to a ’U’ shape distribution of illness. Research, for example, on
limiting long-term illness shows highest rates in the most urban and the
most peripheral rural areas5. Whilst there is data available on the scale 
of some key health outcomes in rural areas (such as those with limiting
long-term illnesses), there seems to be little understanding of the impact
on people’s day to day lives.

Mortality and life expectancy
The latest available statistics for rural districts show6:

• Infant mortality: there were 4.23 deaths up to the age of one per
1000 live births in 2004 in the most rural districts (‘rural 80’
districts) and 4.15 in rural districts as a whole (Table 7.1).
Data for 20027 (Table 7.2) showed that deaths of infants under one
year were more likely with parents in routine and manual social
class, especially in remote rural areas.

• Male life expectancy8 at birth in 2002-04 is 77.7 for all rural
districts. Men in the most rural districts (‘rural 80’) can expect to
live slightly longer than those in more mixed urban areas.

• Female life expectancy at birth in 2002-04 is 81.7 for all rural
districts. As for men, women in the most rural districts can expect 
to live slightly longer than in more mixed rural/urban areas.

1. Sir Liam Donaldson (2006) Medical Chief 
Welcomes Rural Health Information Guide. Defra
press release 7 February 2006

2. British Medical Association Board of Science (2005)
Healthcare in a Rural Setting

3. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005. Based on the
Health Survey for England 2002

4. Asthana S. and Halliday J. (2006) What Works in
Tackling Health Inequalities: Pathways, policies and
practice through the lifecourse. The Policy Press

5. Barnett S., Roderick P., Martin D. and Diamond I.
(2001) A Multi-level Analysis of the Effects of Rurality
and Social Deprivation on Premature Limiting 
Long-term Illness. Journal of Epidemiology and
Community Health, 55, 44-51

6. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 
The State of the Countryside 2006

7. Countryside Agency (2004) State of the Countryside
2004. Based on ONS Births and Mortality Statistics

8. Life expectancy at birth is an estimate of the
number of years a newborn baby would survive,
were he or she to experience the particular area’s
age-specific mortality rates for that time period
throughout his or her life 

7
“We often think of life in rural areas as
being something of an idyll. But there is
now a wealth of evidence highlighting
issues of rural deprivation and social
exclusion which has a potential impact
on the health of those living in rural
communities”1

“Access to services is a major difficulty
for many rural residents, and there is
evidence that some health outcomes for
rural patients are poor compared with
those from urban areas”2
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A recent study10 on the risk of heart disease found that some coastal 
and rural areas contained the highest proportions of people at risk of
heart disease particularly South and East Dorset (13.6%), North Norfolk
(13.2%), Bexhill and Rother (Sussex) (13%), East Devon (12.8%) and 
East Lincolnshire (12.7%). In comparison, the five areas with least risk
were all in Greater London. It concluded the differences were due to the
age profile of the population, access to health services and lifestyle,
wealth and deprivation.

Suicides
The level of deaths from suicides in rural areas has generally been found
to be higher than in urban areas, although there are local variations. A
recent international review11 on the impact of rurality on health
concluded, “there is probably the clearest evidence that rates in rural
areas, for both sexes…..are worse than those in urban areas”. There is
large variation between different local authority areas. Although there are
high mortality rates from male suicides in remoter areas, there is
considerable variation between these areas. For males aged 15-44, rates
are higher in remoter rural areas (along with coalfields, manufacturing
centres and ports and industrial areas), than elsewhere. For women aged
65 and over, areas classed as coast and country resorts (along with ‘West
Inner London’) had much the highest rates12.

Recent figures13 also show a high suicide rate amongst young men in
rural areas. The rate is 10.7 per 100,000 population for men aged 16-24
in rural districts, and 13.2 in mixed (urban/rural) districts.

9. The Table shows deaths of infants under one year 
of age per 1,000 live births by social class of parent
in 2002

10. TNS and University of Plymouth (2006) Coast Areas
‘Heart Disease Risk’. BBC news 9 February 2006.
and TNS press release ‘TNS Report Identifies
Communities where People are at Risk of Heart
Disease’. Geographic breakdowns were based on
around 400 NHS PCT (or equivalent) areas in the
UK and is based on demographic information,
national healthcare data and interviews with more
than 750,000 people across the UK on lifestyle
choice and medical history

11. Peters J. and Jackson R. (2006) The Impact of 
Rurality On Health: A systemic review. A report by
RERC/SCHAAR, Sheffield for Defra

12. Fitzpatrick J., Griffiths C., Kelleher M. and McEvoy S.
(2001) Descriptive Analysis of Geographic Variations
in Adult Mortality by Cause of Death. Chapter 10 in
C Griffiths and J Fitzpatrick (eds) Geographic
variations in health. Office for National Statistics:
London pp47-60. Analysis based on ONS
classification of local authority areas using 1999
administrative boundaries

13. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005. Based on 
ONS 2005 data

Infant Female life Male life
mortality expectancy expectancy

Rural 80 4.23 81.8 77.8

Rural 50 4.07 81.5 77.5

Significant rural 5.10 81.4 77.3

Rural 4.15 81.7 77.7

Mixed (urban/rural) 4.91 81.0 76.7

England 5.10 80.7 76.4

Table 7.1 Life expectancy in rural areas 2002-04 and infant mortality 2004

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside (2006)

Social Class

Mangerial Intermediate Routine Never worked/ Not
& professional and manual long term classified

unemployed

All rural 1.2 0.8 1.7 0.01 0.4

Accessible rural 1.3 0.9 1.5 0.01 0.4

Remote rural 1.1 0.7 2.1 0.001 0.4

England 1.2 1.0 2.2 0.0 0.8

Table 7.2 Infant mortality by parent’s social class in 20029

Source: Countryside Agency (2004) State of the Countryside (2004) Based on ONS Births and Mortality statistics
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Long term conditions
Many people live with a health condition that limits their ability to cope
with day-to-day activities and the work they can do. Long term conditions
are those that cannot, at present, be cured but can be controlled by
medication or other therapies. They include conditions such as diabetes,
asthma, arthritis and heart disease. Within rural areas, the number of
people with limiting long term conditions is lowest in the smallest
settlements and is higher in the more sparsely populated areas (see
Table 7.3). There seems to be little further information available on the
characteristics of those with limiting long term illnesses in rural areas.

People requiring care
Some people with limiting long term conditions will need help with care.
For some, “failing health, the progression of long-term conditions and
disease and frailty can all limit people from living their normal lives. If
severe, these conditions can restrict people’s ability to carry out even
basic activities of daily living, such as washing and dressing on their own,
let alone being able to get out and lead the fulfilling lives they would
wish”15. As a result some people require social care which covers a wide
range of services including day centres and residential or nursing homes.

The term is also used to cover domiciliary care to people living in their
own homes, such as providing meals on wheels to older people and
home help for people with disabilities.

Over one million older people currently use publicly funded social care
services in England16. Recent research on people needing health related
care and support in rural areas seems to be limited.

14. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 
The State of the Countryside 2006. Based on 2001
Census data

15. Wanless D. (2006) Wanless Social Care Review:
Securing Good Care for Older People: Taking a long
term view. Kings Fund

16. ibid.

Table 7.3 People with a limiting long term illness in 200114

% Number of
people

Less sparse Hamlets and isolated dwellings 15.4 212,858

Village 16.1 529,247

Town & fringe 17.8 755,189

Sparse Hamlets and isolated dwellings 17.1 24,982

Village 18.9 46,477

Town & fringe 21.2 46,264

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside (2006)
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Carers
The term carer is used to describe those who care for others on an
unpaid basis (usually family, partners or friends), to distinguish them
from paid workers such as care workers, home helps and those
employed privately by someone with a care need. Carers themselves 
are a vulnerable group in relation to poor health, and report high levels
of stress, anxiety and depression, as well as general health problems17.
In 2001, people providing care for 50 or more hours a week were 
twice as likely to say they were in ‘not good health’ as the rest of 
the population (21% compared to 11%)18.

There is some information19 on the number of people involved, which
shows that around one in 10 people are carers in rural England (see
Table 7.4). A general assumption could perhaps be made that the
number of people requiring care is similar to the number providing care.
Whilst the vast majority of these provide under 20 hours care per week,
people in sparsely populated areas are more likely to be providing much
longer hours of care (50 hours or more). The amount of time spent
caring also seems to rise with increasing settlement size.

It has been noted that “caring can be an isolating experience. Carers 
are often excluded from the things others take for granted such as having
a social life, going on an evening course, learning new skills for work,
keeping fit or simply having a hobby. This is particularly true for carers
in rural areas...”20. There seems, however, to be relatively little other
information about the circumstances of rural carers and their own
health needs.

Rural specific illnesses
There are also some health problems that are much more common 
to rural areas. There are zoonotic diseases which are infections passed 
to humans from animals that people in the farming community are more
likely to catch. They include food poisoning, rabies, tuberculosis, and
infections with ringworm, orf and cowpox21. However, it is unclear 
the extent to which these occur and the impact they have on 
someone’s daily life.

17. Arksey H. (2004) Access to Health Care 
for Carers: intervention evaluations. London:
NHS Service Delivery and Organisation

18. Carers UK (2005) Facts about Carers.
Based on analysis of 2001 Census 

19. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) op. cit.
20. www.carersuk.org
21. British Medical Association Board of Science 

(2005) op. cit.

Provide As % of those providing care
care as % of 

all people

1-19 hours 20-49 hours 50 or more

Less sparse Hamlet and 11.1 76.9 8.4 14.7
isolated dwellings

Village 10.9 74.8 8.8 16.4

Town & fringe 10.5 71.3 9.7 19.0

Sparse Hamlet and 
isolated dwellings 11.1 72.1 9.8 18.1

Village 11.1 70.4 9.9 19.7

Town & fringe 10.0 68.5 10.1 21.4

Table 7.4 Provision of unpaid care

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside (2006)
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Mental health
One research project suggested that across Britain, there were fewer
people with mental health problems in rural areas (taking into account
factors such as age, marital status, employment and household income)22.
However, this did not address cultural and geographical factors that
could mean health problems are likely to be underreported and
undiagnosed. Another survey23 found that the most isolated people
experiencing mental health problems were young people, ethnic
minorities and people in rural communities. Similarly, another recent
report24 found that mental and chronic health cases were often more
prevalent in rural and remote areas, and that GPs working in farming
communities had to deal with a greater prevalence of anxiety, depression
and suicide (amongst other issues). Information25 from distress calls to
the Rural Stress Information Network (RSIN) reveal commonly
experienced problems relating to financial worries, relationship
problems, health and managing bureaucracy, with people showing signs
of depression and stress.

Comprehensive research is still required to examine the level of mental
health illnesses and morbidity in rural areas. A rural mental health
research programme has recently been established by the national
Mental Health Partnership, which is exploring rural-urban differences.

2.What are the causes?

Health and life expectancy are linked to social circumstances and health
inequalities result from a wide range of factors. “People who experience
material disadvantage, poor housing, lower educational attainment,
insecure employment or homelessness are among those more likely to
suffer poorer health outcomes and an earlier death compared with the
rest of the population”26. Evidence suggests that there are a range of
rural barriers to access to healthcare services including both physical
barriers (distance, lack of transport) and cultural barriers (stigma, self-
reliance, particularly associated with mental health)27.

The link between distance and use
There have been several studies (many of which were undertaken in the
1990’s)28 which reveal a ‘distance decay’ effect - demonstrating a decline
in the take-up of services with increasing distance from them. In other
words, the further people are from health services, the less likely they
are to use them. These have covered illnesses such as cancer, asthma,
diabetes, and breast-screening.

Most recently, evidence29 shows that residents from hamlets and isolated
dwellings appear to make contact with their GP less frequently than
others - 13.8% in a two week period, compared to 19.3% from villages
and 17.4% of urban respondents. Similarly, other data30 has shown that
two-fifths of residents in hamlets and isolated dwellings visited their GP
only once or twice in the year up to September 2002. There is also some
information which points to less hospital use by rural residents. Only just
over 1% of residents in hamlets and isolated dwellings made more than
10 outpatient visits, compared to 3% of urban residents.

22. Weich S., Twigg L. and Lewis G. (2006) 
Rural/ Non-rural Differences in Rates of Common
Mental Disorders in Britain. The British Journal of
Pyschiatry 188: 51-57. Based on a 12 month cohort
study of 7659 adults aged 16-74 living in 4338
private households in England, Wales and Scotland,
and using the ONS classification of rural wards 
and population density

23. MIND (2004) Not Alone? Isolation and 
mental distress

24. BMA (2005) op. cit.
25. Countryside Agency (2004) State of the Countryside

2004. Based on personal communication from the
RSIN February 2004

26. Department of Health (2005) Tackling Health
Inequalities: status report on the programme 
for action

27. Deaville J. (2001) The Nature of Rural General
Practice in the UK – preliminary research. A joint
research report from the Institute of Rural Health
and the general Practice committee of the BMA

28. For example: Betham J., Hinton Hayes R., Lovett A.
and Bestwick C. (1995) Factors Affecting Non-
response to Cervical Cytology Screening in Norfolk,
England. Social science and Medicine 40, 131-135;
Jones A. and Bentham G. (1997) Health Service
Accessibility and Deaths from Asthma in 401 Local
Authority Districts in England and Wales, 1988-92.
Thorax, 52, 218-222; Haynes R., Bentham G., Lovett
A. and Gale S. (1999) Effects of distances to hospital
and GP surgery on hospital inpatient episodes,
controlling for needs and provision. Social Science
and Medicine 49, 425-433; Bain N. and Campbell N.
(2000) Treating Patients with Colorectal Cancer in
rural and urban area: A qualitative study of the
patients’ perspective. Family Practice, 17,6, 475-479;
Bain N., Campbell N., Ritchie L. and Cassidy J.
(2002) Striking the Right Balance in Colorectal
Cancer Care. A qualitative study of rural and urban
patients. Family practice 19,369-374

29. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
30. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

op. cit. Based on the British Household Panel Survey
2002-3

31. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) 
Mental Health and Social Exclusion. ODPM

“Even a short episode of mental 
health problems can have a long term
impact on a person’s life, relationships
and employment opportunities.”31
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The lower level of use of health services seems clear, but the evidence is
not so clear cut in relation to whether this is due to lower levels of need
or other issues. There is also conflicting evidence on the extent to which
lower levels of use impact on health outcomes. One review32 on rural
health argued, “there is a need to expand the research in this area and
look in more detail at whether rurality has an impact on health outcomes,
and how this relates to degrees of rurality”. It also concluded that, “it is
difficult to identify the particular components of access which are to
blame, for example, is it poorer diagnostic facilities, or a feature of rural
populations that they present later?”33 Similarly, another recent review of
the impact of rurality on health concluded that “whether the health
variation and inequalities seen between rural residents is attributable to
variation in individual exposure to determinants of health or issues
around health care provision and/or access, the evidence is unclear”34 .

A study35 on cancer patient survival rates in Scotland indicated that people
remote from cancer centres were more likely to be ‘late presenters’ – 
in other words, seek medical help at a point when the disease is more
advanced. Whilst this first study found no proven link between distance
from cancer centres and survival rate, further research36 found a trend for
increasing distance from a cancer centre to be associated with increased
likelihood of extensive disease at diagnosis (although only at distances
greater than 57km). However, the study did not reveal a difference in
patients requiring emergency admission to hospital or emergency
surgery, despite the more advanced disease at diagnosis. Research37

in East Anglia concluded that inaccessibility to hospital may increase the
risk of deaths from asthma (based on an increased risk of 1.07 for each
10 minute increase in journey time).The impact of ‘late presentation’
seems, therefore, to be somewhat inconclusive.

32. Deaville J. (2001) op. cit.
33. ibid.
34. Peters J. and Jackson R. (2006) op. cit.
35. Campbell N.C., Elliott A.M., Sharp L., Ritchie L.D.,

Cassidy J., and Little J. (2000) Rural Factors and
Survival from Cancer: Analysis of Scottish cancer
registrations, British Journal of Cancer 82: 11, 1863-
1866

36. Campbell N.C., Elliott A.M., Sharp L., Ritchie L.D.,
Cassidy J., Little J. (2001) Rural and Urban
Differences in Stage at Diagnosis of Colorectal and
Lung Cancers, British Journal of cancer. 84: 7: 910-
14. based on 1323 patients in north and north east
Scotland diagnosed with lung or colorectal cancer
in 1995 or 1996

37. Jones A., Bentham G. and Horwell C. (1999) Health
Service Accessibility and Deaths from Asthma.
International Journal of Epidemiology 28: 101-105
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Role of transport
A study on the take-up of breast screening in remote areas found
problems of access were the most significant factor for non-attendance
with increasing distance38. Other research39 found a U-shaped
relationship between distance from services and access to transport,
with travel being the biggest difficulty for those nearest to a surgery.
Those living over five miles away were more likely to have access to a
car. In other words, access was an issue where patients may be more
likely to rely on public transport.

Although the evidence on the impact of distance and accessibility to
health care services on health outcomes seems unclear, there is general
consensus that people living in rural areas have to travel long distances
to obtain treatment and sometimes have long waiting times in clinics
(especially if dependent on public transport). This leads to more 
physical discomfort and fatigue40. Distance can be a particular problem
for patients with an acute illness requiring long term care – who need 
to be seen by a specialist or at a specialist centre at a distance from 
their home. One study41 found the role of distance to regional cancer
centres suggested people living in rural areas were disadvantaged in
comparison to those living nearer the centres. An average of 1,479km
was travelled by the 32 rural cancer patients in the study, over 20 hours
by private car. Another study42 in East Anglia found significant difficulties
for people accessing a GP surgery. 13% could not reach the surgery by
daily bus and 5% of the population were more than a 10 minute journey
away by car with no suitable bus each weekday.

A review on rural health concluded that, “public transport is not the 
most appropriate transport option for sick people, because of timing,
discomfort and lack of skilled support”43. Health related transport
schemes are therefore vital and studies have shown that rural patients
are positive about initiatives that provide services more locally and
reduce travelling time (e.g. outreach services, mobile, telemedicine)44.

Occupational impacts
In addition to the practical difficulties of travel, research has suggested
that other issues may impact on the ability of some groups to access
healthcare including ‘more rigid patterns of working life’45. Manual
workers, for example, are more likely to find it difficult to access
healthcare due to work commitments. There seems to be little research
on how this might impact on people’s access in rural areas.

Housing tenure and car ownership 
Those living in owner occupied homes and with car access have better
health, in general, than others (after taking into account differences in
age, sex, marital status and social class or income). This can in part be
explained since those with their own homes and cars have “higher levels
of mastery, self-esteem and life satisfaction than renters or those without
car access”46. This may explain, to some extent, the urban-rural
differences in average health levels. The researchers conclude that
having money and a good job enable people to obtain these assets,
which give both psychosocial benefits relating to control, status and
security as well as physical benefits of a living environment free from
damp and cold.

38. Stark C., Reay L. and Shiroyama C. (1997) 
The Effects of Access Factors on Breast Screening
Attendance on Two Scottish Islands. Health Bulletin
55,5, 316-321

39. Field K. and Briggs D. (2001) Socio-economic 
and Locational Determinants of Accessibility and
Utilisation of Primary Health-care. Health and 
social care in the community 9, 5, 294-308

40. e.g. in relation to chemotherapy patients in 
rural Scotland. McCavana P (2000) Delivering
chemotherapy in rural areas: Can it work?
Nursing Times 96, 35, 35-36

41. Baird A., Donnelly C., Miscampell N., and Wemyss
H. (2000) Centralisation of Cancer Services in 
Rural Areas has Disadvantages. British Medical
Journal 320, 717

42. Lovett A., Haynes R., Sunnenberg G. and Gale S.
(2002) Car Travel Time and Accessibility by Bus to
General Practitioner Services: A study using patient
registers and GIS. Social Science and Medicine,
55, 97-111

43. British Medical Association Board of Science 
(2005) op. cit.

44. TAS Partnerships (with CAG consultants (2004) 
The Benefits of Providing Transport to Healthcare:
literature review. An unpublished report to the
Countryside Agency

45. Dixon-Woods M., Kirk D., Agarwal S., Annandale E.,
Arthur T., Harvey J., Hsu R., Katbamna S., Olsen R.,
Smith L., Riley R. and Sutton A .(2005) Vulnerable
Groups and Access to Health Care: A critical
interpretive review. Report for the National 
Co-ordinating Centre for NHS Service Delivery 
and Organisation R & D (NCCSDO)

46. Macintyre S., Ellaway A., Kearns A. and Hiscock R.
(2000) Housing Tenure and Car Ownership; Why do
they predict health and longevity? Economic and
Social Research Council (ESRC) Health Variation
Programme Research Findings 7
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Links between health and social isolation
Social interaction is important for good health and socially isolated
people are far more likely to suffer from premature mortality than 
well-connected people. Social participation is covered in Chapter 10 
of this report.

Farming communities have been particularly identified as being 
isolated: “many farming communities are by their nature isolated from
mainstream services, and have developed a culture of self-sufficiency
and stoicism, yet evidence suggests their health needs are actually
greater than in many other sectors of society”48.

An action research project to improve access to health care for farming
communities (farmers, farmworkers and their families) in South Lakeland
and North Lancashire found significant unmet physical and mental health
needs. Of those who asked for a ‘health check’, over half (56%) had
conditions needing referral to their GP or hospital. Of those who sought
advice for a specific symptom, three-quarters had experienced it for
more than a week and 43% for more than a month49.

Cultural barriers
There is some evidence to suggest a lower level of use of health services
in rural areas because of cultural attitudes, particularly self-reliance, as
well as the stigma (linked with visibility) of accessing services in small
rural communities50. Our DVD Hidden Voices attached to this report also
highlights concerns of visibility in using some health services.

One research project51 undertaken in rural Scotland identified the
concerns rural patients had about the confidentiality of rural practice 
and how they “feared accidental exposure of their medical history
through careless use of computer screens, or handling of notes in the
reception area”. In addition, some felt that there were issues they could
not raise with their GP if they were ‘controversial’ or ‘difficult’. This
included, for example, contraceptive advice, gynaecological problems,
counselling regarding HIV infection or sexually transmitted diseases,
alcohol related problems and injuries resulting from domestic violence.
Given that this research is now somewhat dated and carried out in 
areas of rural Scotland that might differ significantly from rural England,
it would be worthwhile revisiting in further research.

Mental health
A wide range of factors have been associated with poor mental health
including socio-economic disadvantage, particularly low-income and
debt, neighbourhood violence and crime, rented housing, unemployment
(especially long-term unemployment) and poor educational attainment.
Negative experiences while in employment are also linked. Low self
esteem, isolation and lack of access to social support, as well as
experiencing prejudice, intolerance or racism have also been linked 
to poor mental health52.

47. Kawachi I. and Kennedy B.P. (1997) Socio- economic
Determinants of Health: Health and social cohesion:
Why care about income inequality? British Medical
Journal 314, 1037- 40

48. BMA (2005) op. cit.
49. Burnett T. M. (2002) Improving Access to Health

Care for Farming Communities. Department of
Health on-line research findings database.
Based on 277 patients in a twelve month period

50. Mitchinson K. (2002) Rural Health and Community
Strategies: Key points for rural health and community
planning. Powys: the Rural Health Forum

51. Clark G. (1997) Health and Poverty in rural Scotland.
Health Bulletin 55, 5, 299- 304. Based on interviews
1993-1995 in Harris, Wester Ross, Angus and 
North Ayrshire

52. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A.
(2004) The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review of
the literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in the
Breaking the Cycle series. ODPM; Social Exclusion
Unit (2004) Mental Health and Social Exclusion

“Socially isolated people die at two or
three times the rate of people with a
network of social relationships and
sources of emotional and instrumental
support”47
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One review of rural mental health research suggested “that the glare of
rural familiarity can feed into the often quite acute under-utilisation of
local mental health services”53. Several studies have found evidence of
the stigma associated with greater visibility in rural areas and the lack of
anonymity has caused difficulties for users who have considered
withdrawing, or withdrawn, from treatment54. Information from research in
rural Scotland55 suggests that the experience of living with mental health
problems can be exacerbated in small rural settlements.

Stigma and discrimination are particularly associated with the
experience of poor mental health and can be problematic in rural areas
with a ‘close-knit’ community. Research suggests, “this can lead to
greater stigma and isolation if the individual is not accepted as part of
the community, although the reverse can also be true; if the individual is
well known, the community might be better able to see the person and
not the problem”56. Indeed, some research has suggested the tolerance
of people with mental health problems. Research57 from Ireland, for
example, found that there were appropriate and inappropriate ways of
‘going’ and ‘being’ mad, eccentricity was acceptable, but there were
boundaries, based on local beliefs and values.

Again the role of transport is highlighted as services can be further away
in rural areas and there is generally a lower level of public transport. In
particular, some people with mental health difficulties may have their
driving licence suspended, which may increase both their social
isolation and access to health as well as other services58.

Carers
Five main types of barriers have been identified for carers in accessing
health care: the lack of awareness of carers’ needs by health care
professionals; the way services are organised (such as long or inflexible
waiting times); carers’ inability to speak English or having certain cultural
beliefs or practices; the carer’s or care recipient unwillingness to seek
help; and a lack of information and knowledge by carers59. The more
demanding the care required, the less likely it is that carers have time to
look after their own health needs. This work recommended further
research into the special problems of access in rural areas.

Carers who live in rural areas can find it difficult to obtain advice and
help. A review several years ago found that, “the amount of help available
to them, from both the statutory services and voluntary organisations,
is generally lower than in urban areas and services may be difficult to
access, involving long journeys to day centres or hospitals... Small centres
of population do not provide a cost-effective base for many services”60.

The challenges of rurality
Funding to local authorities for care provided through social services has
a small element included in the formulae to cover the costs of sparsity
and super-sparsity (based on population density). However, funding
through the NHS does not make a major allowance for rurality in its
allocation formulae. It has been argued61 that the need for health care in
rural areas and the cost of rural service provision are not adequately
reflected in the current funding formulae and that this has implications
for both the quantity and quality of rural provision.

53. Philo C., Parr H. and Burns N. (2003) Rural Madness:
A geographical reading and critique of the rural
mental health literature. Journal of Rural Studies 
19: 259-281

54. Crawford P. and Brown B. (2002) Like a Friend
Going Round: Reducing the stigma attached to
mental healthcare in rural communities. Health 
and Social Care in the Community 10,4, 229-238.

55. Philo C., Parr H. and Burns N. (2003) Social
Geographies of Rural Mental Health: experiencing
inclusion and exclusion: Summary Report.
http://www.geog.gla.a.uk/projects/webstie/main.htm
Based on 4 case study areas of Skye and Kyle 
of Lochalsh, Easter Ross, North West Sutherland 
and Inverness area

56. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) Mental Health and
Social Exclusion. ODPM

57. Scheper-Hughes N (2000) Ire in Ireland.
Ethnography 1,1,117-140

58. Finnegan G. (2003) Mental Health in Rural Areas.
Rural Network News: Rural Community Network
(NI) Magazine

59. Arksey H. (2004) Access to Health Care for Carers:
Intervention evaluations. London: NHS Service
Delivery and Organisation

60. Department for Health (1999) National Strategy 
for Carers

61. For example, Asthana S., Gibson A., Moon G. and
Brigham P. (2003) Allocating Resources for Health
and Social Care: The significance of rurality. Health
and social care in the community 11, 6, 486-493;
and Asthana S., Halliday J., Brigham P. and Gibson
A. (2002) Rural Deprivation and Service Need:
A review of the literature and an assessment of
indicators for rural service planning, South West
Public health Observatory; Baker D. and Hann M.
(2001) General Practitioner Services in Primary 
Care Groups in England: Is there inequity between
service availability and population need? Health 
and place 7, 67-74
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3.What are the policies?

There are a wide range of policies to improve health and tackle health
inequalities. In general, there is a national commitment that patients will
be provided with the same basic level of service wherever they live, in
terms of quality, effectiveness and accessibility. We focus here on those
policies that are designed to improve people’s access to general
primary needs health care. We do not examine access to more specialist
health services (such as services assisting those with drug or alcohol
dependency) or more preventative policies such as promotion of healthy
diets and active lifestyles.

Health inequalities
Tackling health inequalities is a major part of health policy. Following a
large scale review in 199862, the NHS Plan in 2000 put tackling inequalities
on the agenda and a cross-cutting review on health inequalities was
completed in 2002. The current commitment is set out in Tackling Health
Inequalities: A programme for Action (2003). This has two goals: achieving
a Public Service Agreement (PSA) target on health inequality; and
addressing the underlying, and wider, determinants of health inequalities
(such as poverty and poor housing conditions). Other chapters in the
section on Access to Oportunities show what is known about the way
policies are impacting in rural areas on these wider determinants.

The 2002 PSA target was, “by 2010 to reduce inequalities in health
outcomes by 10% as measured by infant mortality and life expectancy at
birth”. This is underpinned by two more detailed objectives:

• “starting with children under one year, by 2010 to reduce by at
least 10% the gap in mortality between routine and manual groups
and the population as a whole

• starting with local authorities, by 2010 to reduce by at least 10% the
gap between the fifth of areas with the lowest life expectancy at
birth and the population as a whole”.

A new PSA target was introduced in 2004 to reduce the inequalities gap
between the fifth of areas with the worst health and deprivation indicators
and the population as a whole by at least 40% for cardiovascular disease
and by at least 6% for cancer. Action is therefore focused on areas with
the worst health and deprivation indicators, through establishing a
‘spearhead’ group of local authorities.

The latest data (for 2001-03)63 monitoring progress against the PSA
targets and a wider range of 12 headline indicators on health inequalities
show that the relative gap in life expectancy had increased, especially for
females, but infant mortality rates had declined in the routine and manual
groups (although the rate of decline was faster for other occupational
groups). There is no specific rural monitoring within the report.

It is probably too soon to evaluate the overall impact of policies to tackle
health inequalities, given their relatively recent introduction and the 
long-term nature of reducing the gaps in the distribution of poor health
between different social groups. Nevertheless, on the whole there 
seems to be have been little specifically rural attention in evaluations
undertaken of the impact of health policies. A review64 on Coronary
Heart Disease notes only the success of emergency response times 

62. Acheson D. (1998) Independent Inquiry into
Inequalities in Health. The Stationery Office

63. Department of Health (2005) Tackling Health
Inequalities; Status report on the programme 
for action

64. Healthcare Commission (2005) Getting to the 
Heart of it: Coronary Heart Disease in England:
A review of progress towards the national standards
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by Ambulance Trusts in rural areas. The assessment of the NHS
Framework on cancer care65 similarly does not evaluate how this is 
being delivered in rural areas, although it did note problems reported 
by patients in travelling to radiotherapy treatment where public transport
is poor and distances to hospital great. An evaluation is currently 
being undertaken for the Commission for Rural Communities on the
effectiveness of health policies on rural health, looking at the NHS 10 
Year Plan (currently about halfway through its life span). The evaluation
will include out of hours provision of GP services and NHS dentistry.

Access to health service policies

Area based approaches
There are 26 Health Action Zones (HAZs), set up in two waves over 1998
and 1999. These are partnerships between the NHS, local authorities 
and the local community (community groups, the voluntary and business
sectors) to improve healthcare in areas with the poorest levels of health.
Together they cover about one-third of the population of England, but 
the three primarily rural HAZs of Northumberland, North Cumbria and
Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly cover around one million people66. Activity
by HAZs is now mainstreamed within the relevant Primary Care Trust.

The national evaluation of HAZs has focused on different aspects of the
programme such as: the health of children and young people; coronary
heart disease and employment; pump priming drug prevention projects
and initiatives for vulnerable young people; and smoking cessation
services. The national evaluation that looked at health inequalities67 noted
the difficulties caused by different operational boundaries and the often
different needs of rural, compared to national priorities, but did not
include a specific assessment of the impact of HAZ in tackling health
inequalities in rural areas. Some local assessments have pointed to the
urban focus even within the more rural HAZs due to the focus on
deprivation indicators of ‘worst wards’68.

65. Commission for Health Improvement (CHI) 
and Audit Commission (2001) National Service
Framework Assessment No 1. NHS Cancer Care 
in England and Wales

66. Halliday J. and Asthana S. (2005) Policy at the
Margins: Developing community capacity in a 
rural Health Action Zone. Area 37, 2, 180-188

67. Benzeval M. (2003) The National Evaluation of 
Health Action Zones: The final report of the tackling
inequalities in health module. Queen Mary
University of London; See also Bauld L.and Judge K.
(2002) Learning from Health Action Zones. Aeneas;
Lawson L., Mackenzie M., Mackinnon J., Meth F. and
Truman J. (2002) National Evaluation of Health Action
Zones. HAZs: integrated case studies – preliminary
findings from fieldwork in spring 2001.
Health Promotion Policy Unit: Department of Health,
University of Glasgow

68. Halliday and Asthana (2005) op. cit.

©
 C

ou
nt

ry
si

d
e 

A
g

en
cy

 / 
N

ic
k 

T
ur

ne
r 

20
06

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 94



95 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Healthy Living Centres (HLCs) aim to provide health, leisure and
community services as well as tackle the wider determinants of health
inequalities. These are lottery funded to target the most disadvantaged
people. There are 350 centres so far. A four year evaluation has been
commissioned running from 2001-2005 and annual reports have been
published during the evaluation69. Of the 20 case study areas chosen for
in-depth evaluation work, five have significant rural components, but as
yet information is not available on the impact of HLCs in rural areas.

NHS Direct
NHS Direct was first launched in 1998 and national coverage was
achieved in 2000. It provides 24 hour/ seven day a week telephone
healthcare advice and there is an associated website service. Whilst it 
is not always a substitute for seeing a doctor, the service may help to
overcome some of the problems associated with distance to healthcare
in rural areas. However, the extent to which the service is used by and
meets the needs of, rural residents, especially those experiencing
different forms of disadvantage, or remote or isolated residents has yet 
to be established. An assessment70 of NHS Direct found that the service
was generally rated highly by users and the target for awareness of the
service (60% of the population) had been met. However, it also found
that not all social groups were aware of, or using, the service equally.
A more recent assessment of the impact of the service is not available,
particularly on whether it has helped to overcome the ‘distance-decay’
effect. The assessment did not examine any potential rural or urban
differences. Another assessment71 by the regulator found it has made 
a big impact in the short time it has been running, but again did not
investigate specifically its rural impact.

Rural Services Standards
Several Rural Services Standards (RSS) relate to health services,
covering access levels to a GP or primary care professional, telephone
services (NHS Direct) and response time targets for ambulances.
Rural figures were not separately available in terms of primary care
appointments, but virtually all patients nationally are seen within the
target wait times of an appointment within two working days to see a 
GP and one working day to see a primary care professional. The annual
monitoring undertaken by the Commission for Rural Communities72

has noted the need for improvement in the collection of rural data.

The percentage of rural Ambulance Trusts meeting the target to respond
to 75% of Category A (life threatening) calls within eight minutes has
improved steadily from 8.3% in 2000/01 to 86.9% in 2004/0573. An
assessment of trusts’ actions on Coronary Heart Disease74 concluded
that most had focused on trying to increase access for patients in those
areas where the ambulance target is harder to reach, particularly in
rural areas, but that there was little evaluation of the success of these
schemes. However, it should be noted that the target could theoretically
be met by focusing effort in the larger towns as some rural ambulance
trusts cover whole counties. Less attention has been devoted nationally
to other targets, including the target for calls relating to patients
already assessed by a GP or other practitioner as being in need of
urgent attention75.

69. Bridge Consortium (2005) The Evaluation of the Big
Lottery Fund Healthy Living Centres. Third Annual
Report of the Bridge Consortium. Big Lottery Fund

70. National Audit Office (2002) NHS Direct in England.
Report by the Comptroller and Auditor General.
HC 505 Session 2002-02: 25 January 2002

71. Commission for Health Improvement (2003) What
CHI has Found in: NHS Direct services: Sector report

72. The Countryside Agency has produced three
separate stand-alone progress reports on the Rural
Services Standard, published in July each year
since 2001-02. Following a review in 2003 of the
RSS by Defra, it was agreed that the RSS progress
report should be included within the Commission
for Rural Communities’ rural proofing report.
The latest information is available for 2004-05 in
Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
Rural Proofing Report 2004-05

73. From April 2006, category B response times will 
be based on a single measure of 19 minutes for
rural and urban areas 

74. Healthcare Commission (2005) op. cit.
75. Commission for Health Improvement (2003) What

CHI has Found in Ambulance Trusts: Sector report
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As well as the emergency response time, Defra’s Public Service
Agreement for the period 2003 to 2006 aimed to improve access to
health care in rural communities by:

• sustaining the number of rural households within 4km of a doctor’s
surgery (including branch surgeries and outreach);

• increasing the range of treatments available outside a hospital
setting, including the provision of 100 one-stop primary care
centres and mobile services serving rural areas.

Defra’s annual departmental report for 2005 noted that the proportion of
rural households within 4km to a doctor’s surgery has been sustained
and there are 109 rural one-stop primary care centres compared to a
target of 100.

Long-term conditions (LTCs)
The NHS Improvement Plan76 identified long-term conditions as one of
the top three priorities for the NHS in the period up to 2008. The National
Service Framework for LTCs was published in March 2005 and has a
particular focus on LTC neurological conditions, but also covers some
generic issues for people with LTCs and disabilities. The focus of activity
is on person-centred care planning, information and support, self-care
and case management. Given its recent introduction, no evaluation has
been undertaken of how it is being delivered.

Mental health policies
The National Service Framework (NSF) for mental health was published
in 1999 and the NHS Plan (2000) extended service standards. The NSF
sets national standards for promoting mental health and treating mental
illness, and sets out performance indicators. It covers mental health
needs of working age adults up to age 65. The NSF was ‘retrospectively
rural proofed’ by Rural Minds and the Rural Mental Health Services
Group (RMHSG)77.

The NHS plan aims to establish: 220 assertive outreach teams for people
with complex needs who traditionally have not maintained contact with
services; 50 early intervention teams to provide support to young people
with psychosis; and 335 crisis resolution teams to support people who
are in crisis at home. Mental health services are now provided by
specialist mental health trusts and there are 85 providers of secondary
mental health services in England.

A review of mental health trusts78 found that providing mental health
services in geographically dispersed rural areas presented particular
problems – requiring service users to travel long journeys to access
services or visit relatives. This was particularly a problem where some
services were only provided on one site, such as electro convulsive
therapy (ECT) or psychiatric intensive care units (PICU). However,
no further rural evaluation was contained in the review. A survey79 of
mental health patients found many patients were not receiving the
care standards set out in the NSF, although the report did not include
a rural analysis.

76. Department for Health (2004) 
NHS Improvement Plan

77. Elder K. (2004) Rural Proofing the NSF for 
Mental Health. MIND

78. Commission for Health Improvement (2004) 
What CHI has Found in Mental Health Trusts:
sector report

79. Healthcare Commission (2005) Survey of Users
2005: Mental health services. A survey in 81 
NHS trusts which provide secondary mental health
services based on questionnaire responses 
from 25,555 patients.

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 96



97 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

The Rural Stress Action Plan80 was established as part of the Action Plan
for Farming in 2000 to support voluntary bodies which help those
suffering from stress in rural areas. Funding has supported awareness
raising, regional support networks through the Rural Stress Information
Network (RSIN), and a rural support initiative fund. The plan aims to
support (1) people connected with the land (2) people who run small
businesses and their employees (3) those in debt in rural areas and (4)
high risk occupational groups (e.g. farmers and agricultural workers). Its
primary focus is, therefore, on the farming community.

Access to (i) crisis services and (ii) child and adolescent mental health
services are contained in Defra’s PSA on improving access to services 
in rural areas, although Defra does not deliver these services itself.
No monitoring information is available yet.

Provision for people needing care
The responsibility to provide social care rests principally with local
councils. There seem to be no national rural data on access to care in
day centres or nursing homes in rural areas, nor on the provision of
community care services such as care at home or meals on wheels.
Since 1998, there has been an increase of 43% in the number of
households receiving intensive homecare in England81. There is only
limited information on how these services are operating in rural areas 
or meeting rural people’s needs.

The first ever inspection82 of how community care is delivered in 
rural areas was undertaken in 1999 and found that social services
departments face particular challenges. It focused on care provision to
older people and adults with disabilities. Despite some innovative work
by authorities, the inspection found services can be more difficult to
access in rural areas and that there was evidence of a lack of choice
sometimes leading to people not using services. This research is now
rather dated, given the changes in policy to provide more community
based care and it could usefully be revisited.

However, some sector specific reports have noted issues related to
rurality. One review83 found that, in relation to older people’s services,
“most councils with rural areas were finding it difficult to ensure
equitable access to services... particularly for domicilary care where
staffing recruitment was difficult. Transport and service costs were
frequent issues”. They concluded the “best councils had recognised that
contract premiums, innovative transport and greater use of direct
payments could help to overcome challenges”.

Similarly an inspection report84 on services for people with learning
disabilities found that in predominantly rural counties, “it was difficult to
offer services which were appropriate and local. In these counties direct
payment arrangements offered better choice and flexibility but such
schemes were not beyond the development stage for children with
learning disabilities”. They also found that small-scale residential and
day services were available in all councils, but whilst some carers
preferred to attend larger day centres (for up to 150 people), this often
involved “long journeys by specialised transport, particularly in rural
areas with a dispersed population”.

80. Defra (2000) Rural Stress Action Plan
81. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

Rural Proofing Report 2004-05
82. Social Services Inspectorate (1999) Care in the

Country: Inspection of community care in rural
communities. Based on research in eight local
authorities during 1998 – Bedfordshire, Derbyshire,
Lincolnshire, Dorset, Wiltshire, Durham,
East Sussex, and Lancashire.

83. Bainbridge I. and Ricketts A. (2003) Improving
Older People’s Services: An overview of
performance. Social Services Inspectorate,
Department of Health

84. Cope C. (2003) Fulfilling Lives: Inspection of 
Social Care Services for People with Learning
Disabilities. Department of Health
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Another inspection report85 on social care services for physically and
sensory disabled people found that providing effective transport systems
“continues to challenge councils, particularly in rural areas. Lack of
transport limited many people’s access to day services. Disabled people
frequently cited long journeys as an issue. In several instances service
users’ day service had been reduced because of lack of transport”.

The most recent comprehensive overview of social care in England86

reported that, “the development of Sure Start and Children’s Fund
projects has increased the range of services to families in many areas,
though access to services is uneven, especially in rural areas”. The
assessment found wide variation between councils in the availability of
different types of service in their area (beyond what could be explained
by demographic differences) and significant variation in residential care
fees. There is also marked geographical variation in performance
against the National Minimum Standards for all types of service.

The report noted, too, that many people do not meet eligibility criteria
and have difficulty finding the services they need. It also found that
‘simple services’ that would allow people to live independently and
comfortably in their own homes are often overlooked. No information 
is available on the extent to which these are issues in rural areas or 
how it differs between different kinds of rural areas.

Support for carers
The National Strategy for Carers published in 1999 was the first strategy
of its type. There seems to be no information on its success in meeting
the needs of carers in rural areas.

The Carers (Equal Opportunities) Act 2004 gives carers new rights to
information by placing a duty on local authorities to inform carers of 
their right to a Carers Assessment. Previously legislation only offered
carers support in their caring role rather than in their wider lives.
The Act now ensures that work, life-long learning, training and leisure 
are considered when a carer is assessed. It also gives local authorities
new powers to enlist the help of housing, health, education and other
local authorities in providing support to carers. The effect of the Act
should, therefore, give carers more choice and opportunity by ensuring
they receive information about their rights and better equip local
authorities to respond. Given its recent introduction, the impact of the 
Act in meeting rural carers’ needs has yet to be evaluated.

‘Our health, our care, our say’
The recent White Paper on community services87 may begin to address
some of the wider health access issues since it is seeking to move many
hospital based services into more community based settings and to
ensure a patient-centred approach.

85. Clark J. (2003) Independence Matters. An overview
of the performance of social care services for
physically and sensory disabled people. Social
Services Inspectorate, Department of Health

86. Commission for Social Care Inspection (CSCI)
(2005) The State of Social Care in England 2004-05

87. Department of Health (2006) Our Health, Our Care,
Our Say
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4. Summary

• Distance, travel times and availability of transport are critical for
patients in accessing healthcare in rural areas. Those without their 
own private transport are particularly disadvantaged. The degree of
distance has been found to be important in several studies and would
be worthy of further research. This could cover specific illnesses and
services, as well as different client groups.

• Policies that aim to overcome the transport problems that some 
face in rural areas, such as NHS Direct, will be important but their rural
usage and impacts have not been evaluated to date. These alternative
approaches might offer a way of overcoming the rural problems of
maintaining anonymity when taking up services. This may impact 
on people’s willingness to take up health and social care services.

• The new policies to address health inequalities need to be
monitored to ensure that they are working in rural areas.

• Addressing the needs of those with poor mental health are likely to
become increasingly important in rural areas with the forecast growth
in mental health issues. The issue seems to be well recognised in the
farming community, but less so for others in rural areas. Ways of
overcoming the stigma people with poor mental health feel would be
beneficial given the impact this has on their take-up of services.

• Providing support for people needing care and their carers – better
evidence is needed on the problems experienced by carers in rural
areas and the availability of appropriate care services. The information
to date suggests that the quality of care services varies between local
areas and that some services are not meeting the national minimum
standards. A detailed understanding of the barriers local service
providers face would be useful.
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Local retail disadvantage

This chapter examines people’s ability to access key local retail 
services in rural areas and the impact this has on their experience of
disadvantage. It focuses on individual access to fresh food shops, post
offices and the services provided by the post office1. A wide range of
services could have been chosen and we have taken these as examples
of rural services for which there is evidence of declining numbers, as
well as being services which are generally used regularly and locally.
Shopping for fresh food2 is a necessity, and the post office is a key source
of regular information and advice for many, as well as a place to access 
a range of financial services such as pensions and benefits, especially
for those that still choose to cash them in person. Evidence is also
examined to show that both food shops and post offices remain
important in many rural areas as an informal social contact point.
We take a customer, rather than business focus generally considering
business viability and competition issues only in so far as they reflect
customer usage and loss of local outlets. Access to health and 
education services are covered in other chapters of this report3.

1.What is the problem?

Defining access and quality of services
Problems for those living in rural areas in terms of fresh food and post
office services centre on the difficulty of a minority to access these
services. This could be because there is no local service outlet, or
because what exists provides only limited facilities, or because of poor
public transport to retail centres.

1 Post Office Services are those services provided 
at a fixed place: the post office in contrast to postal
services which may also be provided at the post
office but are increasingly also being provided at
other outlets. Where necessary this chapter makes
the distinction

2. Contrast shopping for higher order goods, such 
as electrical goods and furniture which is more
often bought in urban centres - see evidence from
the Commission for Rural Communities to the 
All Parliamentary small shops group – High Street
2015. July 2005. See also House of Commons
(2006) op. cit. below

3. Other references consulted: Countryside Agency
(2002) Rural Services Standard: Third Progress
Report 2003/2004;
Countryside Agency (2004) Rural Services Series
www.countryside.gov.uk/EvidenceandAnalysis;
Defra (2004) Rural Strategy 2004; Defra (2004) 
Rural Services Review – Reviewing Standards 2004,
Department of Trade and Industry (2005)
Connecting the UK: The digital strategy. DTI;
New Economics Foundation (undated) 
Ghost Town Britain: The threat from economic
globalisation to livelihoods, liberty, and local
economic freedom, New Economics Foundation
(2003) Ghost Town Britain(II): Death on the High
Street; Plunkett Foundation (2004) Rural Lifelines –
Older people and rural social enterprise;
Postcomm (2005) Annual Report on the Network 
of Post Offices 2004-2005
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Accessibility is a complex term and has been defined4 as being a 
matter of:

• financial acceptability (e.g. affordable to the consumer);
• acceptability in terms of time taken (e.g. a short walk or bus ride);
• convenience and comfort (e.g. well lit roads, disabled access);
• availability when needed (e.g. ability to make the trip, get a bus,

order home deliveries).

Alongside access issues, disadvantage may result if someone does not
have access to a diverse range of fresh food or access to post office
services. The potential problems people with restricted access to a local
fresh food shop or post office face are shown in Figure 8.1.

Access difficulties can be compounded if someone cannot afford
alternative solutions. Examples of ‘double disadvantage’, which may 
flow where access and income combine, include:

• difficulty affording alternatives to local shopping, such as 
a computer for shopping online;

• difficulty affording products from mobile vans, which may 
be relatively expensive;

• difficulty affording alternative banking facilities, such as online
banking or ATM cash machines with charges.

Restricted local access to diverse fresh food and post office services
Restricted access can often be overcome if someone has access to
transport5, a car or good public transport. Equally, the possible higher
costs of local food is less of a problem if someone is on a higher
income6. Inevitably, therefore, less affluent and less mobile groups will 
be more frequently disadvantaged in terms of access to food shops and
post offices than others.

There is research to show that 68% of households shopping weekly
within the immediate neighbourhood were headed by an individual 
over the age of 50 (with 33% over 65), 37% possessed an annual 
pre-tax income of no more than £10,000 and 16% were non car owing
households. Local rural shops seem therefore, to be used mainly 
by the elderly, low income and less mobile members of the community.
Frequently purchased goods (including perishables and postal services)
were generally purchased for all three household groups within the
‘immediate area’7.

– reduced local access to fresh food 
(and hence a healthy diet)

– poorer local choice of commodities/ brands
– higher priced goods than “urban/larger”

shop equivalent (‘rural premium’)
– loneliness/reduced social interaction from

reduced access to local shops as a
community resource

– difficulty accessing postal services 
( if no alternative outlet)

– difficulty claiming and cashing benefits 
– difficulty claiming and cashing pensions 
– difficulty obtaining cash (if the post 

office is the sole place for this/houses 
a cash machine)

– difficulty cashing cheques (in absence 
of a bank)

– loneliness/reduced social interaction
from reduced access to the post office 
as a community resource

Fresh food shops Post Offices and post office services

Figure 8.1 Potential impacts of restricted access to local retail services

4. Bowden C. (ADAS) and Moseley M (CCRU) 
(2006) The Quality and Accessibility of Services 
in Rural England : A survey of the perspectives 
of disadvantaged residents. Defra.
www.defra.gov.uk/rural/pdfs/research/quality-
accessibility-services-rural-eng-report.pdf

5. Transport disadvantage is covered in its own
chapter in this report

6. Financial disadvantage is covered in its own
chapter in this report 

7. Findley A., Short D. and Stockdale A. (1999)
Migration impacts in rural England.
Countryside Agency 
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Mobility and access 
The role of mobility and in particular, the ready availability of a car 
was looked at in relation to disadvantaged groups in rural areas by
recent research8. The groups surveyed included (these are not mutually
exclusive) those without a car, older people, disabled people, those 
on low incomes, those living in small settlements or isolated dwellings,
ethnic minorities and migrant workers. In general, 70% of all respondents
did have “access” to a motor vehicle (not necessarily as a driver) when
they needed it, although 30% did not. The car was the dominant form 
of travel for the main food shopping trip9 (62% used their own car and a
further 20% relied on lifts). The remaining 18% used a bus, walked, used
home delivery or an occasional taxi. Bus travel featured prominently for
migrant workers and ‘getting a lift’ for disabled adults, car-less young
people (aged 16 to 25), ethnic minorities and migrant workers.

Interestingly, overall, car-less and car-available people did not seem to
differ significantly in the frequency of their food shopping or in the time
spent travelling for their main or top-up shopping.

Additionally, the survey asked about preferences between a close 
to home but relatively more expensive (by £3 a week) village 
(or neighbourhood)10 store, compared to a superstore or shopping
centre. 70% of people preferred a superstore if it was 15 minutes away,
but if located 45 minutes away this fell to 40% favouring the village 
store. Older and disabled people generally favoured the village option,
regardless of distance. Similarly, ethnic minorities (98%) preferred 
a village store to a distant superstore and face to face local provision 
was highly valued by migrant workers.

These findings are confirmed by our recent attitudes survey11. Access 
to a post office locally was less likely to be rated important by younger
people (30% of the under 25s) but more likely to be rated important 
by older people (57% of the over 75s). Equally, those on lower incomes
(less than £10,000 per annum) rated local access as more important than
those on higher incomes (more then £45,000 per annum), 56% and 34%
scoring it very important respectively. Car availability was also a factor,
with 66% of those without use of a car and 45% of those with use of a car
rating local access to a post office as very important. When asked about
availability of local shops, half of the survey respondents (49%) agreed
with the statement “there is a lack of availability of shops selling food 
and other essential items around here” (see Figure 8.2) 

8. Bowden and Moseley (2006) op. cit.
9. Research on food purchasing behaviour reveals 

a difference between main shopping trips and 
top-up shopping 

10. We use the shorthand term Village stores which
covers both village and neighbourhood stores.

11. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis, G.,
British Market Research Bureau (March 2006)
Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage. Commission 
for Rural Communities

Figure 8.2. Agreement that there is a lack of availability of shops selling food 
and other essential items aound here.

Town and fringe

Villages

Dispersed areas

% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Agree alot Agree a little Neither Disagree a little Disagree a lot

Base: All respondents (1010)

Source: Brunwin et.al. (2006) op. cit.

25 13 4 18 39

38 21 7 18 16

29 20 4 20 27
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Recent research12 also confirmed that, in the absence of friends and
family, older people value flexible transport schemes to provide 
access to shops, such as Dial a Ride and voluntary transport schemes 
operating in rural areas.

Doorstep delivery
For many groups, particularly elderly people, a door to door shopping
service is invaluable, since goods can be heavy to carry on public
transport. Other delivery solutions, such as visiting fish vans and bread
vans, also meet this aim, although little current research seems to exist
into their numbers, locations and users13. The milkman often delivers
fresh produce, like bread and juices, but no recent research was found
on this topic.

The use of ICT
The readiness of disadvantaged groups to shop for groceries on the
internet (assuming access to the internet and free delivery) is low, with
52% reporting themselves as “very unlikely” to do so14. Older people are
particularly resistant and accessing services generally via the Internet 
is almost non-existent amongst migrant workers. In contrast, those
disadvantaged groups with access to the internet (e.g parents with
dependent children and ethnic minorities) were more open to the
possibility of internet shopping. Generally, usage by disadvantaged
groups seemed to relate more to acquiring routine information, than
shopping or banking.

Costs of local shopping 
Our chapter on financial disadvantage has already noted a lack of data 
on the costs of living in rural areas. There is some suggestion that 
those on low incomes find local shops to be prohibitively expensive 
compared to supermarkets (see for example our DVD Hidden Voices:
Rural Disadvantage attached to this report)15, but more research is
required to compare prices in local shops with prices elsewhere.
An All Party Committee is looking at unfair competition related to 
the big four supermarkets.

Food deserts
The concept of food poverty is often associated with that of ‘food deserts’
and is defined by the UK Nutrition Task Force as neighbourhoods,
“that are experiencing food poverty as a result of a decline in their local
shopping provision”16. Food deserts only exist for those who do not, or
cannot, shop outside their immediate locality and where there is poor
local provision17.

Research in 2000 shows that those most affected by food deserts include
low income groups, those without a car or with limited car access, older
people, or those with disabilities, “who are often in areas poorly served
by the retail sector such as rural areas or isolated estates”18. Similar work
in 200319 looked at the barriers for rural families to eating five portions of
fruit and vegetables a day. Through focus group interviews, it revealed
that the main barriers to eating ‘5 a day’ include lack of availability, low
income and lack of transport, as well as factors such as limited cooking
knowledge and skills. Poor selection of food and little fresh food has
been suggested as a feature of small, village shops (see for example our
DVD Hidden Voices: Rural Disadvantage, attached to this report)20.

12. Bevan M., Croucher K., Fletcher P. et. al. (2005) 
The Housing and Support Needs of Older People 
in Rural Areas. The Countryside Agency

13. Up to 1997 the Rural Services Survey (Countryside
Agency) counted numbers and locations of mobile
service providers.

14. Bowden and Moseley (2006) op. cit.
15. On Hidden Voices, the DVD accompanying this

report, a single mother on a low income relies on
friends and family to give her a lift to the
supermarket as the food there is much cheaper
than in local shops

16. Economic and Social Justice Research review
(2004) Access to Fresh Healthy Food.
Rapid Research and Evidence Review.
Sponsored by Defra. www.sd-research.org.uk

17. White et. al. (2004) Do food deserts exist? 
A multi-level geographical analysis of the
relationship between food access, socio-economic
position and dietary intake. (N 09010) 
Food Standards Agency 

18. Street C. and Howarth C. (2000) Food Access:
Whose responsibility? New Policy Institute

19. White J. (2003) Barriers to Eating Five a Day Fruit
and Vegetables, Community Practitioner; 76 (10)
October 2003, pp 377-380 

20. On the DVD, Hidden Voices, op. cit. a rural woman
complains that the fruit and vegetables available in
the local shop seem to have seen “better days”
and of the limited choice of products
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Post office services
Rural communities generally value the range of postal services a local
post office provides, whether access to pensions and benefits, handling
passport applications or providing licences, foreign currency and
insurance21. Research shows consistent levels of use of post offices in
rural areas “across all socio-economic groups, except young adults”22.
There is some evidence that community use is greater in small towns
than it is where the post office is the only retail outlet.23

Certain groups are more disadvantaged by absence of a local post 
office than others. Research24 shows that the post office plays a very
important role for the more vulnerable groups. One recent survey25

showed that most use was made of the post office (to which a shop is
often attached) by “the elderly, the poorest and those who find it difficult
to get to the post office”. In particular, a high proportion of the elderly,
disabled, carers and those without a car agreed strongly with the
statement: “I use the post office for services and products that are
important to me”. Three out of four carers, for example, were likely to
use the post office once a week, compared to 59% of all rural residents
surveyed. There is also survey evidence from 199526 that highlights the
important role of post offices to Citizens Advice Bureau clients, who 
are typically collecting benefits and on a low income.

Other recent research27 revealed that older people see the post office 
as important for accessing benefits and financial services. This supports
the anecdotal evidence that, despite fully automated payments and
online banking opportunities, many pensioners will still prefer (if they
can) to collect payments in cash from a local post office. Concern has
been expressed about the adverse consequences for post office
business of automated credit transfers, for example of pension and
benefit payments direct into bank accounts. Not only might this lead 
to closures, but it may reduce the opportunity for social interaction28.

Reduced opportunity for social interaction
Research has shown that post offices play a social role, as much as a
functional one and are an important local informal meeting place. One
survey29 found that over 90% of customers in both rural and urban areas
think the ‘community role’ of post offices is very important. More recent
research30 found that disadvantaged groups rated the post office branch
as a focal point in the community. In areas where a community has lost its
post office, other research31 shows people miss its ‘community services’.
It finds a strong association between being able to go to a local post
office and maintaining independence. For older people, its importance
related both to collecting pensions (12%) and to being a ‘meeting 
place’ (11 %).

According to recent research32 older people in rural areas, especially,
were found to value the post office or local shops beyond their shopping
value, as they offer “the opportunity to meet neighbours, exchange a few
words, and pick up information about events and services”. A trusted
post office worker was often seen as the point of enquiry about benefits
or problems with pension payments. Older people also felt that their
non-appearance at the post office or shop, perhaps to buy the daily
paper, might alert the community to a problem. Concern has been
expressed about the likely reduction in social contact over the coming

21. A full list of services which post offices provide 
can be found on website www.postoffice.co.uk

22. ERM, MORI, SERRL (2001) Post Offices and
Community Needs in Rural and Deprived 
Urban Areas. ERM 

23. ibid.
24. NERA: National Economic Research Association

(2003) Cost –Benefit Analysis of Rural Post 
Office Branches: A Final report to the Postal
Services Commission 

25. MORI (2002) Research done for Postcomm.
Serving the Community VI – post offices’ vulnerable
customers in rural and deprived areas.
www.psc.gov.uk/postoffices 

26. Citizens Advice survey, within NERA (2003) op. cit.
27. Bevan (2005) op. cit.
28. Countryside Agency (2005) Trends in rural services

and social housing 2003-2004
29. ERM (2001) op. cit.
30. Future Foundation (2003) The Future of the Rural

Post Office Network. A report for Postcomm by 
the Future Foundation 

31. NERA (2003) op. cit.
32. Bevan (2005) op. cit.
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years if small shops are lost: “the importance of this cannot be
underestimated for people in less populated regions, such as rural areas,
and people who are less mobile, such as the elderly”33 .

2. What are the causes?

Data on service provision in rural areas, including food shops and post
offices is often depicted in terms of total numbers in a given area and
geographic proximity. However, these statistics only shed a partial light
on the realities of retail disadvantage. They tell us what outlets are
nearby, not what there is available to buy in terms of freshness, variety,
value for money and quality, nor the range of locally available post 
office services. In addition, the existence of disadvantage often relates
more to the nature of the user’s characteristics: chiefly features of poor
access/transport and low incomes. However, insofar as they act as 
a meeting place, total outlet numbers and proximity is relevant.
If either resource disappears or is too far away to get to, then the 
contact disappears.

Even if the local food store is one that offers a good range of fresh
produce it may be that some groups, such as those who are infirm or
have walking difficulties, find walking there impossible and alternatives,
such as home shopping or relying on support from friends, are needed.

The proximity of supermarkets and post offices
Table 8.1 below shows a steady decline in outlets at set distances since
2000. Rural post office closures have reduced overall from 306 closures
in England in 2000/01 to 102 closures in 2005/0634. Data on proximity 
using the new rural definition (Table 8.2) shows, unsurprisingly, that the
more urban the area, the more people live closer to supermarkets and 
post offices.

2000 2004 2005

Post Offices 90% 85% 85%
(within 2km)

Supermarkets 67% 67% 66%
(within 4km)

Table 8.1 The geographic availability of shops and post offices 2000 to 2005

Source: The Rural Services Series (RSS) as reported by the Countryside Agency35

SERRL 2005 Rural Services Series – data indicates proportion of population within a specified
distance of the service

Table 8.2 The geographic availability of shops and post offices in 2005 (%)

Less sparse (%) Sparse (%)

Service Hamlet and Village Town and Urban Hamlet and Village Town and Urban
isolated fringe >10k isolated fringe >10k

dwelling population dwelling population

Post office 68.7 77.7 96.5 99.8 47.6 78.5 95.0 99.0
(within 2km)

Supermarkets 58.8 51.8 83.1 99.9 26.1 26.6 84.8 98.7
(within 4km)

Source: Geographic availability of services: using the new rural definition as reported by the
Countryside Agency (Countryside Agency 2005). SERRL 2005.

33. House of Commons. All Party Parliamentary Small
Shops Group (2006). High Street Britain: 2015

34. Commission for Rural Communities (forthcoming)
Rural Services Standard Report. 2005/06

35. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005
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Whilst this data reinforces the point that fewer people live near to
supermarkets in smaller settlements, it does not reveal the use of market
towns and other urban centres for shopping by residents living in their
rural hinterland. For example, within north Northumberland three market
towns (Berwick on Tweed, Alnwick and Morpeth) account for 68% of
expenditure on food shopping36. Neither does data on geographic
proximity reflect the part played by traditional markets in some rural
towns. Research on the role of markets in northern market towns found
them to be most used by older people and lower social groups, as well
as people living nearby37.

Unfortunately, recent proximity data is only available for supermarkets38,
and there seems to be little data on the proximity of smaller food stores39.

Changes in rural shops
The rural retail sector is substantial and diverse, often far removed from
the traditional image of the small village shop. One estimate is that in
2002 there were at least 57,000 rural shops40. However, between 1998 
and 2002, there was a 2.4 % drop in non specialised food stores and 
an 18.8% drop in specialised food stores in rural regions41. Specialist 
food shops (such as butchers, bakers, and confectioners) seem to face
particular pressures with implications for local access to fresh food.

At the same time, food shopping is becoming possible in non-traditional
outlets, such as petrol forecourts, which offer a facility for those able to
drive or walk there. That said, the number of households within 4km of 
a petrol station has declined between 2000 and 2005 by 1%42. Research 
in Scotland43 shows that petrol stations are particularly important in
locations where there is no easily accessible alternative shop, general
store or post office. In Scotland petrol stations offered on average nearly
seven non petrol services and slighter more in remoter rural areas.

Recent monitoring44 of trends in rural services found that shops “are
moving away from being grocery stores to being convenience stores 
with off licences and chilled or frozen foods and sandwiches”. Conversely,
for some independent shops, survival has come through moving into
specialist niche food markets – such as the food and drink outlets at
Ludlow (South Shropshire) or ethical produce outlets in Garstang,
(Lancashire). Niche markets may often capitalise on selling to higher
income households, as well as leisure shoppers and tourists. This could
deepen disadvantage for vulnerable groups seeking a range of fresh and
affordable produce locally, rather than specialist, premium products.

Increasingly, some supermarkets are moving into smaller rural towns,
where there is sufficient footfall for their smaller “top-up supermarket”45.
There seems to be little available research relevant to disadvantaged
groups on the effects of top-up supermarkets in rural areas, though they
could enable some to ‘top-up’ on fresh produce regularly.

Viability
Many rural shops close simply because they are not commercially
viable, often lacking the footfall in terms of customers to make a profit.
In 2003 research46 concluded that:

• relatively few post office branches are profitable and those that are,
are in larger rural locations;

36. Countryside Agency (2004) Research Note:
The Role of Settlements as Service Centres.
CRN 83 

37. Countryside Agency (2004) by ER economic
consulting, Kendal. The Role of Traditional Markets 
in Revitalising Market Towns

38. Supermarkets are defined as greater than 3,000
square feet in size. Anything smaller than this 
for statistical purposes is defined as a 
convenience store

39. Local shops were counted up to 1997
40. CRC estimate using the new rural definition and

including some market towns with populations 
over 10,000 because of the interdependence 
of many market towns with their surrounding 
rural hinterland

41. Institute of Retail Studies, University of Stirling
(2004) Rural Retailing: Demand and supply 
of business support and training.
For the Countryside Agency

42. Commission for Rural Communities (2005)
The State of the Countryside (2005) op. cit.

43. Raymond K., Collin H. and Sidaway R (1998) 
Petrol Stations in Rural Scotland. Scottish Office 
Central Research Unit 

44. Countryside Agency (2005) Trends in Rural
Services and Social Housing op. cit.

45. “Tesco local”, for example
46. NERA (2003) op. cit.

“Between 1998 and 2002, there was a
2.4% drop in non specialised food stores
and an 18.8% drop in specialised food
stores in rural regions”
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• the benefits accruing to local people from the smallest 20% of post
offices branches do not justify the costs of operating them; and

• almost all rural post offices cost Post Office Limited more to run 
than the revenue they bring in.

There seems to be little research directly on rural shop viability, although
one review noted that “rural areas do not always provide profitable sites
for retailers since many villages contain people who live there but work
in urban areas”47.

Consumer lifestyles and demographic trends  
Trends reflecting increasing affluence and improved mobility underpin
many of the changes in the rural retail sector as do trends related to
weekly and top-up shopping.

Demographic and lifestyle changes are having a bearing on rural
retailing. Linked to greater mobility, is the pattern of commuting from
rural areas to other areas for work. Many nowadays shop away from
home, perhaps in, or near, the place they work and retailers are
providing shops in train and petrol stations48. This potentially diverts
business away from local rural shops, forcing them to respond by, for
example, opening longer, offering greater variety or diversifying into 
non food products and services.

Demographic changes, such as the continued loss of young people and
the growing elderly population, also have a bearing on rural retailing
patterns and consumer demands. Older people may prefer to shop and
withdraw cash locally even if it is more expensive.49

Research into in-migrants to rural areas found that long term residents,
local movers and incomers were all most likely to do their weekly food
shopping in a neighbouring town centre or out of town shopping centre.
A minority of long-term residents (20%) shopped in their immediate
neighbourhood for their weekly food shopping.

Competition, and regulation
A recent review of the ‘high street’51 confirms the growing evidence that
competition from the ‘Big Four’ supermarkets (Tesco, Asda, J Sainsburys
and Wm Morrisons) now seriously affects the ability of independent
small retailers to compete52. In terms of choice for those living in rural
areas, the House of Commons review notes a lack of research into the
effects that out of town development has had on rural areas compared to
research into effects on urban town centres. It reveals that between 1991
and 1997, a total of 4,000 food shops closed in rural areas53. The report
confirms that, “as consumers grow older they become more dependent
on local shops and services” and that changing demographics is leading
to a concentration of less mobile people in rural areas, “placing an
importance on locally accessible retail”.

Research54 into the burdens of red tape and legislation says that it seems
to place greater pressure on smaller businesses, who are unable to cope
as well as the large multiples. The same research cites evidence that the
disappearance of the small shop, and especially the grocery shop, can
lead to “ghost towns, food deserts and social exclusion”.

47. House of Commons (2006) op. cit.
48. Marks and Spencer for example have an 

expansion drive at present aimed at a greater
presence within train and petrol stations 
(Today programme, October 2005) 

49. Bowden and Moseley (2006) op. cit.
50. Findley (1999) op. cit.
51. House of Commons (2006) op. cit.
52. Smaller players such as Marks and Spencer 

and Somerfield along with groups like Spar also
operate in this sector alongside independents.

53. ESRC, cited in House of Commons (2006) op. cit.
54. Rural Shops Alliance (2005) Legislation-Regulation.

The Red Tape Burden on Rural Retailers
www.rural-shops-alliance.co.uk

“Older people may prefer to shop and
withdraw cash locally even if it is more
expensive”
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3.What are the policies?

Responses to the loss of rural shops and post offices range from 
public subsidy to local innovation. Public support policies are largely
underpinned by measures introduced in the Rural White Paper 2000,55

which aim at safeguarding rural services and supporting small
businesses. Those policies related to transport, finance and ICT
disadvantage are covered in other chapters of this report.

Support and subsidy policies

Public Service Agreement target on services
Defra’s Public Service Agreement 4 specifically aims to “improve the
accessibility of services for rural people”. Currently the eight services
selected by Defra to measure performance against PSA 4 do not refer
specifically to shops or post offices, but do relate to topics such as
pensions and public transport. The proposed indicator is that the
improvement achieved in the delivery of selected services should be 
as good in rural areas as it is in urban areas. Defra aims to secure action
through key stakeholders, such as Regional Development Agencies 
and local authorities who manage the delivery of relevant programmes.
Defra has also established a programme of evidence gathering to inform
necessary action, including research into the future of rural services56.

Rural Services Standard and Social Network Payment
A Rural Services Standard (RSS) specific to post offices was first 
published within the 2000 Rural White Paper57. This set out a formal
requirement on Post Office Ltd (POL) to maintain the rural network and
prevent any “avoidable closures of rural post offices”. The commitment
was underpinned by Government support of £150m per year, known 
as the Social Network Payment, initially made available for three years
from April 2003, including a flexible fund of £25 million to demonstrate
innovative ways of delivering postal services in rural areas. This has
been extended for a further two years to April 2008. It was intended 
to allow sufficient time for lessons to be learned from the pilot activities
being carried out by POL to test new ways of delivering services 
in rural areas. Pilots included outreach services to surrounding
communities by van and ordering of services by telephone/internet.

The avoidable closures commitment has been extended to Autumn 2006
to allow wider consideration and debate of the issues raised in a March
2006 report by POL on the pilot activity. The Government intends to
consult on the future of the rural post office network during 2006.

Monitoring information on the closure of rural post offices in England
shows there has been a slow down in recent years, with closure numbers
reducing from 306 in 2000/01 to 102 in 2005/0658. However, the network 
is still declining. Figures59 show the continuing decline in terms of
geographic proximity: 90% of households lived within 2km of a post
office in 2000, compared with 85% in 2005.

55. Defra (2000) Rural White Paper: Our Countryside:
the future

56. University of Gloucestershire: Countryside and
Community Research Unit (CCRU) and University 
of Cardiff (2005) The Future of Services in Rural
England: - a scenario for 2015 CCRU 

57. Defra (2000) op. cit.
58. Commission for Rural Communities (forthcoming)

Rural Services Standard Report op. cit.
59. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

State of the Countryside 2005

“90% of households lived within 2km 
of a post office in 2000, compared with
85% in 2005”
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Rural Business Rate Relief 
Rate relief measures exist for certain rural businesses in rural
communities with a population of under 3,000. This brings a guaranteed
entitlement of 50% reduction in the business rates bill for eligible
businesses – or up to 100% if a local authority so decides. An eligible
business includes:

• the only village general store or post office, as long as it has a
rateable value of less than £7,000;

• any food shop with a rateable value of less than £7,000; and 
• the only village pub or the only petrol station if the rateable value 

is less than £10,500.

Any business in a qualifying rural village with a rateable value of less
than £14,000 can get up to 100% rate relief from their local authority if
the business is considered to be of benefit to the local community. That
decision rests with the local authority.

A survey in 2004 found that of 1,200 small businesses occupying a single
property in England, only 20% of those interviewed thought that they had
ever claimed rate relief. Another finding showed that around 2% of the
survey sample had claimed rural rate relief.60

Vital Villages and advice and support programmes 
Until April 2005 the Countryside Agency ran a Vital Villages programme,
which included a Community Service Grant (CSG) scheme. Qualitative
information61 highlights the assistance given by the CSG to support
innovative ways to maintain shops and post offices. Following the
publication of the Government’s Rural Strategy 2004, delivery of socio-
economic initiatives passed largely to Regional Development Agencies
(RDAs) and this included the completion of existing CSG commitments.
RDAs have responsibility, through PSA 4, to deliver initiatives that
contribute to improving access to services, although a ring-fenced pot
for community based services does not exist. RDAs have also run Rural
Renaissance funds operated according to sub regional criteria. Some
Local Authorities have retained support schemes for village shops.

An evaluation62 of the Vital Villages programme as a whole (of which 
the CSG was a part) notes that over the three year period, 2001 to 2004,
there were 1,246 CSG projects. It identified the main beneficiaries of the
Vital Villages package63 as “the elderly, young people, disabled and low
income groups”. CSG services projects were “slightly more likely in
deprived wards than the other schemes”. Commercial businesses and
charitable trusts made up around two thirds of applicants for CSG grants.

Multi-service outlets and joint provision
The co-location of disparate services in what may be termed ‘multi-
service outlets’ is an increasingly common local response to the
difficulties of service delivery in sparsely populated areas. The most
basic and longstanding example of this is the “village shop cum post
office” merging the two services. Research64 on co-location found it to 
be worthwhile as a means to maintain services in areas of low population
density, benefiting both the providers and users. Other work in 200065

found that because it is often financially advantageous for service
providers to co-exist and co-host, this meant delivery may be possible 
at relatively low unit costs. In a more recent survey66 of four English

60. ODPM (2004) Survey of Small Businesses and 
Rate Relief www.odpm.gov.uk

61. Countryside Agency (2005) Trends in Rural
Services. op. cit.

62. Countryside Agency (2005) Evaluation Report:
Judging the success of the Vital Villages grants
programme

63. Vital Villages comprised Parish Plan Grant 
Scheme, Parish Transport Grant Scheme,
Rural Transport Partnership Grant Scheme as well
as the Community Services Grant Scheme.
See www.countryside.gov.uk

64. Moseley M., Parker G. and Wragg A. (2000) 
The Joint Provision of Services 2000.
Countryside Agency 

65. Harrop A. and Palmer G., (2000) The Costs of 
The Joint Provision of Services in Rural Communities.
Countryside Agency 

66. Moseley M., Parker G. and Wragg A. (2004) Multi-
Service Outlets in Rural England: The Co-location of
Disparate Services. Planning Practice and Research.
Volume 19 (4) November 2004, pp 375-391 (17)
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counties, about a quarter of rural parishes had such an outlet, even
excluding shop/post offices and conventional village halls. Where
services are truly provided jointly, with the partners involved for example
in sharing staff, this is often termed “joint provision”.

At present there is no overarching strategy in place to guide the
development of multi-service outlets and joint provision67. However,
some initiatives have been run. “The Pub is the Hub”68, promotes good
practice solutions, helping to keep pubs viable by co-locating other
services within the pub, such as a shop and a post office. In addition,
joint provision national demonstration projects69 were part funded by 
the Countryside Agency. One, Waters Upton in Shropshire serves 
four villages and six smaller hamlets and provides a host of services,
including a shop, post office and ATM cash machine. A recent
evaluation70 of Waters Upton found little usage by disadvantaged groups
and one of the core income streams (courses put on by the college) was,
potentially prohibitively expensive to the elderly. Other than this, it seems
that there is little evidence of any widespread formal evaluation of the
outcomes of multi-service outlets and joint provision projects.

Community shops and post offices
Community ownership is another local policy response which has been
little evaluated, but seems to have potential in rural areas71. Recent
research by Plunkett, to be published by DTI and Defra72, aims to
understand the reasons behind the rapid growth of community owned
shops in rural England and to assess the longer term potential for their
further development and growth. There are currently around 150 active
community owned shops in rural England. Community owned shops 
are mainly convenience stores, but many also stock local and speciality
foods. Just under 62% of the community shops identified had a 
co-located sub post office. The main factors contributing to their success
are: the demographic characteristics of the community; the local
competition; opportunities for passing trade; co-location with a post
office; the location of the site within the village; and the availability of
people to drive the initiative. The work estimated that 1,047 settlements
(of between 200–900 population) had most of the characteristics
conducive to the development of community shops and 140 had them 
all. There does not, therefore, appear to be any limit which will impede
the growth of community owned shops in the foreseeable future.

The new Defra Community and Social Programme which came into effect
in April 2006 and will operate for two years initially, aims to support the
capacity of the voluntary sector and should have the potential (albeit with
limited funds) to assist community and social enterprises.

ICT solutions and ‘online’ shopping
Online banking services could potentially help tackle disadvantage by
overcoming lack of physical access to banking and financial services,
but only for those who are able to, or can afford to, make use of online
services. Evidence previously outlined indicates that there are groups,
such as older people or the unemployed, who prefer to collect pensions
and benefits in person. More general issues relating to people’s access
to and use of ICT are covered in the chapter on ICT disadvantage in 
this report.

67. University of Gloucestershire (2005) op. cit.
68. Countryside Agency (2001) The Pub is the Hub – 

A good practice Guide. Countryside Agency
69. Countryside Agency (2003) Joint Provision National

Demonstration Projects
70. Cambridge Policy Consultants (2005) 

Waters Upton and Hudson House Evaluation for 
the Commission for Rural Communities

71. Rural Community Councils (Countryside Agency
2005 Trends in Rural Services op. cit.) envisage 
a growth of community shops alongside a growth 
in ‘multi service outlets’

72. Plunkett (forthcoming)- A report for Defra 
and the DTI

“At present there is no overarching
strategy in place to guide the
development of multi-service outlets 
and joint provision”
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4. Summary 

• Sharp decline in the number of local food shops: this is the case
across rural areas, particularly specialist food shops, to a limited
extent offset by food sales in places like petrol stations. Absence 
of local food shops seems to be more of an issue in smaller rural
settlements, though much information relates only to supermarkets
not smaller food shops. There is little evidence on what is stocked
by rural shops, apart from anecdotal evidence on poor choice 
and high priced food.

• Lack of local access to a food shop or post office: this seems 
mostly to be a problem for the minority of rural residents that
cannot go further afield. Evidence suggests that those most
disadvantaged include the elderly, disabled, carers, low income
groups, the unemployed and the immobile (usually meaning without
access to a car). This can lead to problems of poor diet. It also
reduces opportunities for informal meeting and networking.
Evidence shows that post offices- though mostly not commercially
viable - are valued as a local resource for a range of services 
and as an informal meeting place. However, there is a need for
improved data about access to food shops and post offices for
households within rural areas. This should not simply use distance
measures, so painting a clearer picture of access and for whom.

• Impacts, for whom?: further research may be helpful to clarify 
the impacts, and for whom, when a food shop or post office is not
available locally. This could cover issues such as what foods are
available, what post office services are most important, and the
impact of outlets as places for social interaction. Further research
could also usefully expand existing knowledge of the demand for
local food shops and post offices, particularly by vulnerable 
groups. This should build on work being done by Defra and the
post office regulator.

• Policies to subsidise rural post offices: these policies do seem to
have slowed closures, but the future of this subsidy and of the post
office network remains uncertain. Schemes to support village shops
such as the Community Services Grant seem to have been popular
with the rural retail sector. It is too early to assess what will result
from devolving this money to the regional tier. Other policies, such
as rural transport policies, need to be examined alongside retail
policies to facilitate access, particularly for those without access 
to a car and where no local shop or post office exists.

• New and innovative solutions: evidence also suggests a need for
future support policies to focus on developing new and innovative
solutions, particularly developing the idea of multi-service 
outlets and online opportunities. Further research should evaluate
the demand for and barriers to the more widespread adoption 
of multi-service outlets/co-location in different types of rural
communities. In addition, further research is needed to test the
scope for offering ICT related solutions to disadvantaged groups
and alternatives to face to face shopping.

• Out of town development: further research is needed to establish
the effects that out of town development has on local food shops 
and post offices in rural areas.
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Safety disadvantage

This chapter covers the link between being, or feeling safe and people’s
ability to participate fully in society in other words, without being a victim
of crime or living in fear of being a victim of crime. The majority of
people take for granted the ability to go about their daily lives without
becoming a victim of crime. This section examines whether there is
evidence that some rural people or social groups are more likely to be
a victim of crime than others2. Our focus in this section is, therefore, on
personal crime against individuals or private households and their
property. This excludes crime by or against businesses and what has
been termed ‘rural crime’ such as poaching, animal rustling or crimes
against wildlife. Disadvantage related to quality of the environment as a
result of crime and anti-social behaviour (such as graffiti) are covered
in the chapter on local environmental disadvantage.

1.What is the problem?

The experience of being a victim of crime can have a considerable
detrimental impact on someone’s quality of life and well-being, “victims
and witnesses suffer financial and emotional loss and the fear of crime
can mean people feel unsafe, particularly at night”3. The nature of the
crime will clearly help determine the impact on someone’s life, as will
persistently or repeatedly being a victim of crime. People who have
been a victim of crime can experience a range of emotional effects,
such as depression, anxiety, panic and difficulty sleeping, loss of self-
confidence and associated changes in behaviour, poor health and
mental well-being, as well as the more obvious financial loss or physical
loss or injury that might occur. Some victims need to take time off work
to recover. In general, the most costly crimes (in terms of both economic
and social costs) are those with a large estimated emotional and physical
impact, specifically, homicide, wounding, robbery, and sexual offences4.

Some people are more likely to be a victim of crime than others. Those
with higher incomes are more likely to experience vehicle crime and
poorer households are more likely to experience burglary or domestic
violence. Poorer households “often have no option but to expose
themselves to greater danger”5.

Being a victim of crime can also impact unequally on different groups of
people. It can be particularly severe for older people and a small survey
found older victims of burglary declined in health faster than non-victims
of a similar age6. In addition, people on low incomes may be less able to
deal with it7. For example, they may lose income if they are paid by the
hour or by piece-work, or it may be harder to take time off work to
recover from injuries. People on low incomes may also be less able to
replace any stolen items or have little access to savings or assets to help
them deal with the immediate impact of the crime, such as fixing broken
doors or windows8. In general, people with an income of less than
£10,000 a year are more than twice as likely as those with an income of
more than £30,000 to report that their quality of life is greatly affected by
crime and 32% of those who say they would find it ‘impossible’ to find
£100 at short notice report being ‘very much’ affected by experiencing
crime. The comparable figure for those who would find it ‘no problem’ is

“The residual effects of victimisation
and concern about crime can last for
weeks, months or even years, spill over
into many areas of life, and are often
dramatically amplified by both
disadvantage and repetition”1

1. Dixon M., Reed H., Rogers B. and Stone L. (2006)
Crimeshare: the unequal impact of crime. IPPR

2. A number of reports were reviewed which have not
been directly quoted in this chapter. These include:
Crime Concern (2002) Young People in Rural Britain:
Partners in crime prevention; Crime Concern (1995)
Cutting Crime in Rural Areas – A practical guide for
parish councils; Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2004)
A Study of Visible Security Patrols in Residential
Areas; Lawtley A. and Dean M. (2000) Community
Safety in Rural Areas. NACRO; Nicholas S., Povey D.,
Walker A. and Kershaw C. (2005) Crime in England
and Wales 2004/05. Home Office Statistical Bulletin
11/05; Pantazis C. (2006) Crime, ‘Disorder’,
Insecurity and Social Exclusion, chapter 9 in 
Pantazis P., Gordon D. and Levitas R. (eds) Poverty
and Social Exclusion in Britain: The millennium
survey, Policy Press

3. National Audit Office (2004) Reducing Crime:
The Home Office working with Crime and Disorder
Reduction Partnerships. Report by the Comptroller
and Auditor General. HC 16 Session 2004-05 

4. Home Office (2005) The Economic and Social Costs
of Crime against Individuals and Households
2003/04. Home Office online report 30/05 

5. Dixon et. al. (2006) op. cit.
6. Donaldson (2003) quoted in Phillipson C. and

Scharf T. (2004) The Impact of Government Policy 
on Social Exclusion among Older People.
A review of the literature for the Social Exclusion Unit
in the Breaking the Cycle series. Social Exclusion
Unit, ODPM

7. Dixon et. al. (2006) op. cit.
8. Dixon et. al. note some financial assets can help

‘smooth’ income against unpredictable financial
outlays and even small amounts can provide an
important protection (Bynner and Paxton 2001) 

9
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14%9. Whilst figures are not available for rural areas, our new attitudinal
survey10 showed that 23% of rural residents would find it difficult to find
£100 to meet an unexpected expense and 4% would find it impossible.

It has also been argued that the same offences can be experienced very
differently in different contexts. In rural areas, the lack of transport,
physical and social isolation, lack of support services, and rural culture
have all been suggested as local factors that impact on rural victims’
experience11. For example, the theft of a car may make it impossible for
some to travel to work in rural areas. The influence of these issues on
a victim’s willingness to report a crime and the impact on their
experiences of crime is under-researched and often speculative.

Burglary
The incidence of burglary in 2004/05 was 175 per 10,000 households in
villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings and 208 per 10,000 in town and
fringe areas12. There is little research on rural burglary and what types of
property are targeted, nor what types of belongings are stolen. It seems,
however, the risk of being burgled in rural areas is similar for both owner
occupiers and social renters, whereas people in urban areas are much
more likely to be burgled if they rent (either private or social sectors)13.
This may reflect the greater mixing of tenures within rural areas and the
lack of concentrations of single tenure areas.

In rural areas, the risk of being burgled does not seem to vary with a
household’s income. Information (see Table 9.1) shows that 2% of
households with an annual income of less than £5,000 in rural areas were
burgled, compared to 3% of households with incomes of over £20,00014.

The impact of burglary, in financial terms at least, may be less severe
for people who can afford insurance. Statistics for rural areas of Britain
suggest that more people in the smaller settlements have home
insurance – in rural settlements of less than 3,000 people, 17% of
households have no home contents insurance, compared to 29% in
urban settlements of 25,000 or more people15. Nevertheless, the poor
in rural areas are much less likely to have home contents insurance
than other rural households. These households will, therefore, be much
harder hit financially if they do experience a burglary.

Proportion of households burgled Rural Urban

Less than £5k pa 2 5

£5-10k 2 4

£10-15k 2 4

£15-20k 2 4

Over £20k 3 3

Table 9.1. Experience of burglary for different income groups

Source: New Policy Institute (2005) based on British Crime Survey 2002/03 and 2003/04

9. Dixon et. al. (2006) op. cit.
10. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.

(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage: A
Segmentation Analysis Report. A report by BMRB 
to the Commission for Rural Communities

11. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) Crime in Rural
Areas: a Review of the Literature. Jill Dando Institute
of Crime Science for RERC/Defra

12. The British Crime Survey (BCS) is generally
regarded as providing the most accurate figures 
on crime since they go some way to overcoming
the problems of underreporting.

13. New Policy Institute (NPI) website
(www.poverty.org.uk) using the BCS 02/03 based 
on an acorn classification of rural

14. ibid.
15. The NPI indicators (www.poverty.org.uk) Using 

the Tarling definition of rural districts. Based on 
data from the family expenditure survey 2000-01 
(ONS 2002)
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Vehicle crime
During 2004/05, there were 570 vehicle related thefts per 10,000
households in villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings and 566 in rural
town and fringe areas16 .The theft of a vehicle may disproportionately
affect rural victims where there are poorer public transport links and
where victims rely on their vehicles for work17. It may also impact most
on those with limited financial resources. Whilst all car owners are
required to hold third party car insurance (which covers theft), no figures
are available about whether some people in rural areas would struggle
to afford increased insurance premiums following a theft.

Violent crime
Violent crimes are crimes against a person and include domestic
violence, mugging, robbery and assault. In 2004/05, violent crime
incidents were 337 per 10,000 adults in villages, hamlets and isolated
dwellings and 413 in rural town and fringe areas18.

Repeat victimisation 
Repeat victimisation can also, perhaps not surprisingly, have more of an
impact than being a victim of a single crime. Even what might appear
to be relatively minor crimes, might become difficult to bear if they are
repeated and repeat victims can become more vulnerable. There is
some information about the extent to which people experience repeat
victimisation and ongoing harassment in rural areas. In 199920 a
significant number (29%) of crime victims in rural areas experienced
more than one incident. Repeat victimisation of vehicle-related crime
was 25% in rural areas and 45% of victims of violent offences21. However,
there seems to be little in-depth rural analysis about the types of people
who are likely to be repeatedly victimised and the extent to which repeat
victimisation impacts on their lives.

Domestic violence
Gaining accurate figures on domestic violence and sexual assaults is
particularly difficult, regardless of geographic location, although the
physical and social isolation, a lack of support services for victims, rural
culture and poor transport may impact on underreporting in rural areas.
Available evidence suggests that the prevalence of domestic violence in
rural areas is less than it is in urban areas (particularly in inner cities) but
that, nevertheless, 3.3% of females and 1.8% of males in rural areas were
a victim of domestic violence in 200122.

Domestic violence is also strongly associated with repeat victimisation,
though there is no national information on the extent to which rural
victims of domestic violence live with their abuser before or after
seeking help. Some recent evidence suggests that, in general, there is a
link between the experience of domestic violence and household
income. Women in households with incomes of less than £10,000 were
three and a half times more likely to suffer domestic violence than those
with incomes of over £20,00023.

Hate crime
Hate crime is a crime against someone or their property because of
their age, colour, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual identity or
disability. Being a victim of hate crime “can be a particularly frightening
experience... and the effects of hate crime can last for a long time,

16. The survey relates the theft to where the respondent
lives rather than the location of the crime 
(e.g. place of work or elsewhere). This may go
some way to explaining the higher levels of 
vehicle than other crime in rural areas.

17. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) Crime in Rural
Areas: a Review of the Literature. Jill Dando Institute
of Crime Science for RERC/Defra

18. Again, the BCS data record only where the victim
lives and not where the violent crime took place.

19. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) op. cit.
20. British Crime Survey using the ACORN 

classification of rural and for England and Wales.
21. Aust R. and Simmons J. (2002) Rural Crime:

England and Wales. Home Office 01/02
22. The British Crime Survey for 2001 used a

Computer-Assisted Self-Interviewing (CASI)
questionnaire which aimed to increase the rate 
of reporting due to the added privacy and sense 
of anonymity, and found higher rates than typically
in the BCS Marshall and Johnson (2006).

23. Walby S. and Allen J. (2004) Domestic Violence,
Sexual Assault and Stalking: Findings from the 
British Crime Survey. The Stationery Office.

Once someone experiences crime, the
risk of re-victimisation increases
substantially and “research consistently
demonstrates that one of the best
predictors of crime risk is past
victimisation”19
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especially if you have suffered repeatedly”25. There is currently no
information on the scale or nature of hate crime in rural areas, although
some research has recently been commissioned by Defra and the
Home Office.

Fear of crime
The fear of crime can also play a significant part in determining whether
someone feels able to participate fully in society and undertake the
same everyday activities as the majority. For example, walking alone or
being alone in public spaces, walking at night time, travelling on public
transport, and being inside their home alone. It can discourage people
from taking part in local activities, discourage them from social
interaction (making them mistrustful of others), affect the way they travel,
restrict them to returning home before it gets dark and generally affect
going about day-to-day activities. It has also been speculated that living
with a fear of crime can cause greater harm than actual victimisation,
due to the potential for the long-term stress27.

The fear of crime has decreased nationally over the last few years. The
most recent figures28 show that 5% of people in both villages and town
and fringe areas said they felt very unsafe walking alone after dark (see
Figure 9.1). Only 1% of people in rural areas feel very unsafe being
home alone at night. Levels of concern about being a victim of crime
within the next year are higher – with slightly higher levels of people
saying it is very, or fairly likely they will be a victim of crime in the next
year for burglary (12%) and theft of a car (16%) in villages, compared to
town and fringe areas. Around 8% of people are generally worried about
these crimes, although there seems to be no difference between smaller
and larger rural settlements.

Figure 9.1. Feelings of personal safety24
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24. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 
State of the Countryside 2006. Based on figures 
from 2004/5 British Crime Survey

25. Victim support website – www.victimsupport.org.uk
26. Phillipson C. and Scharf T. (2004) The Impact of

Government Policy on Social Exclusion among 
Older People. A review of the literature for the Social
Exclusion Unit in the Breaking the Cycle series.
Social Exclusion Unit, ODPM 

27. Williams F. P., McShane M. D. and Akers R. L. (2000)
Worry about Victimisation: An alternative and
reliable measure for fear of crime. Western
Crimionology review 2, 2.

28. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State 
of the Countryside 2006. Based on figures from
2004/05 British Crime Survey.

“Worries about crime and the fear of
victimisation may have an important
impact on the daily quality of life”26

Villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings Town and fringe

Source: Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside (2006) 
using British Crime Survey 2004/2005
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The data does not show, however, differences in the fear of crime
between different population groups in rural areas and the types of
crime they fear. Nationally, older people are more worried about crime,
and women and older people fear violent assault, although it is young
men who are most likely to experience this. Some limited information 
is available for rural areas which shows that older women in low income
households are much more likely to feel very unsafe walking alone after
dark (27%) compared to older women in higher income households
(17%), reflecting the national picture29. However, there is no other
research exploring the different characteristics of rural people living 
in fear of crime and the reasons for their fear. There is also no rural
evidence about how the fear of crime impacts on people’s lives and
the extent to which it influences their actions and behaviour.

2.What are the causes?

There has been extremely little research undertaken into the causes
of crime in rural areas and why some people are victims rather than
others. Much of the available information is drawn from rural Scotland
or was undertaken some years ago. Attention has instead been on
understanding urban patterns, given the greater level of crime
experienced there. This suggests that there are several interrelated
factors that come together and will lead to whether a crime is committed
or not. These are whether there is a ‘motivated offender’, a suitable
‘target’ and something to deter the offender30.

Offender behaviour
One possibility for the pattern of lower crime levels in less populated
areas, is that most offenders live in urban areas. Indeed, there is a
widespread perception that rural crime is not committed by rural
residents, but rather by people travelling into the area from outside.
Some limited research information is available from rural Scotland,
although this was undertaken several years ago and includes a variety
of rural areas that will bear little similarity to rural England (for example,
an Outer Hebridean island)31. This suggested that rural residents felt that
crimes were committed by three different types of offenders: ‘incomers’,
people who have moved into the local area and ‘lacked investment in
either it or its sense of moral values’; ‘travelling’ or ‘away-day’ criminals
from urban areas particularly in relation to housebreaking or car
theft; and by local ‘rogues’ who were tolerated members of the
local community.

However, research suggests that most criminals commit crimes close
to where they live, through their awareness of opportunities from their
routine travel and living patterns32. This may explain higher levels of
burglary and violent crime in the larger settlements and more densely
populated areas within rural England, since these areas are likely to
have a greater level of movement of people within or through them.

29. NPI Indicators (www.poverty.org.uk) using British
Crime Survey combined data for 2002/03 and
2003/04. Low income household is one with income
of less than £10,000 per year and the definition of
rural here is the ACORN postcode classifications 

30. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) op. cit.
31. Anderson S. (1997) A Study of Crime in Rural

Scotland. The Scottish Office Central Research Unit.
The research looked at the 1993 Scottish Crime
Survey and drew on focus group discussions and
interviews with police officers in four case study
areas: Wester Ross, Angus, Ayrshire and Harris 

32. Wiles P. and Costello A. (2000) The ‘Road to
Nowhere’: The evidence for travelling criminals.
Home Office Research Study 207; Rengert G.
Piquero A.R. and Jones P.R. (1999) Distance Decay
Reexamined. Criminology, 37 (20, 427-446)
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In smaller settlements and less sparsely populated areas, people 
may have less reason to travel to or through these areas for legitimate
reasons, and hence do not develop an awareness of them. There is,
however, no research analysis of the extent to which crime occurs in 
rural areas as a result of being where people are more likely to travel 
to, such as areas with a large number of tourists, or good transport 
links, nor indeed whether the crime in these areas is committed by
‘travelling criminals’ rather than more local residents33.

The socio-economic circumstances and demography of rural areas has
also been suggested as a possible reason influencing the lower levels of
crime34. In particular, offending is more likely to be committed by people
aged 16 to 20, especially crimes of a more opportunistic and less
serious nature. Fewer young people living in rural areas may therefore
be influential. Similarly, offending has been related closely in research to
areas that are more socially and economically deprived and average
levels of deprivation are lower in rural areas. Both of these suggestions
of a lack of ‘motivated offenders’ are, however, unproven.

There seems to be no information on whether crime in rural areas
tends to be more opportunistic or planned, or the extent to which it
is organised.

There is little research on rural burglary and how and why some people
are more vulnerable than others. It has been argued that there are six
factors that influence an offender in stealing property: “He or she wants
to be able to conceal it, remove it, have it available, find it valuable, enjoy
it, and dispose of it readily”35. Some property, is for example, more likely
to be available in rural areas such as tools and tractors. They may be
more concealable and removable in rural areas, “where items can be
put into vans quickly and easily with less people around to witness the
event”36. It has been suggested that items stolen from rural areas are
more likely to weigh more as offenders are more likely to travel by cars
or vans than on foot37.

A lack of neighbours, passers-by and people around to witness an 
event may also lead to some crimes being committed. The extent to
which this influences crime in rural areas is unclear given the generally
lower levels in more sparsely populated areas and points to the 
complex interrelationship between opportunity, target and intervening
prevention influences.

Rural culture
The attitudes and culture within rural communities can also impact on
people’s experience of crime. In particular, the high level of social
cohesiveness within communities can have positive benefits, as people
are more likely to know one another in rural areas and ‘look out for one
another’, or even know there is unusual or suspicious activity. This might
suggest that people with fewer local networks and contacts are more
likely to experience crime, although there is no research on this.

33. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) op. cit.
34. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) ibid.
35. Felson M. (2002) Crime and Everyday Life

(3rd edition). Sage
36. Johnson S. and Marshall B. (2006) op. cit.
37. Felson M. (2002) op. cit.
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However, it has also been found that rural culture can impact negatively
and lead to some crimes being committed or unreported. This is “due
to increased tolerance and ‘techniques of neutralisation’ whereby people
develop a set of justifications that allow them to excuse their, or their
neighbour’s deviant behaviour.”38 This can include the value of ‘minding
one’s own business’, of self-sufficiency by keeping problems within 
the family, or a sense of traditional obedience to husbands. It has been
especially associated in research with domestic violence in rural areas,
as well as racially motivated crimes39.

Crime prevention activity
Levels of crimes experienced by people in rural areas may, in part,
be explained by the crime prevention measures that they take. Recent
evidence40 shows that in rural areas, only 52% of homes have secure
windows and doors, compared with 58% in suburban areas (49% in city
and other urban centres). Suburban dwellings are also more likely to
have burglar alarms, 29% compared with 24% in rural areas and 22% 
in city and other urban centres. Door entry, CCTV and communal 
burglar alarms are more likely to be found in flats located in city and
urban centres. There is no information about why some rural homes 
do not have crime prevention measures and the extent to which this is
because of the household’s inability to afford them or their perceptions 
of and attitudes to, risk.

Other prevention influences
The design and layout of public buildings and areas can also play a role
in preventing or deterring crime, such as the presence of street lighting
or the design of cul-de-sacs. There seems to be no evidence of the
extent to which these features occur in rural areas and the role they play
in leading to lower levels of rural crime, or the unequal experience of
crime in rural areas. There is some information to show that clusters of
vulnerable people may be more susceptible to being targets of crime,
such as concentrations of older people in sheltered housing41.

Policing as a deterrent
Research suggests that rural police officers tend to be more integrated
in the local community than their urban colleagues and often have a
more direct connection with the areas they police42. This leads to what
has been referred to as more ‘informal policing’ in which officers
mediate between a complainant and an alleged offender rather than
enforcing more formal proceedings43. Of course, given its informal
nature, it is difficult to measure the extent to which this approach reduces
levels of crime and whether some people or some types of crime are
more likely to receive this informal attention than others.

Access to support services
Access to services, including information and advice, may also play a
role in why some people experience crime. This can be important where
there is a stigma or lack of social acceptance associated with the crime. In
particular, victims of domestic violence may continue to live in an abusive
relationship because of the lack of alternative local accommodation or
a refuge44. Physical and social isolation can be closely interwoven, and
it has also been suggested that living in an isolated area can make it
easier for the perpetrator to exert control over their partner45.

38. Barclay E., Donnermeyer J. F., and Jobes P. C. (2004)
The Dark side of Gemeinshaft: Criminality with rural
communities. Crime Prevention and Community
Safety: An International Journal 6, 3, 7-22

39. Anderson S. (1997) A Study of Crime in Rural
Scotland. The Scottish Office Central Research Unit;
Williams B (1999) Rural Victims of Crime. In Dingwall
G. and Mooday S. (eds) Crime and Conflict in the
Countryside. University of Wales Press

40. from the latest English House Condition Survey
(2003)

41. Phillipson C. and Scharf T. (2004) op. cit.
42. Anderson (1997) op. cit.; Dingwall G. (1999) 

Justice by Geography: Realising criminal justice in 
the countryside. In Dingwall G. and Moody S. (eds)
op. cit.

43. Williams (1999) op. cit.
44. Stalford H., Baker H. and Beveridge F. (2003)

Children and Domestic Violence in Rural Areas.
Save the Children

45. Mackay A. (2000) Reaching Out – Women’s Aid 
in a Rural Area. East Fife Women’s Aid
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The visibility in accessing services and fear of identification (ranging 
from the doctor’s surgery to the police station to voluntary and statutory
support services) and the lack of anonymity or perceived confidentially 
in rural areas has also been suggested as a factor. Research on domestic
violence found that “women in rural areas face additional obstacles
compared to those living in a town or a city when trying to access help”46.

Access to services could also impact on offenders themselves seeking
help with, for example, drug and alcohol support services47.

Fear of crime
Factors leading to people having a fear of crime include their gender,
age, past experience of abuse and violence, levels of health and
disability and mobility. However, the importance and interrelationships
between all these factors is far from clear and little information is
available on how these interrelate in rural areas.

The role of the ‘rural idyll’ has been suggested as a factor leading to
some people in rural areas having a fear of crime. Given the general
perception of rural areas as safe places to live with low levels of 
crime, the impact of reported incidences can be significant and have 
a disproportionate effect48. The current evaluation of crime by the
Commission for Rural Communities will examine the fear of crime
in rural areas.

3.What are the policies?

The main focus of policy reflected in PSA targets has been on reducing
crime, particularly by reducing the gap between Crime and Disorder
Reduction Partnership areas and by focusing on reducing vehicle crime
and domestic burglary. A target was added in 2004 to reduce the fear 
of crime. There is no overall national policy or strategy for rural policing
or rural crime reduction and no centrally held information about rural
initiatives. At present there is no published evaluation of the range of
community safety policies in tackling rural crime, though an evaluation
has been commissioned by the Commission for Rural Communities.

Crime and Disorder Act 1998
The 1998 Crime and Disorder Act was introduced to encourage
partnership working and placed legal responsibilities on the police and
local authorities to co-ordinate the development of crime and safety
strategies at a local level. Local authorities are required to establish
Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs). The Act also
requires county and district councils to co-operate with town and parish
councils in formulating and implementing strategies for the reduction of
crime and disorder. Under section 17 of the Act, every town and parish
council also has a duty to consider the effects of their actions on crime
and disorder, and to do all they reasonably can to prevent, crime and
disorder in their area.

46. Hester M. and Westmarland N. (2005) Tackling
Domestic Violence: Effective interventions and
approaches. Home Office Research Study 290 

47. Henderson S. (1998) Drugs Prevention in 
Rural Areas: an evaluation report. DPI paper 17.
Home Office

48. Mingay G. (ed) (1989) The Rural Idyll. Routledge
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An evaluation of round one of the CDRPs included a predominantly rural
local authority as a case study, along with one consisting of a town and
surrounding rural area. However, the evaluation did not specially pull out
the success or otherwise of the rural CDRPs49. There also seems to be no
information on the extent to which CDRPS are including and responding
to the needs of the whole community. It has been suggested that there is
“a danger that those people and voices already perceived as a ‘threat’,
and those that do not conform to the rural ideals of the majority, will not
only be excluded from local decision making but may possibly even
become victimised because of it”50.

No overall assessment has been made yet of the impact of the
introduction of Section 17 and the work of town and parish councils,
although this is being considered in the current evaluation of crime by
the Commission for Rural Communities.

A recent evaluation of CRDPs51 found that that the range and diversity of
the projects and initiatives supported by the Home Office were likely to
have contributed to the overall reduction in crime. Although it included
rural locations, the evaluation did not specifically compare rural and
urban progress in tackling crime.

Crime Reduction Programme (CRP) 
The Home Office Crime Reduction programme was an umbrella scheme
covering a range of 15 different themes. It was established in 1999 and
ran until 2002. Evidence of rural impacts is limited:

• an evaluation52 of two repeat victimisation burglary reduction
schemes in a rural area in East Anglia which found that it did not
have an effect, although this was attributed mainly to poor
implementation. For instance, burgled homes only received
preventive measures following two or even three burglaries rather
than after the first offence;

• a CCTV initiative that was providing coverage of public areas.
Round 2 of the CRP CCTV initiative announced in March 2000
placed an additional emphasis on schemes to help reduce the fear
of crime in rural areas. No national evaluation seems to have been
made of the rural impacts of this initiative;

• the Reducing Burglary Initiative was rolled out in three phases
between 1998 and 2002 and comprised of project grants,
distributed on a competitive bidding process through CRDPs, to
areas with a burglary rate of at least twice the national average
(reduced to 1.5 times in Phase 3). The evaluation found the fund
had generated much crime reduction activity, but the 240 projects
funded varied in their achievements. Rural areas and projects were
included in the evaluation sample, although the research did not
explicitly draw conclusions about rural areas53.

An evaluation54 was undertaken of progress in meeting the1999 target
to reduce thefts of, and from, vehicles by 30% over five years. It did not
look at the rural impact although noted briefly some differences in the
implementation of the Automatic Number Plate Recognition system
because of the time taken to set this up in more remote locations.

49. Phillips C., Jacobson J., Prime R., Carter M. and
Considine M. (2002) Crime and Disorder Reduction
Partnerships: Round one progress. Police research
Series Paper 151. Home Office 

50. Yarwood R. (2001) Crime and Policing in the 
British Countryside: Some agenda for contemporary
geographical research. Sociologica Ruralis,
41 (2), 201-219 

51. National Audit Office (2004) Reducing Crime:
The Home Office working with Crime and Disorder
Reduction Partnerships. Report by the Comptroller
and Auditor General. HC 16 Session 2004-05.

52. Jones B. (2003) Doing Problem-solving Across
Borders in Low-crime Areas: The Fens experience.
In Bullock K. and Tilley N. (eds) Crime Reduction
and Problem-Oriented Policing. Willan

53. Hamilton-Smith N. (2004) The Reducing Burglary
Initiative: Design, development and delivery.
Home Office Research Study 287

54. National Audit Office (2005) Reducing Vehicle
crime. Report by the Comptroller and Auditor
General. HC 183 session 2004-2005 
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Tackling crime against vulnerable groups 
There appears to be some assessment of the extent to which crime
safety policies are addressing the needs of particularly vulnerable
people in rural areas. In relation to domestic violence, an evaluation of
the 27 CRP domestic violence projects looked at rural projects as one
of the evaluation themes in looking at what worked and found that
outreach was an important way of supporting rural women55. The
evaluation of the implementation of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998
on racially aggravated offences included case study areas that had rural
coverage and found that in rural and semi-rural areas “police were less
likely to recognise racial harassment, or to think that there was anything
that they could do about it but force practices were not related to the
size of the ethnic minority population”56.

Neighbourhood Watch
There are many Neighbourhood Watch schemes in rural England,
although there is no information on the number of homes or residents
covered. Variations also include Farm Watch, River Watch, HorseWatch,
Church Watch, Guest House Watch and even Milk Float Watch57. Evidence
of their effectiveness is limited, although research from several years ago
found there was much local variation in the impact of schemes58. However,
rural Neighbourhood Watch schemes did reduce the fear of crime.

This may in part be explained by the fact that Neighbourhood Watch
schemes are easiest to organise where there is a high level of social
interaction and of acquaintanceship, and where there is already likely
to be informal surveillance. It has been argued that these schemes are
most likely to be established by people in least need of help themselves
and not in crime hotspots59.

Rural Policing Fund
Following research in 1998 which demonstrated that there were
additional costs associated with policing rural areas, the Rural White
Paper earmarked funds from the Police Modernisation Fund to enhance
the policing service in rural areas, known as the ‘Rural Policing Fund’.
The fund is allocated to 31 police authorities60 according to population
and density, on the basis that they must demonstrate real improvements
in the policing of rural areas, but have discretion to spend the fund as
they see fit such as recruiting additional officers for rural areas. For
2003/04, the Fund was retained as a separate pot outside the main
formula grant system, but is not ring-fenced for rural projects. Although
police authorities are required to set out in Best Value performance
plans how the money has been used, there are no central statistics or
evaluation of its impact. The Commission for Rural Communities current
evaluation is covering projects established under this fund.

Rural police stations
The presence of police stations in rural areas may impact on crime
rates but is also about addressing the public perception of crime. There
has been a gradual closure of small police stations in rural areas and
increasingly officers, stations and facilities are located in urban areas.
Police authorities are required to consult local communities when
considering rural police station closures by publishing plans for station
closures, changes to opening hours or movement to different locations
every year. There does not appear to be an overall evaluation of the
impact of this policy.

55. Hester M. and Westmarland N. (2005) op. cit.
56. Burney E. and Rose G. (2002) Racist Offences – 

How is the law working? The implementation of 
the legislation on racially aggravated offences 
in the Crime and Disorder Act 1998. Home Office
Research Study 244

57. Countryside Agency (2004) State of the 
Countryside 2004

58. Laycock G. and Tilley N. (1995) Policing and
Neighbourhood Watch: Strategic issues. Police
Research Group Crime Detection Series No. 60.
Home Office 

59. Yarwood (2001) op. cit.
60. All shire forces benefit except Cleveland,

Hertfordshire, Nottinghamshire. Parliamentary
Written answer by Hazel Blears. 9 January 2006 
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There are some local initiatives to fill the gap in the availability of local
police officers such as community run police contact points or joint
provision (e.g. police services in local post offices) but these do not
seem to have been systematically evaluated or have not yet been
established long enough to be evaluated.

Emergency response 
There is a rural service standard in emergency Police Services. This 
was set in 2001/02 and updated 2003/04. Each police force must set 
an emergency response time locally and the targets for rural areas are
between 15 and 20 minutes, typically around twice as long as in urban
areas. Performance assessment for 2000/01 found that 86.9% of incidents
in rural areas requiring an immediate response were responded to
within the local target time61. Further monitoring information seems 
to be unavailable.

Greater police visibility in rural areas
The visibility and accessibility of policing in each ward and parish in their
force area is measured in each Force’s annual Best Value Performance
Plan. This has not been collated nationally to provide an overall picture of
police visibility within and between rural areas. Perhaps because visibility
and accessibility are seen as ‘ends in themselves’, there has been little
overall evaluation of their effects and outcomes in reducing crime.

Police Community Support Officers
Over the three years 2003-05, this initiative encouraged the appointment
of Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) as part of Community
Safety Strategies to tackle the fear of crime, anti-social behaviour and
generally provide more visible policing. Nine of the 27 forces which
received funding for Police Community Support Officers deployed them
on projects in rural areas62. A number of different agencies, often in
partnership, provided funding for PCSOs, ranging from Crime Reduction
Partnerships to district, town and parish councils. One of
the advantages seen by local communities of this type of support for
policing was the greater control it gave in determining the ‘beat’ of
the officer to ensure the local area was covered63.

A national evaluation of Community Support Officers64 included case
study forces that are geographically diverse, including rural areas
(Northumbria and Sussex). It found that CSOs provided visible and
accessible policing, engaged with local communities and “were carrying
out activities that were crucial to both the concept behind neighbourhood
policing and its effective implementation”. They found no differences in
the number of crimes between areas with and without CSOs, although
they did make residents feel safer.

Neighbourhood and Street Wardens programme
Funding has also been available over a three year period from 2001
to fund two types of warden in any area: Neighbourhood Wardens who
provide a uniformed, semi-official presence in a residential area with
the aim of improving quality of life; and Street Wardens who have more
of an emphasis on caring for the physical appearance of the area by
addressing problems such as litter, graffiti and dog fouling, as well as
promoting community safety. The schemes have focused predominantly
on deprived urban areas and areas with other neighbourhood 

61. Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC)
Annual Report 2001 – 2002 

62. Forthcoming evaluation of rural crime by CRC
63. Forthcoming evaluation of rural crime by CRC
64. Cooper C., Anscombe J., Avenell J., Mclean F. and

Morris J. (2006) A national Evaluation of Community
Support Officers. Home Office Research Study 
no. 297. Findings No. 271
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renewal initiatives. Of the 85 projects, four were in rural areas65.
The Neighbourhood Warden Scheme evaluation does not provide an
overall assessment of how well the initiative worked in rural areas66.

Neighbourhood Management Pathfinder programme
This seven year programme was established in 2001 and provides
funding for projects, including crime and community safety projects
(e.g. Neighbourhood Wardens). The round 2 pathfinders established
in 2004 include some based in rural areas. A national evaluation of the
Neighbourhood Management Pathfinder Programme is currently
underway, but the review so far has not specifically examined its impact
in rural areas67.

Safer, Stronger Communities Fund
This provides funding to all local authorities to tackle crime, illegal
drugs and anti-social behaviour (as well as improving local public
spaces). It has a focus on deprived neighbourhoods. Launched in April
2005, it merged several existing funds together and it is therefore too
new to evaluate.

4. Summary 

• Most rural analysis on crime and community safety looks only at
counting and comparing the number of victims of different types
of crime in urban compared to rural locations. Little further analysis
of the characteristics of victims in rural areas or understanding the
causes seems to be available. In addition, there is limited
information on the impacts of crime on victims in rural areas. How
does it affect them and lead to, or sustain disadvantage?  How long
do the effects last for?  However, the lack of transport, physical and
social isolation, lack of support services and rural culture have all
been suggested as factors that impact on rural victims’ experience.
A better understanding of crime patterns within rural areas would
be helpful and the role that rurality plays.

• There are a range of national policies and legislation that are
designed to tackle crime. However, there is very little information
available about the impacts of these policies in rural areas.
Several strategies and polices have been introduced in recent years,
and is too soon for their impact to be fully evaluated. It is important
that monitoring and evaluation undertaken in the future assess
properly whether they are working in rural areas.

65. Forthcoming evaluation of rural crime by CRC
66. Neighbourhood Renewal Unit (2004)

Neighbourhood Wardens Scheme Evaluation. NRU
Research Report 8,ODPM

67. SQW Ltd (2005) Neighbourhood Management – 
At the Turning Point? Programme Review 2005-05.
The Neighbourhood Renewal Unit, ODPM
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Social disadvantage

This chapter considers the extent to which people in rural areas have 
the opportunity to access social activities and to socialise. Many of the
issues related to social disadvantage are encompassed in the term
‘social capital’ which refers to the value of social networks and 
shared understanding that facilitate co-operation between people.
It encompasses concepts of community life, neighbourliness, social
networks and civic participation. Our focus here is on social networks
and people’s participation in local social activity. Social activities covered
include access to formal sports and leisure facilities and venues in which
to hold social events. We focus mainly on group activities, rather than
individual leisure pursuits. We also cover opportunities for informal,
social interaction with friends, family and neighbours within rural
communities. As this report is about rural communities this section does
not detail the opportunity rural areas present for leisure and recreation 
to those living elsewhere. The role of membership of volunteering and
membership of organisations and clubs, in terms of enabling someone 
to influence local decision making, is covered in more detail in the
chapter on civic disadvantage.

1.What is the problem?

Problems of social disadvantage centre on lack of opportunity in rural
areas for both formal leisure activity and informal social interaction. Poor
local access to formal and informal sports and social activities can result
in a range of potential problems (as set out in Table 10.1). It is, however,
not always easy to show the effect that a lack of things to do and places
to go has on individuals and their social networks within rural
communities.

As well as being an end in themselves, social interactions and networks
are also important because they can act as a resource, providing 
other benefits1. People can draw on their social networks and contacts
for a variety of help and support - financial, practical, emotional and
informational. This might cover, for example, help if in bed with an
illness, with household tasks such as shopping or gardening, looking
after children or other dependents, advice about problems, and support
when feeling depressed and wanting someone to talk to2.

Table 10.1. Examples of potential problems linked to poor social activity.

Potential problem Links to lack of formal and informal social activity 

Physically unfit or overweight lack of venues for physical exercise

Depression/mental illness lack of social contact that sport and leisure provide

Lack of confidence/social skills lack of opportunity to build confidence via 
social interaction

Lack of help in times of need lack of opportunity to build support networks 
to provide emotional and practical support

Loneliness lack of social interaction to provide feelings 
of friendship and well-being

Boredom- leading to anti-social lack of access to activities to provide mental
or illegal activities stimulation and expend energy 

“One of the important aspects of social
networks is the support they offer in
times of need”3

1. Bailey N (2006) Does Work Pay? Employment,
poverty and exclusion from social relations
in Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain: The
millennium survey. Edited by Christina Pantazis,
David Gordon and Ruth Levitas. The Policy Press

2. Levitas R. (2006) The Concept and Measurement 
of Social Exclusion in Poverty and Social Exclusion 

in Britain: The millennium survey. Edited by
Christina Pantazis, David Gordon and Ruth Levitas.
The Policy Press

3. Levitas R. (2006) ibid.
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Research also suggests “that social cohesion enhances well being, is 
now an established fact” and “numerous epidemiological studies have
shown that people who are socially integrated live longer”4. Socially
isolated people are also far more likely to suffer from premature
mortality than well connected people, presumably reflecting their limited
access to sources of emotional, practical and other support5.

Nevertheless, someone might only be considered to be disadvantaged by
a lack of social interaction if they are effected adversely – not if it is a
conscious choice or they have the ability to meet their needs in other
ways. Many people choose, for example, not to speak to, or befriend, their
neighbours. While social isolation reflects an objective situation in which
people lack contact with others, loneliness refers to individual’s perceived
inadequacy of the quality of their social relationships6. However, little
research information exists on this, with available statistics tending only to
quantify social contact rather than its impact. A recent review of the drivers
of social exclusion concluded that, “research on social capital is at an early
stage”7 and some have suggested that, “greater appreciation of the
complexity and diversity of network ties is required to understand how
personal connections influence consumption”8.

Formal social contact
Research on formal recreational activities in rural areas has focused 
on young people, in particular, and to a lesser extent on older people.
There appears to be little known about the participation in formal leisure
activities by other vulnerable groups such as migrant workers, gypsies
and travellers, black and minority ethnic people.

Membership of groups 
Research9 on rural membership of local community and voluntary
groups (which may provide opportunities for social interaction) reveals
higher levels of participation in smaller rural settlements. In 2003/04,
7.8% of those in villages, hamlets, and isolated dwellings and 5.5% 
of people in rural town and fringe areas were a member of a local
community or voluntary group (compared to 3.3% in urban areas).
These statistics do not indicate motivation for joining, which may relate 
as much to service delivery and local democracy as they do to the
desire to make social contact10. However, there is research into social
capital11 that suggests many people in rural areas value involvement in 
the voluntary sector for its social value and opportunity for interaction.

Activities for young people
There is considerable evidence to show that provision of leisure and
recreational facilities for younger members of rural communities is a
concern. Lack of facilities and leisure activities can potentially lead to
boredom, anti-social behaviour and vandalism amongst some young
people. A recent review12 of parish plans found that the provision of
leisure and recreation was ranked as the third most important issue 
(after traffic and housing issues). Our survey on attitudes to disadvantage13

of people in rural areas found that those aged under 25 were most likely
to agree a lot (32% ) or a little (31%) with the statement ‘living around
here is very boring’. This contrasted with the attitudes of older people
(e.g. only 6% of 60-74 year olds agreed a lot). Our DVD Hidden Voices
(attached to this report) also highlights the lack of social activities for
young people in some rural areas.

4. See chapter on health disadvantage. (Berkman 
et. al. 1979; House et. al. 1988; Kawachi et. al. 1996).

5. Kawachi I. and Kennedy B.P. (1997) Health and
Social Cohesion: Why care about income inequality?
British Medical Journal 314, 1037-40

6. Victor C. et. al. (2000) Being Alone in Later Life:
Loneliness, socialislotaion and living alone. Reviews
in Clinical Gerontology, 10, 407-417. Victor C. et. al.
(2004) Loneliness in Later Life, in A. Walker and C.
Hagan Hennessy (eds). Growing Older - Quality of
Life in Old Age. Open University Press, 107-126 

7. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)
The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review 
of the literature for the Social Exclusion Unit 
in the Breaking the Cycle series. ODPM

8. ibid. based on Wade A. and Tampubolon G (2002)
Social Capital, Networks and Leisure Consumption,
The Sociological Review.

9. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
State of the Countryside 2005. Based on British
Social Attitudes survey 2003-04.

10. There is more detailed discussion of community
and voluntary activity as a means of influencing
local services and decisions in the civic
disadvantage section of this report.

11. National Council for Voluntary Organisations
(NCVO) (2003) It’s Who You Know that Counts

12. Moseley et. al. (2005) Local Issues in Rural England:
Messages from the Parish and Market Town Plans.
Countryside Agency

13. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis. A report by BMRB for 
the Commission for Rural Communities
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Young people in rural areas increasingly expect modern leisure 
facilities in rural areas and one of the most common examples of this is
skateparks (particularly demanded by males). Of the 400 skateparks in
the UK the majority are in urban areas14. Experience in Sussex has shown
that small town and village councils often lack funds to provide facilities
such as skateparks and there is local resistance to skateparks in rural
areas based on fear of vandalism or noise levels15.

In the absence of sufficient formal meeting places in rural areas
“hanging about, or just doing nothing is the major activity of rural
youth”16. Problems can arise because of the visibility of ‘hanging about’,
particularly in smaller settlements17. Research in a small village in rural
Kent suggested that, “because people know each other well a greater
sense of resentment can build up between people”18, particularly in
relation to when young men drank and damaged cars and fences in the
village. Similarly, research on 12-16 year olds in three villages in East
Anglia ‘hanging about’ in central locations in the villages found activities
ranging from the legal (skateboarding, mock fights and dancing) to more
serious incidents of drug taking, theft, serious vandalism and violence.
However, these more serious incidents were limited in extent due to a
complex practice of self-policing19,20. Research21 on young people in 
the south west of England examined why they resorted to risk taking
activities (such as substance abuse) and found this was often the result 
of boredom. The reported boredom was due to a lack of local activities
and facilities combined with a lack of transport to facilities further away.
Problems of boredom for young people can be worse if they are 
‘not in education, employment or training’ (NEETs). Analysis by Suffolk
Connexions shows high percentages of young people who are NEET 
in some rural areas22.

There is evidence to show that young women in rural areas can find 
they are more disadvantaged than young men, through a lack of locally
organised social activities. Research23 with young people in the Northern
Fells in Cumbria, showed that many young women thought that local
activities such as darts, pool, football and cricket were attractive only 
to young men.

Older people and physical exercise
As people get older physical activity declines. A recent government
report24 on older people shows how participation in competitive, organised
and intensive sport decreases dramatically by age. This not only has
repercussions for physical fitness, but also the associated opportunity 
for socialising and maintaining social networks and friendships.

Research25 on women aged 64 and over in Cornwall (from lower socio-
economic groups and living independently), about their participation 
in formal physical activity, revealed that improving personal health was
much less of an incentive to their participation than maintaining or
improving friendships. Physical activity was perceived only to be of use 
if it “acted as a conduit through which older women build and maintain
highly valued social networks and relationships”.

14. Niven R. (2003) Half-Pipe Dreams. Young People
Now. 25 June-1 July 2003

15. anecdotal pers com, resident of South Hams 
village, Devon

16. Crawshaw (2001/2002) Negotiating Space in the
Risky Community in Youth and Policy no 74;
Skelton and Valentine (eds) (1997) Cool Places:
Geographies of Youth culture. Routledge.cited in
Moore, Stephen (no date) Hanging About: Youth and
Policy W9853 pp 47-59. APU. Cambridge

17. Roberts L. (2003) The Trouble with Young Men in
Rural Communities. Working with young men.
2, 3 September 2003.and Moore (undated) ibid.

18. Roberts (2003) op. cit.
19. Moore S. (undated) ibid.
20. For information on rural sport and recreation best

practice generally in the East of England see:
www.naturallyactive.co.uk and Leisure and the
Environment (May, 2005) A Research Report to the
East of England Rural Sport and Recreation Working
Group. Final Report. www.lande.co.uk

21. Howard League for Penal Reform (2005) Once 
Upon a Time in the West; Social deprivation and 
rural youth crime

22. For more information on NEETs and Connexions
see the education disadvantage and young people
sections of this report

23. Bennett K., Harvey K., and Woodcock J. (2005)
Routes to Independence: Young people voicing
concerns and challenges and opportunities in the
Northern Fells, Cumbria. Centre for Rural Economy,
University of Newcastle

24. ODPM (2006) A Sure Start to Later life – Ending
inequalities for older people. ODPM, Social
Exclusion Unit

25. Women’s Sports Foundation UK www.wsf.org.uk
Physical Activity Perceptions of Older Women in
Cornwall: Summary of findings
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Use of the countryside for social interaction 
There are strong links between people’s physical and mental wellbeing
and their physical activity26. Physically active people have a lower risk of
dying from coronary disease, type 11 diabetes, hypertension and colon
cancer. The countryside itself offers potential opportunities for leisure
and social interaction for those that live there and for visitors. Research on
visitors to the countryside found low participation in outdoor recreation
by certain groups, particularly low income groups, ethnic minorities and
disabled people27. The findings may also be true for rural residents, but
little is known about how rural residents use the countryside for exercise,
and the opportunity this brings for social networking.28

Research on participation in countryside activities (including
conservation work, walking, woodland activity and fishing) found most 
of the participants reported significant health benefits from participation
including improvements in mood and self esteem29. However, most 
of the participants were “healthy and active already” and the report
acknowledges the challenges of involving more inactive groups. No
breakdown is available of how many of the 263 participants lived in rural
areas. Research on rural young people and on their attitudes suggests
they seek a more extensive range of formal leisure opportunities than
walking and conservation activities30.

Informal social contact
Informal social activity covers contact with friends, family and neighbours.
Just as research into opportunities to access formal sports and leisure
activities seems to be dominated by research into the needs of younger
people in rural areas, so research into issues of social isolation in rural
areas seem to be dominated by consideration of older people.

Levels of informal social contact
No information is available on people’s participation in common social
activities in rural areas equivalent to that available nationally in the
millennium Poverty and Social Exclusion Survey31, which asked, for
example: whether someone had an evening out once a fortnight;
has a meal in a pub or restaurant once a month; and had friends or family
round for a meal, snack or drink; and whether they did not do these
because they can’t afford them or don’t wish to do so. Nevertheless, using
the frequency of talking to neighbours as a broad indicator of the informal
social contact rural people have with others in their local area, survey
evidence32 reveals that there is less contact in hamlets and isolated
dwellings than in other rural areas and that it is more likely to take place
on a monthly rather than daily basis. In 2002/03, only 35% of respondents
talked to neighbours on most days in hamlets and isolated areas,
compared to 41% and 42% in villages and rural town and fringe areas
respectively. Furthermore, 5% of those in hamlets and isolated dwellings
reported never talking to neighbours which was significantly higher than
for people in villages and rural town and fringe areas (1% and 0.8%
respectively). Similarly, our recent survey on rural attitudes33 found 13% 
of rural people spoke to their neighbours less than once a month or never.
Those living in rural town and fringe areas (59 %) or villages (55 %) were
more likely to say they spoke to neighbours most days compared to those
living in isolated areas (40%). Older people (those aged 60 and over)
were more likely to speak to neighbours on most days (67%) compared 
to other age groups. These statistics do not reveal the reasons for this,
which may relate to personal choice as much as geography.

26. see chapter on health disadvantage
27. Countryside Recreation Network (2001) 

Social Exclusion in Countryside Leisure in the 
United Kingdom

28. The Countryside Agency as part of the diversity
review is doing extensive research into under-
representation of target groups in countryside
recreation. Information on this and on the recent
diversity review published by the Agency is
available at: www.countryside.gov.uk

29. Pretty, J. et. al. (2005) A Countryside for Health and
Wellbeing: The Physical and Mental Health benefits
of Green Exercise. Countryside Recreation Network

30. Brunwin et. al. (2006) op. cit. Crawshaw (2001/2002)
op. cit. Niven (2003) op. cit.

31. Pantazis C., Gordon D. and Levitas R. (eds) (2006)
Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain: The
millennium survey. The Policy Press

32. British Household Panel Survey, wave 12, 2002-03 
33 Brunwin et. al. (2006) op. cit.

“35% of respondents talked to
neighbours on most days in hamlets and
isolated areas, compared to 41% and
42% in villages and rural town and
fringe areas respectively (2002-2003)”
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Further information from our recent survey34 is available on how often
people meet up with relatives not living with them and meet up with
friends (see Figure 10.1).

Over one in five rural people meet up with their relatives less than once
a month. Women were more likely to meet with relatives most days (26%
compared to 17% of men), as were people with children (26% versus
20% of households with no children).

Experiences of isolation and loneliness 
More informative than simple measures of frequency of social contact 
are experiences of loneliness and associated feelings of depression.
There is some information on rural people’s satisfaction with their social
life. Here, results differ, reflecting perhaps the difficulties of asking
people to self report their happiness and differences in expectations.
Interestingly, fewer people were satisfied with their social lives in rural
town and fringe areas (11%) compared to those in villages (15%) and
hamlets and isolated areas (16%)35. Our DVD Hidden Voices shows
expectation of little or no social life amongst many rural young people.

There are difficulties in measuring the extent of people suffering
loneliness, or even, depression as a result of isolation. This is partly 
due to differences in measurement36, but also to people being reluctant
to report such problems and having a tendency to make the best 
of things37. Occurrence may also be scattered and more isolated – 
thus hidden from view in rural areas. Mapping38 of reported levels of
depression and social isolation amongst older people shows many
largely rural counties with the highest levels (for example, Staffordshire,
West and East Sussex and Northumberland). Equally, there are
predominantly rural counties mapped with extremely low levels,
such as Norfolk and Shropshire. This illustrates the limitations of 
relying on reported incidents and mapping at the County level which
may not reveal the often hidden and isolated nature of depression 
and social isolation.

In terms of loneliness, our rural attitudes survey38 showed half of rural
residents thought that people in their area (not necessarily themselves)
“were lonely because they did not have friends and family nearby”.
Groups that may be less mobile were more likely to agree. Respondents
with a long term health problem or disability were more likely to agree 
a lot that some people were lonely than those without a health problem
(21% compared with 16%). Elderly people were the group most

Figure 10.1 Social contact with people outside household

Speak to neighbours

Meet up with relatives not living with you

Meet up with friends

How often do you... % 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
55 32 7 4 2

22 38 19 20 2

30 43 18 36

Most days 1–2 times 
a week

1–2 times 
a month

Less often Never

Base: All respondents (1010)

34. Brunwin et. al. (2006) op. cit.
35. ibid.
36. Cattan M (2002) Supporting Older People to

Overcome Social Isolation and Loneliness.
Help the Aged 

37. Scharf T. and Bartlam B. (2006) Rural Disadvantage:
Quality of Life and Disadvantage amongst Older
People- a pilot study. Commission for Rural
Communities

38. within ODPM (2006) op. cit. by the English
Longitudinal Study on Ageing

Source: Brunwin et al. op. cit.
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frequently mentioned as the group most likely to be experiencing
loneliness (77%) compared to other groups (33% mentioned people with
physical disabilities, 30% people with mental health problems).

Examples of isolation experienced amongst rural older people39

The few examples above reflect a possible linkage between living alone,
either through widowhood or divorce, and associated loneliness and
isolation. This research40 was part of a pilot study into a limited number 
of older peoples’ experiences in the Midlands and North West. Further
research across all age groups into possible associations between
living alone and social disadvantage would be useful.

39. Extracts from Scharf and Bartlam (2006) op. cit.
40. ibid.

“Well you went and did things, you 
helped one another and that…{now} the
people just keep their self to their self.
They don’t want to know”
Mrs Andrews (74 widowed)

“I like people. I’m a person who needs
people. So some days unless the phone
goes, I don’t speak to anybody. So, if I was
in the town I could then push mum in to
the town and we could talk to people, or
mum wasn’t with me anymore I could just
walk round the shops and meet people”
Mrs Rowlands (62, widowed)

“because for one thing it’s a lonely
experience in a small village, where
they’ve got no amenities, no transport”
Mr Williams (60, divorced)

“the clocks alter, you draw the curtains 
at four o’clockish and you don’t see
anybody again. And I’m off the main road,
so I can’t even see people going past”
Mrs Lloyd (82, widowed)
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Needing help
Information from our recent survey of rural attitudes41 also highlights the
extent to which people feel there are other people they can ask for help
from when needed. Figure 10.2 shows two situations where people might
need help, if they were ill in bed and needed help at home and if they
needed to borrow some money to get them through the next few days.

Nearly everyone said they had somebody they could ask for help if they
were ill in bed, and very few said they had no one to ask for help if they
needed to borrow money. However, there were some differences in who
people felt they could turn to. Neighbours and friends were more likely
to be called upon for help if someone was ill in bed rather than as a
source of financial help. Those aged 60 and over were less likely to say
they could ask a friend compared to younger people. One in 10 people
said they would prefer not to ask for help if in financial difficulty,
compared with just 1% who said they would prefer not to ask for help
around the house if they were ill.

Figure 10.2 Who to ask for help if ill in bed or need to borrow money

Husband/wife/partner

Relative (outside household)

Friend

Neighbour

Other household member

Work colleague

Voluntary/other org.

Other

Prefer not to ask for help

No one to ask for help

% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

69%

43%

55%

59%

55%

31%

53%

7%

25%

13%

15%

5%

4%

1%

2%

3%

1%

10%

1%

2%

If ill in bed If needed money

41. Brunwin et al. (2006) op. cit.

Source: Brunwin et al. (2006) op. cit.
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2. What are the causes?

The factors that prevent or limit people’s ability to participate in social
activities and maintain social relationships are complex and inter-related.
Causes suggested by the literature include a mix of practical constraints
(such as loss of physical meeting places or lack of transport), to more
sociological factors and demographic factors (such as changing rural
communities and reducing informal meeting opportunities). Research
into social capital42, with reference to the role of the voluntary sector,
highlights that a motivator for many people moving into rural areas is the
“quest for community identity… and a more socially fulfilling lifestyle”43.
However, research notes that, “some rural communities can suffer a lack
of social capital…due to a number of factors including closure of
community facilities, decline in religious affiliation, physical isolation, loss
of local services, and an unbalanced rural population in terms of age and
social background that can lead to a loss of community spirit and an
increase in isolation for some groups”44. The research found that issues
of rural isolation limited people’s ability to maintain social links and
networks. Isolation tended to be compounded by low income, disability
and, in particular, lack of access to transport. Those experiencing a
combination of these factors were most disadvantaged in terms of
opportunity to build social capital.

Demographic and local community change
Research45 into older person’s contact with neighbours seems to point to
the impact of factors such as changing communities, knowing neighbours
less and neighbours being absent (commuting or second home owners).
Similarly, research with older people in rural parts of the Midlands and
North West of England46 revealed feelings of loneliness were linked to a
loss of way of life, such as farming, or to a loss of sense of community as
neighbours died and were replaced by younger, or perhaps more
affluent, residents. Where there are high percentages of second homes in
rural areas (that are empty for a proportion of the time), permanent
residents can feel a loss of community and isolation through loss of
regular contact with neighbours47.

Perhaps not surprisingly, our recent rural attitudes survey48 shows that
the length of time someone has lived in an area is a factor influencing
their local social networks, regardless of their age. 26% of those living in
an area for less than three years met with friends on ‘most days’
(compared with a 30% average). Older people who have moved into
rural areas also complain of difficulties in finding ways to establish new
social networks, often when distant from their family49.

Lack of public and open spaces
Rural areas can lack public or open spaces, particularly where there are
narrow lanes, ploughed or cultivated fields, especially in arable areas and
perhaps no communal green or green space remaining. Research on 
the experience of children in rural areas suggests that access to public
spaces for children is limited because of the privatisation of rural land 
and the fear of parents of children’s unsupervised use of public space.50

42. National Council for Voluntary Organisations
(NCVO) (2003) It’s Who you Know that Counts

43. Countryside Agency (2002) Rural Services Survey
2002

44. NCV0 (2003) op. cit.
45. Bevan 2006 op.cit and Scharf and Bartlam (2006)

op. cit.
46. Scharf and Bartlam (2006) op. cit.
47. Bevan M. and Croucher K. (2006) Delivering

Services for older people in rural areas. Chapter 8
in Lowe P. and Speakman L. (eds) The Ageing
Countryside. The Growing Older Population of 
Rural England. Age Concern England/Commission
for Rural Communities

48. Brunwin et. al. (2006) op. cit.
49. Bevan and Croucher (2006) op. cit.
50. Williams K. and Green S. (2001) Literature review 

of Public Space and Local Environments for the
Cross Cutting Review. Final Report. Oxford Brookes
University for DTLR 

“...issues of rural isolation limited 
people's ability to maintain social links
and networks”
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Low income 
Figures51 for people living in rural districts in England, showed that
incomes were related to levels of participation in local organisations.
Adults in the poorest fifth of households were less likely to participate in
social, political and community organisations than other higher income
households. Differences were somewhat greater in remote, than in
accessible rural districts.

Conversely, national indicators of more informal social isolation,
covering whether someone lived alone and the degree of contact with
friends and family outside the household, found that there were not 
large differences between the poor and non-poor52. Figures for rural
areas alone are not available.

Lack of transport
Many find the lack of transport is the main problem in accessing social
activity that is not available locally. Our survey on rural attitudes showed
that car availability also plays a role in determining social contact,
particularly with relatives: 5% of those with no car said they never met
relatives, compared with 2% of those with a car available to them when
they want it53.

Poor provision of public transport will be a barrier for some in accessing
both formal and informal social opportunities. Those particularly affected
include those unable to drive, unable to afford a car or without their own
personal access to a car. Public transport will not always be available at a
convenient time54. Just over half of residents in the smallest settlements in
rural England (population of 3,000 or less) live within 13 minutes walk of
a bus stop with a service at least once an hour, compared with 95% of
residents of large urban areas55, but 29% of rural settlements have no bus
service at all56. Research on older women’s participation in physical
activity in Cornwall revealed the key barrier was a lack of rural bus
services57. Bus services between bigger towns had been re-routed along
a by-pass instead of stopping at villages. This had “effectively isolated
village residents without cars”.

51. New Policy Institute (2006) www.poverty.org.uk.
Accessed March 2006. Based on British Household
Panel Survey waves 7-9

52. Levitas R. (2006) The Concept and Measurement 
of Social Exclusion. in Poverty and Social Exclusion 
in Britain: The millennium survey. Edited by
Christina Pantazis, David Gordon and Ruth Levitas.
The Policy Press

53. It should be borne in mind that not meeting up 
with friends regularly could be a result of choice
rather than a problem

54. See the chapter on transport disadvantage for
further information

55. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

56. ODPM (2005) Improving Services, Improving Lives:
Evidence and Key Themes. A Social Exclusion Unit
Interim Report

57. Women’s Sports Foundation website
www.wsf.org.uk

Figure 10.3 Adults participation in social, political and community
organisations in rural districts
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%
Remote rural districts Accessible rural districts Urban districts

Adults in the poorest fifth of households Other adults

Source: British Household Panel Survey, Waves 7-9; Institute for Social and Economic
Research, University of Essex; analysis by John Rigg, London School of Economics.
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People without these options have to rely on getting a lift from friends 
or family or using a taxi.Young people, in particular, tend to rely on lifts.
Lift giving can overcome lack of access to a car or public transport.
However, research58 confirms that lift giving is not available to everybody.
A significant minority of the households studied (5%) never received 
lifts and these included “largely jobless households with few kin living 
in the locality and thin social networks”.

Reliance on the car and the car culture might also be seen as an
indicator itself of the lack of opportunities for informal social contact,
as a result of fewer pedestrians and ‘empty streets’. Further analysis 
of such proxies might be useful in terms of gauging social interaction 
in rural areas.

Disability and transport 
Research specifically looking at sports participation by children,
young people and adults with a disability repeatedly highlights lack 
of organised transport in rural areas as a barrier to participation59.
In Derbyshire, for example, expert stakeholders working with disabled
young people believed the rural make up of Derbyshire exacerbated
transport problems experienced by young disabled people. Similarly 
in many parts of rural Cumbria (such as Allerdale and Eden) transport 
to sports facilities and clubs from within large geographic rural areas
was identified as a barrier to participation60.

Transport problems are not limited to the more remote rural areas.
Research in the South East of England revealed that particular problems
can arise for children in its rural areas who wish to attend after school
activities61. Often Local Education Authority policies prevent use of taxis
and mini buses for such activities. Lack of transport therefore becomes 
a problem especially for parents without a car. Even where parents did
have a car to transport their disabled child, the distance they had to
travel to the nearest leisure opportunity was often a deterrent. Reliance
on parents to “bus children around”, whether disabled or not, is a rural
phenomenon recognised for some time62. This marginalises even more
those without access to a car, either through family or friends, and
lessens their ability to participate fully.

Loss of local facilities
Loss of meeting places (such as rural shops and post offices) can reduce
valued opportunities for informal interaction. Research shows that some
groups (such as older people) value them as “hubs for the maintenance
of community support”63. Similarly closure of a local school removes
opportunities for meeting at the school gate, though no research was
found examining specifically the social disadvantage for parents and
children when rural schools and other facilities close.

Increased use of ICT
ICT as a recreational tool, particularly online for recreation such as
games, playing dvds, playing and recording music, is likely to increase
rapidly within rural areas, as broadband coverage expands. Those
without a computer or access to one will be totally reliant on facilities
being available locally or there being transport to them. It can be argued
that being “stuck in front of the computer closes down not opens social
worlds”. There seems to be little evidence around this topic. However,

“Well transport is a big issue, especially
with the wide catchments of special
schools. Remember, Derbyshire is a
rural area so you add that to the pot and
you get all sorts of problems with
transport for everyone” 59.

58. Williams C. and White R. (2001) Evaluating the Role
of the Social Economy in Tackling Rural Transport
Problems: Some case study evidence from rural
England. Planning, Practice and Research, Vol 16,
Nos ? pp 337-348 

59. Fitzgerald H. and Kay T. (2004) Sports Participation
by Disabled Young People in Derbyshire.
Loughborough University

60. Steventon J. (2004) Audit of Sports Opportunities 
for Children and Adults with a Disability in Cumbria
September 2004-December 2004. www.efds.net

61. Kelly D. (2005) Inclusive Leisure Opportunities – for
children and young people aged 8-16 with Special
Educational needs and/or disabilities in South East
England. www.efds.net

62. Shucksmith M., Roberts D., Scott D., Chapman P.
and Conway E. (1996) Disadvantage in Rural Areas.
Rural Development Commission

63. Bevan and Croucher (2006) op. cit. (see more detail
in retail disadvantage chapter)
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there is some recent work on the ‘digital divide’ in rural areas which
suggest that “unwired individuals have greater challenges in maintaining
and perhaps, establishing connections to wider social networks”, which
are themselves a form of social advantage64.

With increasing delivery of services online or on the phone (such as
NHS direct and online shopping) there may be less opportunity for face
to face personal contact and inter-action in both rural and urban areas.
Predictions are that there will be greater use of ICT to access services
generally by 2015, but that many groups, particularly disadvantaged
groups, will continue to place great social value on retaining a face to
face element in service delivery (e.g. advisory and personal health care
services)65. It seems unlikely that ICT will have a big impact on the
demand for sports facilities and communal meeting places – again
because face to face contact will still be valued66 and because some
activities require a physical presence.

3. What are the policies?

A wide range of polices and programmes could potentially impact on
opportunities for formal and informal social relations in rural areas. Our
focus here is on national policies that aim to provide formal opportunities
for social interaction. Policies impacting on the more indirect causes of
social disadvantage, for example, policies on rural service provision or
transport provision, are discussed elsewhere in this report.

Policies on leisure tend to focus on formal leisure provision, in terms 
of sporting and cultural facilities and are not rurally specific. Within rural
areas the issue will more frequently be to provide locally appropriate
leisure facilities and transport to leisure further away for those without
use of a car. In terms of formal provision of leisure services, the
Government has stated that “those living in rural areas cannot expect 
to have the same level of access to sports and recreation facilities 
as in towns”67.

Space for Sport and Arts programme
This nationwide funding stream of £130m. was set up in 2002 to help
primary schools modernise their sports and arts facilities. It is a joint
project between the Department for Culture, Media and Sports (DCMS),
Department for Education and Skills (DfES), Sport England, the Arts
Council and the New Opportunity Fund lottery fund.

The aim is to improve educational standards but also to build
communities and ensure social inclusion in the most impoverished areas
of the country via improved sports and arts facilities in primary schools.
65 Local Education Authorities and around 270 schools from deprived
areas (rural and urban) have benefited. Targeting was based on a range
of measures, including the index of multiple deprivation. Areas such as
Health Action Zones and some rural locations have benefited. In the East
of England, for example, 18 primary schools have benefited from a £7m.
investment. They are “in areas of rural deprivation and many of the local
residents have limited resources to travel. The schools now will be able
to offer sports and arts facilities on their doorsteps”68.

64. Demos (2005) Beyond Digital Divides? The future for
ICT in rural areas. A report for the Commission for
Rural Communities

65. Countryside and Community Research Unit (2005)
The Future of Rural Services in Rural England – 
a Scenario for 2015. Final report to Defra

66. CCRU (2005) ibid.
67. ODPM (2002) Planning Policy Guidance Note 17:

Planning for Open Space, Sport, Leisure and
Recreation.

68. DCMS press release (2002) Huge Boost to Primary
Schools Sports Facilities in England.
www.culture.gov.uk

“...many groups, particularly
disadvantaged groups, will continue 
to place great social value on 
retaining a face to face element 
in service delivery”
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Multi-activity facilities often benefit rural areas by bringing together
multi-use games areas, play areas, football pitches and, perhaps, an
indoor pavilion. They are often sited at rural primary schools. This can
help contribute to social interaction within a community, as well as sustain
the schools as a community resource. This approach with schools
providing a hub for formal and informal leisure activities has gathered
momentum in the Eastern region, through initiatives such as the Schools
Sports Partnerships programme which links secondary and junior
schools together69.

Currently, the Space for Sports and Arts Programme is being evaluated
and examples of best practice are being gathered, highlighting
successful projects including some in rural areas.

New Opportunity Fund (NOF)
DCMS has heralded funding from the National Lottery as having
changed the lives of millions70. Our Culture Secretary, Tessa Jowell, states
that “the lottery is about the new club for older people, the sports event
for people with disabilities or the park transformed from a patch of
derelict land into a blossoming source of local pride”. Cited amongst
lottery funded achievements is that it has “helped to support urban and
rural communities”, though evaluations of NOF schemes such as the
“Activities for Young People Initiative”71, do not mention rural impacts.
An evaluation of who has benefited from NOF funded schemes in rural
areas and how would be useful.

Culture Online
Set up in 2002 by the DCMS, Culture Online72 supports projects to create
interactive resources for adults and children of all ages and, according 
to Estelle Morris, Arts Minister, 2003:“Has the potential to transform
people’s experiences of the arts, dissolving barriers of distance, time or
attitude”73. ICT has potential in rural areas to overcome issues of isolation
and open up access, provided sufficient ICT infrastructure is available.
One of the flagship projects when Culture Online was launched was
‘Webplay’, an on-line initiative for primary school children from inner 
city and rural schools to work together innovatively over the internet 
to create a play, written and directed by them. No further details seem 
to be publicly available of the impacts of Culture Online in rural areas.
Such an evaluation would be interesting in assessing how opportunities
for ‘virtual’ cultural activity can be enhanced in rural areas.

Extended schools policy74

Extended schools provide a range of services and activities, often
beyond the school day, to help meet the needs not only of children 
and young people, but also their families and the wider community.
Government policy is that by 2010 all schools should be able to offer 
use of the school’s facilities to the wider community and that half of all
primary schools and a third of all secondary schools will be offering
these facilities by 2008. Schools can be an ideal venue in rural areas 
to locate and offer sports and social facilities. Current figures show that
87% of rural households are within 2km of a primary school, although
availability at 2km is unsurprisingly lower within sparse rural settlements,
particularly villages and hamlets. The provision of social and sporting
activities in schools may well provide an important role for improving
local social networks and should be an area for further research.

69. (pers comm. Sport England, 2006)
70. DCMS (2002) National Lottery has Changed 

the Lives of Millions. Press release 2 January 2002
71. SQW (2003) Interim and final evaluations of 

the Activities for young people initiative.
New Opportunities Fund. www.nof.org.uk

72. Culture Online: www.cultureonline.gov.uk
73. ibid. press release 119/2003 21 October 2003

Estelle Morris unveils first seven projects for
Culture Online

74. There is more detail on extended schools policy in
the education disadvantage section of this report
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Young people

‘Youth Matters’ Green Paper
The green paper proposes, subject to Parliament, a legal duty for local
authorities to provide a certain standard of “things to do and places to
go” for young people (aged 13–19 years). There is a strong emphasis
within this on formal sport and leisure provision. This is, of course, only 
a policy proposal at present.

Connexions75

This is the Government’s support service for people aged 13–19.
It operates via personal advisers and is delivered through 47 local
partnerships. Although it has a focus of encouraging young people to
stay in education, training or work with a strong educational component,
it includes opportunities for personal development and other support.
An assessment76 of Connexions best practice in rural areas shows there
are some excellent examples in delivering to and engaging young
people in rural areas. Cangle Junction foyer and drop in centre in Suffolk
has four Connexions Personal Advisers attached to it and houses about 
35 young people. It serves Haverhill and the surrounding villages.
However, in some parts of England, Connexions centres are only 
situated in the main urban settlements.

As part of the Connexions Service, there is an arts-based crime diversion
programme called ‘Positive Activities for Young People’ (PAYP) launched
in 2003. It is aimed at vulnerable eight to 19 year olds “who are most at
risk of committing a crime or becoming socially excluded. The emphasis
is very much on providing quality developmental sports, arts and cultural
activities that are not only appealing but are focussed on each person’s
individual needs equipping them with new skills and improving their 
self-esteem”. Key worker support through the Connexions service helps 
those most at risk77. A Good Practice guide on PAYP contains an example
of how the Mid-Kent Youth Offending team decided to run a multi-agency
summer scheme for 13–16 year olds in Lydd during 2004. Lydd had 
been identified as a deprived rural community with relatively high levels 
of youth offending or anti-social behaviour78.

Positive Futures
Positive Futures79 is a national social exclusion programme run by the
Home Office and Sport England that uses sport and leisure activities to
engage with disadvantaged young people. The aim is to have a positive
influence on young people’s lives by using sport as a catalyst to
encourage project participation and steering young people towards
education, training and employment. Currently there are 108 local
projects running and the programme has been heralded by the Home
Office Minister as “an incredible success so far, helping more than
800,000 young people since 2003”80.

To date the programme had been assessed by the Home Office at a
programme level and information is not available about impacts within
rural areas of local projects. Illustrative case study information is
available from Positive Futures Castle Morpeth (the most distinctly rural
project), which aims to provide alternatives to “hanging around” as there
are no leisure centres in the target area. The project has focussed on
providing locally based water sports, such as kayaking and it hired a bus

75. There is more detail on connexions policy in the
education chapter of this report

76. Countryside Agency (2003) The Implementation of
Connexions in Rural Areas. A Good Practice Guide

77. www.culture.gov.uk/education_and_social _policy
78. Home Office, DCMS,Youth Justice Board and Big

Lottery Fund. Good Practice. Positive activities for
young people. www.crimeconcern.org.uk

79. Positive Futures: www.drugs.gov.uk
80. Home Office Minister, Paul Goggins. November

2005. Positive Futures website. op. cit.

“An assessment of Connexions best
practice in rural areas shows there 
are some excellent examples in
delivering to and engaging young
people in rural areas”
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to overcome transport problems. Crime Concern is to take over
management of the programme in 2006 and it is hoped that at that stage
a more detailed assessment will be complete which will comment on the
impact of the programme in rural areas.

Respect Action Plan
Complimentary to the Youth Matters Green Paper, the Home Office
Respect Action Plan81 launched in January 2006 builds on the
Government’s drive to tackle anti-social behaviour. It stresses the
importance of “targeting disadvantaged people through sport and art”.
There are some interesting proposals with potential to impact on rural
areas though rural is not mentioned specifically. As implementation of 
the Respect Action Plan occurs, it is hoped that evaluations assess
impacts in rural areas.

Older people

Two key Government documents refer to the formal and informal needs
of older people for leisure opportunities. However, both are too recent to
have been implemented and evaluated.

Opportunity Age
This strategy82 commits to ensuring older people have access to
opportunities locally and refers to leisure and volunteering. There is
mention of many issues to support vulnerable older people, such as the
provision of housebound services, mobile librairies, braille and large
print books, digital television and interactive services. Some of these
measures may address social disadvantage for older people in rural
areas but there is no specific reference to this. The transport difficulties
older people may experience are referred to and the strategy
acknowledges that, “for older people in rural areas, the issue can be
particularly acute”. The strategy highlights the recently introduced
initiative of concessionary fares for all older people83.

Sure Start for Older People
This report by the Social Exclusion Unit contains a 30 point action plan
developed with other Government Departments. The prime action is for
the Department of Works and Pensions to lead a pilot of the Sure Start
approach to older people – currently named “Link Age Plus”. Joint action
with other departments has been agreed to ensure that opportunities for
life-long learning and leisure activities for older people are included in
the pilots. It will be important to monitor and assess the impact of this
action in all pilot areas, including the three rural ones of Devon,
Nottinghamshire and Gloucestershire.

Rural policies

The Defra Rural Strategy 2004
The prime focus of the strategy84 in terms of leisure and recreation is 
on enhancing enjoyment of countryside and countryside recreation
opportunities for visitors into rural areas, particularly encouraging
disadvantaged groups use of the countryside, and the “growing leisure
market” to help strengthen rural economies. There is little mention of the
needs of those living in rural areas for social interaction and leisure.

81. Respect Action Plan: www.homeoffice.gov.uk
82. DWP (2005) Opportunity Age: Meeting the

challenges of ageing in the 21st century.
Department for Work and Pensions

83. See the chapter in this report on transport
disadvantage for more information

84. Defra (2004) Rural Strategy 2004. Department for
the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
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Rural Social Exclusion programme
This programme was funded through the Countryside Agency and ran
from 1999 until 2005. It formed part of the Agency’s work “to establish
high standards of rural services and to create empowered, active and
inclusive communities”. A total of £6m. was available during the
programme’s life span to fund research and demonstration projects.
An evaluation85 highlighted the value of interventions or initiatives based
on leisure, recreational or arts opportunities that can help to engage 
with people at risk of social exclusion. For example, the Rural Activity
Partnership (RAP) based at Suffolk Acre helped to increase participation
levels in sport and physical activity amongst young people aged 
14 to 25, particularly those suffering the greatest disadvantage, in
accessing opportunities in rural Suffolk and Norfolk. It achieved physical
and mental health benefits in participants and improved the take up of
related educational and training opportunities. Overall the evaluation
found that a number of projects had been effective in achieving results 
at the local level, but that the impacts have not been felt widely at
regional or national level. It86 concluded that better provision of positive
activities for young people to do was required and also identified the
lack of transport as a key barrier to social participation.

The Rural Social Exclusion Programme also researched the role that the
arts can play in tackling social exclusion and disadvantage in rural areas.
For example, ‘Only Connect – arts touring and rural communities’ was
joint funded with Arts Council England and showed that, “the results 
of successful arts promotion extend widely and contribute to personal
growth and strong sustainable communities”. It also showed that, “people
in villages... have used rural arts touring to develop new community
projects and organisations with positive outcomes for rural regeneration
and social cohesion”. Access to participation in the arts can be an
effective tool to ‘reach the hardest to reach’, particularly with young
people and those with mental health problems87.

Community Development Worker programme
The Community Development Worker (CDW) programme, funded
through the Countryside Agency between 2002 and 2005, provided
resources for development worker posts in each of the 38 Rural
Community Councils (RCCs). The programme sought to help build the
capacity of local groups and individuals in small communities, to help
them identify local needs and the problems faced by disadvantaged
people, tackling those needs in a way that benefited the whole
community, building confidence and social cohesion. A number of the
projects used recreation and leisure based projects to achieve these
aims. An evaluation of the programme88 found that the programme
increased the priority given to social exclusion in RCCs, as well 
as helping to make local authorities more socially inclusive. The
programme also helped to increase the rural focus of Local Strategic
Partnerships, encouraged parish councils to give a higher priority 
to social inclusion and complemented the work of local community 
and statutory organisations. The projects built social capital and
demonstrated that community development is a useful approach 
to tackling rural social exclusion.

85. Ecotec Research and Consulting Ltd (2005)
Evaluation of Phase II of the Rural Social Exclusion
Programme. A report to the Commission for Rural
Communities. Unpublished

86. Ecotec (2005) ibid.
87. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) Mental Health 

and Social Exclusion, ODPM
88. Annabel Jackson Associates (2005) Evaluation of 

the Community Development Workers Programme.
A summary report to the Commission for Rural
Communities. Unpublished

“A total of 6m. was available during 
the programme's life span to fund
research and demonstration projects.”
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4. Summary

• There is limited information on who has poor social networks
and the opportunities for social and leisure activity in rural areas.
There is a need to expand research into formal and informal leisure
needs beyond the obvious groups, such as young people and older
people. Currently very little information seems to exist, for example,
on lone parents, unemployed people, migrant workers, black and
minority ethnic workers or gypsies and travellers. More also needs
to be known about the leisure needs of those with physical or
mental health problems.

• Experiences of loneliness: there is some qualitative evidence to
show that many older people in rural areas experience loneliness
from inadequate opportunities for social interaction with friends,
family and neighbours. Experiences of loneliness can be hard to
research and the evidence is inadequate at present.

• Transport is a key barrier to people being able to take part in 
social activities. More research would be useful into the relationships
between transport provision in rural areas and access to leisure.

• Research also shows that changes within rural communities,
such as the loss of local rural services as informal meeting places,
patterns of commuting and rising house prices can all contribute 
to a loss of social capital and so lead to reduced opportunities for
formal and informal social interaction. Further research into the
social trends affecting leisure provision and need would be useful,
including commuting, computing, car use, out of town development,
and housing policy.

• Evaluation of initiatives such as the rural social exclusion
programme and community development worker programme
clearly demonstrate the value of providing leisure, recreation and
arts opportunities as a means to help engage members of the
community who are at risk of social exclusion. And programmes 
to promote the arts seem to show that participation in the arts can
be an effective means of involving “hard to reach” groups. There
should be monitoring and evaluation of the impact of new policies,
such as the Space for Sports and Arts programme and extended
schools, in rural areas.

• Informal social interaction: local initiatives such as volunteering,
community action and parish planning all seem to have potential 
to address social disadvantage. Limited research into this for this
chapter, and the civic disadvantage chapter, suggests that more
comprehensive research into the potential of such initiatives to
provide informal social interaction would be useful.
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Civic disadvantage 

This chapter examines the extent to which an individual living in a rural
area is able to influence local decision-making and decision-making
bodies. It is about individual participation in the decisions that affect them
or the rural area in which they live. We look particularly at people’s ability
to influence local government decisions and those of local service
delivery bodies. We examine whether there is evidence to show that
certain groups are excluded from local decision-making and influence
within rural communities, or feel that those formally representing the
community do not represent their interests. By local, we mean primarily
within a local community of below10,000 population, in line with the new
rural definition. However, some key regional and sub regional structures
are mentioned where they are relevant to issues of local concern. There 
is also some discussion of influence through the voluntary sector and via
membership organisations.

We do not focus on democratic inclusion in terms of how many people
choose to vote in local elections in rural areas or on numbers of elected
rural representatives relative to urban. This is because non participation
in local elections, bearing in mind postal voting is usually an option,
reveals little about disadvantage in terms of ability to participate and
probably more about motivational issues. There is some discussion
around motivational issues related to involvement in parish planning and
attendance at public meetings. Participation in sports and leisure
activities is dealt with in the social disadvantage chapter.1

1.What is the problem?

Reviews of relevant literature into rural governance and related issues3

reveal:
• a lack of voice for certain individuals within rural communities,

particularly the least “powerful” in terms of affluence, education,
cultural background and language;

• the marginalisation of non participants and, especially, of non
participating vulnerable groups;

• a tendency for partnerships and new structures of governance to
favour enrolment of organisations “representative of community
interest” rather than individual members of the local community; and

• members of rural communities who do become involved with
partnerships to derive from a very narrow base.

The primary problem likely to result from these findings is a consequent
lack of opportunity for some rural residents to influence local decisions
affecting their daily lives. This may result in inappropriate local priorities
and/or decisions which lack support and local ownership.

1. In addition to the research specifically referenced,
the following references were also examined:
Moseley M. (2002) Bottom Up- Village Action Plans
–Some recent experience in Rural England. Planning
Practice and Research, vol. 17, NO 4, pp 387-405;
Pierce R. (1997/1998) Power and Rural England.
University of York, Department of Politics; Tomorrow
Project (2005) The Future of Rural Governance.
A Report to the Countryside Agency by the
Tomorrow Project. Countryside Agency

2. David Miliband, then Communities Minister 
(21 February 2006) BBC News website

3. Goodwin M. (2003) Rural Governance: A review 
of relevant literature. Paper prepared for ESRC,
Countryside Agency and Defra. Institute of
Geography and Earth Sciences; and Edwards B.,
Goodwin M., Pemberton S. and Woods M. (2000)
Partnership Working in Rural Regeneration. Policy
Press, funded by Joseph Rowntree Foundation

“Communities should be given more
control over their lives to narrow
society’s power gap”2

11
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A survey4 found that between 2001 and 2003 there was a fall from 43% 
to 38% of those who “thought they had any influence over the decisions
affecting their local areas”. There is no breakdown of this for rural areas
and it should be noted, this relates to perceived rather than actual influence.
In addition, there is research evidence that, “adults in the poorest fifth of
households in rural districts are less likely to participate in social, political
and community organisations than other rural households on higher
incomes”5 (see Figure 10.4 in chapter 10 on social disadvantage.)6

Research7 into the formal and informal voluntary sector also shows
“participation in rural areas to be heavily skewed towards the relatively
affluent who use them [voluntary organisations] as sociability vehicles...”.
This suggests a problem centring on a negative relationship between
participation and low levels of income, at least in relation to the voluntary
sector. Conversely, research8 into good practice on participation in the
context of “decision making and community action” shows it can bring
multiple benefits such as ”confidence, belonging, opportunity to learn
skills, develop ideas, understanding etc”.

A range of secondary problems might result from a lack of 
opportunity to influence and participate in local decision-making
processes, including:

• non participants being less likely to have ownership of decisions;
• more conflict and less understanding between participants and 

non participants;
• feelings of powerlessness and inability to influence ;
• lack of opportunity to network and make social contacts;
• less opportunity to develop new skills (via participation); and
• less opportunity to develop confidence (via participation).

2.What are the causes?

It seems likely that many of the causes of the inability of certain
individuals in rural areas to participate in local decision-making relate 
to the structures of the various organisations available to them to channel
their views. In other words, structures affecting the channels of influence
available to someone and the ‘media’ of communication within those
structures. Some organisations have dual influencing and decision-
making functions and distinctions are not always sharp. Some influencing
bodies also correspond to a specific or several decision makers, whilst
others do not. Figure 11.1 provides some illustrative examples of rural
groups, influencing bodies and decision makers.

4. Civil Renewal Unit (2005) Together We Can.
Home Office 

5. The social and other organisations included in this
research are: trade unions, professional
organisations, pensioner groups, community and
tenant groups, women’s groups, religious groups,
sports and social groups and political parties

6. New Policy Institute (2005) www.poverty.org.uk
7. Williams C. (2002) Harnessing Voluntary Work:

A fourth sector approach. Policy Studies. Volume 23.
Numbers 3-4, 1 September 2002, pp 247-260

8. Skinner E., Kambites C. and Derounian J. (2005)
Pointers to Good Practice: A guide for town and
parish councils. NALC/Commission for Rural
Communities; Skinner E., Kambites C. et. al. (2005):
Community Engagement and Local Leadership:
The role for Parish and Town Councils. Good practice
points. NALC/Commission for Rural Communities
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There has been some research around the membership, inclusivity 
and influence of certain organisations and some suggested causes of
non-participation or, conversely active participation, of certain groups
(local and sub regional). A selection of organisations and bodies, for
which there is some evidence, is now considered to illustrate some 
of the causes of non-participation.

Institutions and mechanisms for influence

Parish councils and partnerships: there is survey evidence9 (albeit now
over 10 years old and in need of updating), to show that rural town and
parish councils may not be representative of their communities in terms 
of gender or age. From a sample of 1,000 parish and town councils in
England, councillors were found to be pre-dominantly middle-aged with
43% aged between 45 and 59. This was a higher proportion than for
other types of local authority.

There does not seem to have been any new national survey work 
since 1992 on parish council composition. However, academics working
in this area have anecdotal information10 that the average age is slowly
coming down and that more women are becoming councillors, but 
they still remain in the minority. They also suggest a majority of women
amongst council staff (particularly at the parish clerk level). There is also
anecdotal reference to younger people getting more involved in parish
councils. Specific research11 into parish council good practice shows 
many projects in rural areas where parish councils have striven to listen
to and involve a variety of groups, including young people and people
with learning difficulties12.

9. Department for the Environment (1992) Parish and
Town Councils in England – a survey

10. Personal communication, Skinner (March 2006)
11. Skinner, Kambites and Derounian (2005) op. cit.
12. For example, in Ditton Priors, Shropshire 

Figure 11.1 Examples of local decision making relationships

Rural groups most at risk

Young people

Black and Ethnic minorities

Gypsies and Travellers

Older people

Lone parents

Women

Migrant workers

Low income groups

Media/local influencing
bodies

Examples 
(Not comprehensive):

Parish Plans/Parish Council

Youth Council

Patient and public
involvement forums

Rural Affairs Forums
(County and Regional)

Rural Community Councils

Tenant Associations

Parent/teacher associations

Sure Start partnerships

Local Strategic
Partnerships

Crime and Disorder
Reduction Partnerships

Councils for Voluntary
Service

Churches

Voluntary sector/voluntary
groups

Key local decision makers 

Examples 
(Not comprehensive):

Parish Council

Youth Council

PCT/Acute Trusts

Local Authority

(District and County)

Local/Regional
Development Agencies

Leader Action Groups 

Housing
Associations/Registered
social landlords 

Headmasters and
governing bodies 

Local Strategic
Partnerships

Police Authority

Government Office
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Any imbalance in terms of age and gender does not necessarily mean,
however, that parish councils do not represent the breadth of interests
within a rural community. It strictly only reflects actual membership. Follow
up to the survey the following year with 15 case study councils13 found that,
because members were “usually well known locally and actively involved
in local groups”, they were seen as highly approachable. The picture is,
of course, very varied from council to council and so any generalisations
about the extent to which councillors are representative of interests across
the community are impossible and would be misleading.

Our recent survey on attitudes to rural disadvantage14 shows older
people were more likely to make contact with a local organisation 
(such as the council) than younger people: 23% of those aged 60-74
made contact compared to just 9% of those aged under 24. The survey
does not tell us why younger people were less likely to make contact
and whether it related more to lack of information or motivation.

Research15 into partnership projects established to build affordable
housing in rural Worcestershire found that “parish councils in the district
were dominated by male, middle aged and middle class people”.
Further, it seemed that there was evidence that some parish councils 
and local people adopted strategies to block further development of
affordable housing. This NIMBY approach was backed up by professional
councillors (e.g. architect, ex-planner) and adding professional strength 
to the parish council opposition. The parish council, therefore, seemed to
be strategically defending the interests of particular local elites and using
the more professional members of the community to do this. It should be
borne in mind that this research is only representative of one example 
in rural Worcestershire and was not conducted extensively across rural
districts. The recent introduction of the Quality Parish and Town Council
Scheme, whereby a parish council can get accreditation as a “quality
council” by demonstrating its ability to represent and involve its
communities16 could potentially help encourage greater involvement 
of a wider range of groups and reduce any elitism. Approaching 300
parishes have been awarded Quality Status to date.

Interestingly, albeit in the context of community development, recent
work17 looking at the Leader II programme in Wales showed that even 
so called ‘bottom up development’, where decisions were made about
local development policies, was controlled and shaped by external
gatekeepers. In particular, the research found that the Leader groups
studied tended to serve the needs and interests of the more powerful
sections of the rural population. Similarly, research into rural partnerships18

suggests, “those members of rural communities who do become involved
with partnerships tend to be drawn from a very narrow base”. And
research into community involvement in rural regeneration partnerships19

found difficulties which, “often led to the dominance of the “usual
suspects” phenomenon where a limited number of people were involved
as community representatives in an increasing number of partnerships”.

Regional, county and district based rural forums: Regional Rural Affairs
Forums (RRAF) and County and District forums are potential forums that
may be used to ‘influence’ and represent rural individuals and vulnerable
groups. Some Rural Affairs Forums (for example in the West Midlands and
South West) do have specific young person representation. But there is

13. Department for the Environment (1993) Roles 
and Activities of Parish and Town Councils in
England: Case studies

14. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis. A report by BMRB for 
the Commission for Rural Communities

15. Yarwood R. (2002) Parish Councils, Partnership 
and Governance: The development of ‘exceptions’
housing in the Malvern Hills District, England.
Journal of Rural Studies Volume 18, number 3,
July 2002. pp 275-291

16. www.nalc.gov.uk/quality/qualitycouncilslist.html
17 Ellis (2002) Power and Exclusion in Rural

Community Development – the case of Leader II 
in Wales. PH D thesis, University of Swansea

18. Goodwin (2003) op. cit.
19. Osborne S. et. al. (2002) Community Involvement in

Rural Regeneration Partnerships – exploring the rural
dimension. Local Government Studies. Volume 30,
no 2, Summer 2004. pp 156 – 181 cited in Goodwin
(2003) page 12
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little research to show whether RRAFs or other forums are operating in a
way that specifically represents, for example, the less affluent or less
articulate within rural communities.

Usually, Rural Community Councils and Councils for Voluntary 
Services (CVS) are key members of county level forums representing
rural/disadvantage interests on behalf of rural communities.
CVS membership tends to be skewed towards social welfare groups
concerned, for example, with health, minority empowerment, youth,
elderly, cultural and leisure. These groups form two thirds of a CVS
membership on average20. It would seem therefore that disadvantaged
groups potentially have a voice (albeit indirect) via CVS and RCC
member representatives, certainly at a County level.

Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs): These are underpinned by the
Government’s civil renewal agenda and desire to enhance representative
democracy and facilitate wider citizen partnership. Local participation
will depend on how an LSP engages with localities. A recent evaluation21

shows that arrangements with “sub localities are not particularly close 
to neighbourhoods, but operate at the level of a combination of wards”.
It mentions the need for “appropriate representation of sub-local
interests on the LSP executive and related sub groups”. But there is little
reference to how participation works specifically for any rural areas or 
in relation to the needs of any disadvantaged groups. The need for a
balance to be struck between communities of “interest, identity and
geography” is mentioned, as is the need for mechanisms to reach those
“known to be hard to reach”.

Specific analysis22 of the experience and usefulness of LSPs in rural 
areas concludes that their potential for a more integrated place-based
governance, and as a mechanism for exerting pressure from local areas
up to central government departments, is not yet realised. Because LSPs
are strategic bodies they are often “too bureaucratic in atmosphere for
many voluntary and community sector people to feel comfortable in and
to feel they [can] make a useful contribution”. One way round this is to
involve organisations and individuals on “theme groups”. To date, a 
small number of LSPs have a dedicated rural theme group and a slightly
larger number have set up links to a rural forum23.

Research24 based on fieldwork in five rural districts in England specifically
considered how well Parish and Town Plans and Market Town Action 
Plans linked into Local Strategic Partnerships and Community Strategies.
Although the picture varied between the districts, in general links
between parish and town planning processes and LSP processes were
poor and in need of improvement. There is limited information about 
who gets involved at parish level in ‘bridging’ processes between parish
plans and LSPs. There is reference to the “faithful few”, many of which are
“overloaded” and “busy” people. This research seems to suggest that
vulnerable groups are not engaged in parish planning and LSP related
activity. More needs to be known on this and the barriers to participation.

Clearly, inclusionary practices, particularly of marginalised communities
and their representative groups, vary a good deal between LSPs. Many
LSPs have Rural Community Councils on their membership or are
connected to a rural forum.Overall, though, it remains hard to assess the

20. Edwards B. et. al. (2001) Participation, Power and
Community Governance in England and Wales.
Project findings. Phase one. ESRC project. University
of Aberystwyth, Wales

21. ODPM (2005) National Evaluation of Local 
Strategic Partnerships

22. Smith V. and Moor C. (2005) Local Strategic
Partnerships in England – a case study for the
Organisation of Economic Co-operation and
Development. Commission for Rural Communities

23. Countryside Agency and the Local Government
Association (2004) Think Rural Survey

24. Moseley M., Owen S., Courtney P., Chater C. and
Cherrett T. (2004) The Bridges Research Project:
Final Report. Parish and Town Plans, Market Town
Action Plans – links to Local Strategic Partnerships
and Community Strategies. Report to the
Countryside Agency. Countryside and Community
Research Unit, University of Gloucester
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extent to which LSPs are enabling local individuals and groups in rural
areas to influence decisions affecting their lives.

Health services: There are 569 patient and public involvement forums
(PPIF) in England with an average of 10 members25. A breakdown of 
how many of these are covering rural areas is not currently available.
In theory anyone over the age of 18 is eligible to apply and speak out 
on issues relating to local health services. PPIF have an important role to
play working with the Local Authority and through cross –partnership
working with Acute Trusts, Primary Care Trust and Mental Health Trusts.
The most recent monitoring of these forums26 showed that approximately
10% of members were either from a black and minority ethnic
community or registered disabled (high in comparison to the national
average of these groups).

There do seem to be examples of genuine efforts by forums to involve
and hear from rural communities and minority groups. For example, the
Yorkshire Region PPIF held an event in Hull specifically to get input from
gypsy and traveller communities. The forum for Burnley, Pendle and
Rossendale visited a women-only keep fit class specifically to engage
with minority ethnic communities. Forums in Northamptonshire joined
Action with Communities in Rural England (ACRE) on engagement and
promotional projects to highlight issues relating to control and treatment
of diabetes27. Further research into the inclusivity, membership and
influencing role of rural PPIFs across England would be interesting to
pursue and may provide best practice examples to inspire other 
service providers.

Police service: Law and order issues ranked fourth most important in the
top ten issues raised by local people in rural areas in parish and market
town plans. Concerns related to inadequate policing, lack of “bobbies”
on the beat, vandalism and anti-social behaviour . This suggests a feeling

of inability to secure adequate police services at a local level.

A review of the literature on “community engagement in policing”29 shows
most evaluation has been done in the US, with only one UK evaluation
(undertaken in the 1980’s and in London). Despite this, research stresses
the importance of community engagement if there is to be effective
community participation at all levels of policing. Community engagement
goes wider than neighbourhood policing as it focuses not only on
neighbourhood problem-solving initiatives, but also on the more strategic
level. Community engagement should both identify and implement
solutions to local problems, but also influence strategic priorities and
decisions. There is evidence coming through from an evaluation by the
Commission for Rural Communities that suggests there is quite active
community involvement, especially on combating fear of crime and police
visibility issues. This research, however, is limited to evaluation of 15
community projects in rural England.30

Public consultation on the proposed restructuring of Police Forces by the
Home Office (from 43 to 13 forces) has revealed concerns about
increased distances between the police and the public they serve.
However, much of the actual policing is delivered at the Basic Command
Unit (BCU) level (roughly on local authority boundaries) and this will be
unaffected by any restructuring. The Government is also proposing 

25. Department of Health (April 2004) Patient and
Public Involvement in Health. The evidence for Policy
Implementation. A summary of the results of the
Health in Partnership research programme.
Department of Health

26. Commission for Patient and Public Involvement in
Health (CPPIH) (2005) Patient and Public
Involvement Forums’ Annual Reports 2004/2005.
National Summary

27. ibid.
28. Moseley M., Owen S., Clark M. and Kambites C.

(2005) Local Issues in England – Messages from the
Parish and Market Town Plans. Report to the
Countryside Agency. Countryside and Community
Research Unit. University of Gloucestershire.
Countryside Agency

29. Myhill A. (2006) Community Engagement in
Policing: Lessons from the literature. Home Office

30. Commission for Rural Communities. (forthcoming)
Good practice Guide on Fear of Crime
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to roll out Neighbourhood Policing Teams by 2008 through which it 
is planned to strengthen linkages between the public and the police.
These teams are likely to provide more accountable and very direct
access mechanisms to the public, for example, the phone number for
“your police officer”. It is also argued that with larger forces BCUs may
work together better (perhaps for example in remote rural areas), as
there will be fewer border disputes about which force is responsible.
It seems that the relationship between Neighbourhood Policing Teams
and BCUs will be a crucial one for individuals (rural and urban) in the
future. Proposals for restructuring are currently on hold due to legal
challenges from some forces.

Recently, a partnership venture was set up between the Home Office and
the Association of Police Authorities which seeks to gather knowledge
around, and seek improvements in, the effectiveness of police service
engagement, consultation and involvement with the public it serves
(www.communityengagement.police.uk). To this extent there is a public
evaluation process set up.

Housing and regeneration: Regeneration is very broad and
encompasses social, economic and environmental issues and includes
issues such as health, housing, crime, transport and education. Resident
involvement in regeneration is now accepted as “an essential ingredient
in renewing and revitalising neighbourhoods (urban and rural)”31.

There is a certain amount of good practice in existence concerning 
local authorities and registered social landlords working successfully
with residents’ and tenants’ groups to bring about regeneration in rural
areas. However, there is, again, less information on the types of people
that put themselves forward for such groups and on potential under-
representation. In some rural areas people may not wish to form a
resident group or there may be too few people to justify it. In such cases
innovative solutions such as tenant involvement groups visiting a village
fete to canvass views, or using other social activities may be appropriate.
Focus groups and other informal arrangements can also be offered in
order to encourage tenant involvement. The research32 shows that, “these
informal arrangements provide local authorities and registered social
landlords with effective ways of reaching people who would not usually
take part in formal meetings, canvassing the views of particular groups
of people and getting feedback about specific issues”.

Guidance33 on community involvement in regeneration notes that most
community activity is “triggered” by a specific incident, such as the 
loss of a like a bus, school or post office. It highlights the importance of
getting the structure of the groups right in order to “identify and engage
with marginalised individuals”. For example, in the case of a closing post
office those most “disadvantaged” might be elderly people with health
or mobility issues, thus making attendance at formal meetings difficult.
The challenge is, therefore, how to involve those most affected, perhaps
by using informal methods as referred to above.

The voluntary sector: The voluntary sector in rural areas can both be 
a deliverer of services and a media through which to influence other
service deliverers. Whether or not there is a strong voluntary sector,
accessible to a wide range of rural residents, is therefore relevant to 

31. Countryside Agency (2001) People Make the
Difference: A good practice guide for involving
residents in rural regeneration. Countryside
Agency/Housing Corporation 

32. ibid.
33. Countryside Agency (2003) Breathing New Life 

into Rural Communities: A guide for local action.
Countryside Agency/Housing Corporation/Hastoe
Housing Association

“The voluntary sector in rural areas 
can both be a deliverer of services 
and a media through which to influence
other service deliverers”
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civic disadvantage. Research34 shows that voluntary and community
organisations in rural areas can be thinly spread, poorly funded and
suffer from limited support structures. Other research35 refers to the
“lower levels of institutional capacity” found in some rural areas which
make it hard for the voluntary sector to, “deliver, monitor and negotiate
service planning and delivery”.

Linked issues around the rural voluntary sector and the extent to 
which it provides a “media for influence,” are those about social capital36.
The underlying idea is that “social networks, and the mutual trust they
promote, have a value both to the individual and to society at large”37 .
Detailed analysis has been undertaken of the different kinds of social
capital: bonding (based on common identity), bridging (based on 
more diverse relationships) and linking (relationships with government,
institutions and power structures). More detailed discussion of these 
three types is outside the scope of this paper. However, research clearly
suggests that all forms have an essential role in “the effective delivery 
of rural services”. It highlights “the capacity of the [voluntary] sector to
generate social capital in order to tackle the access issues that impact
upon rural communities”38. Bridging social capital, in particular can help
involve people in “formal decision making processes, giving voice to
their concerns and enabling their voices to be heard”39.

Research based on voluntary organisations in the South West confirms
deficits of social capital amongst the most excluded groups and sees
ongoing challenges in engaging “with a wide cross section of the
community”. Amongst the four voluntary organisations researched40,
the majority of volunteers were past retirement age and attempts to
recruit younger volunteers had been largely unsuccessful41. The research
concludes that currently, there are questions to be asked about whose
social capital is being developed in rural areas and “who is being
empowered and... for what purpose”.

There are a wide range of voluntary and membership organisations 
that may provide a voice or avenue for influence for rural people, some 
of which have a specific rural remit. Many such organisations do have a
membership structure whereby membership of a local group – such as a
local WI, local farmers groups, local CPRE or local RSPB group is possible.

There is certainly great potential for influence, since some of these
organisations have sizable national memberships. The Countryside
Alliance, for example, has over 105,000 members and the RSPB over 
one million. However, as noted in this chapter’s introduction, certain
research42 into participation in voluntary groups in rural areas shows
them to be heavily skewed towards the relatively affluent who use 
them as “sociability vehicles”.

The National Federation of Women’s Institute has an average membership
age of 50-60 but represents rural women on national and local issues 
and can act as a force for influence on local rural issues relating to rural
disadvantage. This said, membership levels are falling by between 1%
and 2% per year. The reasons for this do not seem to be well understood.

34. Goodwin M. (2003) Rural Governance: A review 
of relevant literature. Paper prepared for ESRC,
Countryside Agency and Defra. Institute of
Geography and Earth Sciences

35. National Council for Voluntary Organisations
(NCVO) (2002) Public Service Delivery and the
Voluntary Sector: The rural analysis

36. Social capital is also discussed in the social
disadvantage chapter in the context of formal and
informal networks providing an opportunity for
social interaction – as opposed to the discussion
here which centres on expression of voice and
participation in order to influence.

37. National Council for Voluntary Organisations 
(2003) It’s Who you Know that Counts: the role of 
the voluntary sector in the development of social
capital in rural areas

38. ibid.
39. National Council for Voluntary Organisations 

(2005) Civil Renewal and Active Citizenship – 
a guide to the debate

40. The four organisations were all from the rural 
South West: a disability association, a healthy living
centre, an advice centre, and a community group

41. NCVO (2003) op. cit..
42. Williams C. (2002) Harnessing Voluntary Work: a

fourth sector approach. Policy Studies. Volume 23.
Numbers 3-4, 1 September 2002, pp 247-260

“Research based on voluntary
organisations in the South West confirms
deficits of social capital amongst the
most excluded groups”
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Further more comprehensive and updated research would be useful 
to look at types of membership amongst some key rural influencing
organisations in terms of income levels, social group, ethnicity, education,
age and other factors. Also, the costs of membership of some of these
organisations may be a barrier to participation.

Local forums: Specific forums can also be a voice in local decision
making and in rural areas there are a vast array of them. In addition, to
the public sector bodies already covered, others forums specialise
around life course groups (such as women or senior citizens43), or
around geographic areas, such as the Peak District Rural Deprivation
Forum44. Detailed research into the composition and influence of all the
various forums operating in rural areas is beyond the scope of this
report. However, youth forums are a good example of involvement in
local decision-making.

Recent work by the National Children’s Bureau with the Forum for Rural
Young People45 stresses the importance of young people having a voice 
in rural areas, “where the scattered nature of communities and small
numbers of young people mean that services are often few and far
between”. The research gives examples of participation particularly in the
context of parish plans. It asserts that participation helps young people
influence issues such as poor transport, lack of leisure activities and fewer
informal learning and job opportunities than their urban counterparts,
all of which potentially are issues that disadvantage them. But the research
also highlights the ongoing challenge of converting the willingness of
adults to listen to young people into sustained strategic action.

The church can be one of the few remaining institutions as well as
physical communal buildings remaining in rural areas, particularly in
smaller rural settlements. Potentially, it is a place to meet and a forum 
for exchanging views and influence. Research to date on the role of faith
groups has been mostly urban in the context of partnerships between
them and local authorities and voluntary groups. Research has been
commissioned by Defra (due to report 2006), looking at the contribution
made by faith groups to community vibrancy and rural regeneration. It
may be that this will show how faith groups can act to help communities
tackle disadvantage and act to give a voice to the least powerful or
articulate members of a rural community. In addition, the National Council
for Voluntary Organisations will be exploring the challenges faced by 
faith groups in rural communities and their impact on voluntary action.
The work aims to provide an understanding of the role of faith groups 
and will include examination of their contribution to community life 
and civic society.

Motivation, skills and confidence 
Some people may not get involved in local level influencing because 
of their own lack of motivation or appropriate skills.

Lack of skills and information 
It is probable that many of those from disadvantaged groups do not
become involved in local decision making or influencing through lack 
of the necessary skills for involvement, such as language or ICT skills.

43. www.helptheaged.org.uk - details of how to join a
local forum – currently there are 400 senior citizens
forums with membership of 100,000 Also for older
people there exist Older Peoples Advisory Groups
(Better Government for Older People website – see
www.bgop.org.uk)

44. www.pdrdf.org
45. National Children’s Bureau (2004) Participation in

our Village: involving children and young people in
the development of parish and town plans

“Some people may not get 
involved locally because of their 
lack of motivation”
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The Home Office Active Communities Directorate (now transferred to 
the Office of the third sector in the Cabinet office) set up a research
programme on “Active Learning, Active Citizenship” to look at this issue
and to pilot approaches for resolving it. In the South West, Exeter CVS is
piloting a network to tackle this cause of non-participation as one of nine
learning hubs across England. The network will operate in rural Devon,
Cornwall and Somerset, as well as in urban Exeter and Plymouth. The
specific aim of the South West Hub is to “empower some of the most
excluded people to speak up for themselves, to influence the planning
and delivery of services in their communities and to take an active role
in community development”. Specifically the hub has a focus on creating
“new learning opportunities for disadvantaged adults such as speaking
up, legal rights and financial literacy”. This regional model builds on
work done by Exeter CVS with those with physical and learning
disabilities, older people, parents in Sure Start areas, patients and carers
and ex offenders. All these were offered training and support in
“speaking up”, advocacy and mentoring.

Regarding ICT skills, joining and participating in organisations now 
often requires computer access or, at least, is made easier if the applicant
has access to a computer and is computer literate. ICT can potentially
open up access and allow people to influence local decision making
without the need for face to face meetings and can, therefore, overcome
mobility and transport issues, particularly in remoter rural areas. However,
those without computer skills or access may find it harder to become
involved. A recent consultation exercise on the future support for patient
and public involvement in health46 found that many PPIF forum members
do not have ready access to a computer and “would like the literature
produced in other formats to enable them to gain access”.

Research into the access to services of disadvantaged groups (which
included consideration of the use of health care services and training
facilities) showed that certain groups within rural communities, such 
as older people and migrant workers, are less ready to embrace
technology and use ICT47. So heavy reliance on ICT by decision making
and influencing bodies seems likely to exclude participation by many
within certain groups. Additionally, many groups will not be able to afford
a home computer or training without assistance. ICT access is, however,
increasingly becoming available in rural areas through locally based 
ICT resource centres of various kinds, for example in village halls and
schools. Using public access centres may be more appropriate for some
individuals. Well trained staff in public centres can “provide a human
interface that can boost skills and confidence in the early stages of
transition [to the internet]”48.

Lack of motivation to get involved
Research49 reveals concerns about the extent to which higher tier
authorities take notice of the priorities identified within parish plans.
Lack of acknowledgement of a process can act as a demotivator to many
to participate, although more needs to be known about the obstacles to
participation in such processes by the wider community and especially
by vulnerable groups.

46. Opinion Leader (2005) Report: Consultation 
on the Future Support for Patient and Public
Involvement in Health

47. Bowden C. and Moseley M. (2005) The Quality 
and Accessibility of Services in rural England:
A survey of the Perspectives of disadvantaged
residents. A report by ADAS UK Ltd. and University
of Gloucestershire for Defra

48. Demos (2005) Beyond Digital Divides? The future 
for ICT in rural areas. Commission for Rural
Communities

49. Moseley et. al. (2004) op. cit.
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Our recent survey into rural attitudes50 considers the extent to which
people in rural areas involve themselves in local community and civic
activity51. 41% had not undertaken any of a given list of civic activities,
37% had undertaken at least one and perhaps more revealingly in terms
of motivation, 21% felt there had been no local problems in the last year
(see Figure 11.2). This suggests that non- participation may not matter
where there is no apparent reason for people to get involved. However,
the picture is more complex. There seem to be other factors that may
disadvantage some people from participating, such as income levels.
Those from households earning over £45,000 were more likely to have
contacted an appropriate organisation (28%) than those from households
earning less than £10,000 (13 %). There were similar statistics for
attendance at public meetings or a local forum. Those earning more than
£45,000 were more likely to attend (20%) than those from households
earning less than £10,000 (9%).

The survey also reveals that differences in settlement size play a part 
in terms of involvement in community and civic activity. People living in 
a village or dispersed area were more likely to attend a tenants’ or local
residents’ group (7%) than those in an area defined as rural town and
fringe (3%).

Another potential demotivator for participation is a feeling that 
“nobody is in charge” and confusion about governance at the local 
level. One report52 reviewing participation, governance and exclusion,
suggests that current changing governance in rural areas may actually
exacerbate, rather than address, social exclusion. In particular, the 
move to local authorities co-ordinating and leading less and a move 
to increased partnership working with a whole host of agencies (public,
private and voluntary) getting involved. The review questions whether,
“they really empower and assist active citizenship”.

50. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis. A report by BMRB for 
the Commission for Rural Communities

51. Activities listed included: contacted local
council/other organisation; attended public 
meeting or neighbourhood forum; contacted local
councillor or; attended tenants or local residents
group; help organise petitions on local issues;
contact local radio station/television/paper;
attend protest meeting or action group; no local
problems, none of these activities2.

52. Shucksmith M. (2005) Social Exclusion in 
Rural Areas: A review of recent research.
Arkleton, Aberdeen

Figure 11.2. In the last 12 months have you taken any of the following actions in an
attempt to solve a problem affecting people in your local area?

Contacted council/other organisation

Attended public meeting or
neighbourhood form

Contacted local councillor or MP

Attended tenants’/local residents’ group

Help organise petition on local issue

Contacted local radio
station/television/paper.

Attended protest meeting/action group

No local problems

None of these activities

% 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

19%

16%

11%

5%

5%

4%

4%

21%

41%

Base: All respondents (1010)

Source: Brunwin et. al. (2006) op. cit.
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3.What are the policies?

The focus below is on national level policies to encourage civic
participation. It is worth noting that there are many instances of local
solutions where individuals have influenced local decision making and
service delivery, either through their parish council or through voluntary
or community action. It is not possible to discuss these in detail within
this chapter.

Civil renewal and Parish Plans
A key initiative in relation to civic participation is that of “civil renewal”.
This reinforces the National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal and 
its focus on communities of place. It also reflects the Local Government
Modernisation Agenda of participative democracy53. There is now a Civil
Renewal Unit operating as part of the Department for Communities and
Local Government (DCLG)54.

The three core components of civil renewal are:
• active citizens - people with the motivation, skills and confidence 

to speak up for their communities and say what improvements 
are needed;

• strengthened communities- community groups with the capability
and resources to bring people together to work out shared
solutions; and

• partnerships with public bodies willing and able to work as
partners with local people.

53. ODPM/Home Office (2005) Citizen Engagement 
and Public Services: Why neighbourhoods matter

54. Details at www.civilrenewal.communities.gov
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The civil renewal agenda was set out originally in the document Together
We Can55 and focuses on eight public policy areas within its action plan.
Some are more directly related to rural issues than others and some
more relevant to tackling disadvantage than others56. ‘Together we can’ is
an initiative that relies upon delivery across government and is endorsed
by all the relevant departments, with overall lead departments identified
against the action plan targets. Overall progress on Together We Can
actions is assessed through specific tracking studies and the Home
Office Citizenship Survey. The next citizenship survey will be published
during 2006, although it is not known whether the results will be broken
down between rural and urban participants. An Annual review of
Together We Can is available on the civil renewal website.57

Action 3 of the Together We Can plan is entitled “Together we can
revitalise neighbourhoods” and action 3.5 (led by Defra) is aimed
specifically at measures to “provide opportunities for rural citizens and
communities to influence local policies and services, by continuing to
support parish planning and ensuring that parish and other local action
plans are taken into account in the development of sustainable
community strategies and spatial planning frameworks”. From April
2006, action 3.5 is expected to be implemented and supported largely
through Defra’s new Rural and Social Community Programme (see
discussion below). A recent report on Together We Can58 reports that
“over the past few years, more than 3000 villages have been actively
involved in creating over 1,300 parish plans” and it continues, “these
bring all parts of the Community together and prioritise their needs”.
However, further information on how certain groups are brought into 
the process, such as migrant workers, gypsies and travellers, black and
minority ethnic groups would be useful. It should also be born in mind
that some rural areas remain unparished so do not have the potential 
to use parish plans as a rural voice.

Although the situation may be improving, there is research to show 
that some local authorities and other institutions do not have regard to
parish plans and link them into local, sub-regional and regional strategies
including for housing, transport, planning, economic and community
development, local area agreements and other local delivery plans59.
In summary, concerns about the parish planning process from a 
civic disadvantage perspective centre on coverage, involvement and
influence. Such issues could be usefully researched within any future
government evaluations.

Quality town and parish council scheme
There is research which considers how a wide range of people within rural
communities can be encouraged to get involved with town and parish
council activities. Research found60, “the town or parish council can take
the lead in involving more people from a wider range of backgrounds.
When people are engaged in practical projects that are important to them,
they find a voice and begin to discover what they can do. People learn new
tactics and skills as they participate in projects where resources and skills
are shared. The experience may even help them to get paid work”.

55. Civil Renewal Unit (2005) Together we Can.
Home Office

56. The 8 areas are: ensure children and young people
have a say, strengthen democracy, revitalise
neighbourhoods, increase community cohesion 
and racial equality, build safer communities, reduce
re-offending and raise confidence in the criminal
justice system, improve health and well being,
secure our future.

57. DCLG (2006) Together we Can – Annual
Review.www.civilrenewal.communities.gov op. cit.

58. ibid.
59. Moseley et. al. (2004) op. cit.
60. Skinner E., Kambites C. and Derounian J. (2005)

Pointers to Good Practice: A guide for town and
parish councils. NALC/Commission for Rural
Communities

“3,000 villages have been actively
involved in creating over 1,300 
parish plans”
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It is suggested by researchers in this field that the Quality Parish and
Town Council Scheme, launched in 2003, may be an opportunity to
empower rural communities and audit the conduct of community
governance with the test including “communication with local residents”61.
As at end November 2005, 223 of the approximately 8,000 town and
parish councils in England had obtained quality status . If the scheme 
is to make a big difference then greater encouragement may need to be
given to encouraging applications for quality status62. An evaluation of the
Quality Parish and Town Council Scheme is due to report during 2006.

Neighbourhoods and citizen engagement
The Department for Communities and Local Government (formerly the
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister) has a five year strategy “People,
Places and Prosperity”. Alongside this, and as part of the local government
strategy on policies for neighbourhoods, a consultation (co-sponsored by
the Home Office) on Citizen Engagement and Public Services- why
neighbourhoods matter has been published. The document sees
“neighbourhood arrangements as a seedbed for democracy”. With an
emphasis on public services and the importance of local government,
the document highlights that, “citizen engagement is particularly important
in minority and disadvantaged communities where a lack of community
engagement can often undermine the effectiveness of services delivered
to standard templates”63. The paper acknowledges that perception of what
a neighbourhood is varies depending on whether a person lives in a rural,
urban or suburban area. In some cases, an electoral ward, several wards
or a parish may be perceived as a neighbourhood. But it stresses that,
“neighbourhood engagement will often be the best level at which to reach
out to the whole community and especially to include the most vulnerable
people and groups. Voluntary and community and faith groups can all
contribute alongside statutory bodies”. The strategy also puts forward
proposals for national level and local level ‘Neighbourhood Charters’
representing a commitment on the part of entering organisations to act 
in a certain way. This could include acting in a more “inclusionary way”.

Capacity building is a central tenet of the approach put forward jointly 
by DCLG (formerly ODPM) and the Home Office in their promotion of
neighbourhoods and neighbourhood charters. Reference is made to 
the need to provide access to knowledge and information, training in
diversity and equality issues, and there is a priority given to measures 
to build and sustain the capacity of ward councillors64.

The National Training Strategy, launched in 2001 has led to the creation 
of local training and support infrastructure (through County Training
partnerships). There is also now a bespoke core qualification for local
council clerks (Certificate in Local Council Administration). However, it
has been suggested65 that further funding is needed to support training,
capacity building and development of the parish and town council sector
in the context of neighbourhood governance. The issue, again, in terms
of civic disadvantage is to know more about who has information that
enables them to apply for a post as a parish council clerk and whether
certain groups in rural areas do not apply to be parish council clerks.
Training seems to focus on those who have become clerks, not on
enlarging the pool of applicants.

61. Woods M. (2005) Rural Politics and Governance.
Paper presented at a research seminar at IPPR
North. Rural politics and governance.York

62. National Association of Local Councils (NALC)
(2005) Introduction to the Quality Parish and Town
Council Scheme

63. ODPM/Home Office (2005) op. cit.
63. The Local Government Leadership Centre was

launched in 2004 aiming to “attract people of all
communities and backgrounds to serve as councillors
and hence to be effective neighbourhood leaders”

65. Commission for Rural Communities/National
Association of Local Councils (2005) Ideas Paper 
on the Neighbourhood Governance Review: The role
and contribution of Parish and Town Councils
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Supporting the voluntary sector
There are some key government initiatives aimed at strengthening 
and supporting the Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS). These 
are relevant and important to civic participation in rural areas, given 
the potential voice and media for influence for rural individuals and
community groups that the community and voluntary sector provide.

Specifically, the Rural Social and Community Programme (RSCP) was
launched by Defra in April 2006 and aims to help rural communities
shape and enhance their own communities. There is a particular focus 
on entrepreneurial capability and helping socially excluded individuals.

The Active Communities Directorate of The Home Office, now transferred
to the Office of the third sector in the Cabinet Office, has a programme 
of measures based on promoting a vibrant and healthy voluntary and
community sector66. These flowed from a Treasury cross cutting review 
of the role of the voluntary and community sector in 2002. ‘Change Up’ is
one of these measures and is a cross government framework focused on
supporting the capacity building of the voluntary and community sector67.
Within ‘Change Up’, Defra has a £6m. programme for rural areas. Detailed
discussion of capacity building and other measures is outside the 
scope of this chapter68. However, it is worth noting that the ‘Change Up’
programme makes reference to many of the particular challenges faced
by the voluntary sector in rural areas. Problems referred to include the
lack of infrastructure in rural areas, poor access to ICT and a failure of
many rural organisations to benefit from economies of scale. As ‘Change
Up’ is evaluated, its impacts in rural areas need to be assessed.

66. www.communities.homeoffice.gov.uk
67. Home Office (2004) Change Up: Capacity building

and infrastructure framework for the voluntary and
community sector. Home Office Communications
Directorate

68. Details of all Home Office Active Communities
projects can be found on the website including
Change Up, Capacity Builders and Future Builders 
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ICT
A number of internet sites are emerging to encourage citizen
engagement. For example, an independent website has been designed
to allow public access to consultations at local, national and even
international level (www.citizenspace.co.uk)69. This collates feedback 
and feeds it directly to the relevant decision makers to help shape 
policy. Equally there is useful information available on the internet to 
aid participatory processes, such as a Defra web page on parish plans
which provides links to guidance and best practice to groups and
individuals involved with parish plans70. Further research into the use of
ICT would be useful to inform policy makers on the relative importance
of ICT as a way of increasing civic participation and in particular,
to establish whether there are groups within rural communities for 
whom participation using ICT is not appropriate.71

4. Summary

• Available information seems to point to a range of factors affecting
people’s ability to influence local decision making including:
elitism amongst certain institutions operating in rural areas; lack of
linkages between certain local processes in rural areas and higher
level processes; lack of skills and/or confidence amongst some
members of the rural community; weak institutional capacity within
the rural voluntary sector to assist participation; and low levels of
social capital in rural areas.

• Nevertheless, there is a lack of detailed information about who 
is not able to participate fully to influence local decision-making 
in rural areas. In addition, more needs to be known on the effects 
of non-participation both in terms of influence and in terms of 
social development.

• Some good practice seems to be emerging about civic participation
in rural areas, particularly in the context of parish councils, Parish
Plans and the Quality Parish and Town Council Scheme. More could
be made of the good practice that exists, not only within parish
councils, but within other influencing organisations such as Public
Patient Information Forums and Youth Forums.

• Initiatives to boost the capacity of the voluntary and community
sector appear to be vital and need to be promoted and resourced.
Policies need to foster participation through all potential media,
including the statutory and community sectors.

• Policies to promote ICT as a vehicle to support inclusivity also
appear to have potential, although some groups seem likely to
prefer face to face participation.

• Policies need to recognise fully the complexities and challenges 
of enabling vulnerable groups to participate alongside others.

• Future evaluations of Parish Plans and other local participatory
processes need to focus less on outputs (numbers of plans
produced) and more on assessing issues of inclusivity of 
vulnerable groups 

• Future research into civic participation should differentiate the needs
and processes appropriate to differing types of rural areas and
settlements, as analyses and solutions will need to be tailor made.

69. Designed by Delib, consultancy.
70. www.defra.gov.uk/rural/communities/parish-

planning.htm
71. See the discussion in the retail chapter of this

report about how certain groups cannot or do not
use ICT for food shopping . See also the ICT
chapter of this report.
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Local environmental disadvantage

The local physical environment can have a major impact on people’s
health, their mental well being and general quality of life. Our focus here
is on clean and healthy local environments rather than on wider
environmental issues such as climate change. We explore whether there
is a rural dimension to environmental ‘bads’ such as local pollution,
rather than access to environmental ‘goods’ (such as green and open
space). The chapter reviews the evidence on the quality of the local
physical environment in relation to noise pollution, air pollution, litter and
vandalism and flooding within rural areas and how these environmental
factors might lead to disadvantage for different groups or individuals
within rural areas. These environmental problems were chosen as issues
that are most likely to be experienced by rural residents.

There are a number of different definitions and concepts that cover
issues related to local environmental quality. These include for example
‘environmental justice’, ‘environmental inequality’ and ‘environmental
exclusion’. In general they bring together the links between
environmental problems and social injustices and the relationship
between deprived areas (or social groups of people) and poor
environmental quality2. Some include wider social issues such as crime
and access to local services, including housing and transport which we
cover elsewhere in our review. Our focus here is on local physical
environmental quality, including the ‘liveability’ of neighbourhoods.

1.What is the problem?

It could be argued that some local environmental issues are relatively
minor, for example, a few bits of litter on the street or a little noise do not
impact much on someone’s daily life. What is considered a nuisance or
unreasonable to some, may not be considered so by others.
Nevertheless, if the majority of the population lives in an environment
which is relatively free from such problems, then those that do not could
be said to be disadvantaged. Indeed, the quality of the local environment
regularly features as a key concern among the issues that matter locally
to people. Research also suggests that public perceptions of safety and
the fear of crime are often influenced by the condition of local public
spaces and the general appearance of an area. Poor quality
environments have also been suggested as leading to ‘place
stigmatisation’.

Other environmental issues, such as air pollution, have a much clearer
link with disadvantage, given its health impacts, or flooding given the
disruption it causes. There is also better understanding of certain
environmental issues where legislation sets out what constitutes a
‘nuisance’ (e.g. statutory noise limits).

1. Environment Agency website www.environment-
agency.gov.uk accessed March 2006

2. ESRC, Friends of the Earth, London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (2001)
Environmental Justice. Rights and means to a Healthy
Environment for All. Special briefing No7

“ a clean and healthy environment is
vital for everyone’s quality of
life….problems can affect people’s
health and well being and can add to
the burden of social and economic
deprivation. They can also limit the
opportunities available for people to
improve their lives…” 1

12
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It is generally assumed that the local environmental quality for people
living in rural communities is much better that in urban areas.
Information on the views of rural residents3 shows agreement that peace
and quiet and a healthy environment, amongst other things, are among
the main advantages of a rural location. Very few people in rural areas
describe their surroundings and the state of the local environment as
very poor or fairly poor (see Table 12.1)4. Nevertheless, increases in
traffic and litter are mentioned by some rural residents when asked
about recent environmental changes5.

Urban centres have the highest incidence of poor quality environments
(30%)6 but nearly 8% of all rural households (334,000) are in poor quality
environments. This is defined as experiencing significant problems with
one or more of three types of poor quality: ‘upkeep’ of the area including
litter and vandalism; ‘traffic’ impacts; or ‘utilisation’ problems associated
with abandonment or intrusive use of property for nonresidential
purposes such as vacant buildings or intrusive industry7. Traffic was found
to contribute particularly to poor environmental quality: around 5% of
households in rural areas experience problems from road traffic, intrusive
motorways and main roads, railway or aircraft noise (see Figure 12.1).

3. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

4. Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori
(2006) Rural Insights Survey

5. ibid.
6. Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) (2006)

English House Condition Survey (EHCS) 2003
7. The EHCS survey defines both rural and

environmental quality through the surveyors 
own assessment

Less sparse Sparse

Hamlet Village Town and Hamlet Villages Town and
fringe fringe

Fairly poor 3 3 5 2 4 5

Very poor 1 1 1 – 1 1

Table 12.1 Rural perception of local environment state

Figure 12.1 % of households living in poor quality environments by
urban, suburban or rural

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

%

Poor quality environment Upkeep Traffic Utilisation

City or other urban centre Suburban Rural

Source: ODPM (2006)  English House Condition Survey 2003

% of people describing their local environment as poor
%

 o
f H

ou
se

ho
ld

s

Source: Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori (2006) Rural Insights Survey

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 157



158 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Who experiences poor local environmental quality?
In recent years there has been an increase in evidence to show that
people who are socially and economically disadvantaged often live in 
the worst environments, but that this is generally associated with urban
clusters8. A recent review found this area of work to be ‘relatively new
and poorly explored’, with the majority of research being undertaken in
the last five years9. Some of the key messages from the review relating 
to environmental justice are that:

• it is a real and substantive problem in the UK;
• many of the most socially excluded groups are affected;
• local environmental quality and differential access to goods and

services have a detrimental effect on quality of life of those groups;
• in some cases, excluded communities are disproportionately

exposed to environmental risks and disproportionately vulnerable
to its effects; and

• more needs to be known about both the causes and impacts of
environmental justice and there is need for research to support the
development of policy measures.

There seems to have been little assessment of whether some people in
rural areas adversely experience environmental bads10. There is limited
evidence11 to suggest that poor households in rural areas are more 
likely to be dissatisfied with their local area than other rural households -
although this does not necessarily reflect their views on local
environmental quality. 6% of poor households (with an income of less
than £200/week) are very dissatisfied with their local area in remote 
rural districts and 9% in accessible rural districts, compared to 4% and
5% of non-poor rural households respectively.

Litter and fly-tipping 
Available research shows that litter is generally not a major issue for
rural areas. As a result, there is limited evidence on how it affects rural
people where it may be a problem. A survey in 2004/0512 showed that 
in the previous three years incidences of litter on rural roads had been
better than the national average. In contrast, fly-tipping (the illegal
dumping of waste) appears to be a particular problem in rural areas
because, as well as being unsightly, it can lead to pollution of the
environment, be harmful to human health (attracting vermin or leading 
to accidents) and can cost victims large amounts of money to remove.
It can also affect the amenity of local environments and reduce civic
pride13. Fly-tipping can range from the dumping of a single household 
or everyday item (black bags and other household waste making up
over half of reported incidents) to large scale dumping of waste, for
example, from construction, including hazardous waste.

Mapping14 of the distribution of major fly-tipping incidents (those
involving organised crime or containers of hazardous waste) in England
from 1999-2003 shows problems across the country, but especially in
more accessible rural areas closest to large urban populations. Over the
period 2004/05, the Environment Agency responded to nearly 4,500
major incidents. Since 2004, waste collection authorities are required to
submit information on all fly-tipping to Defra’s national fly tipping
database ‘Flycapture’ which is managed by the Environment Agency.
Whilst at present there is no analysis of the level of fly-tipping in rural
areas, a national average of over 88,500 fly-tipping incidents per month

8. The Environment Agency (2004) Position 
Statement- Addressing environmental inequalities

9. Lucas K., Walker G., Eames M., Fay H. and 
Poustie M. (2004) Environment and Social Justice:
Rapid research and evidence review. Final report 
by Sustainable Development Research Network
(SDRN) for Defra

10. There is some evidence in House of Commons
Environmental Audit Committee (2004)
Environmental Crime: Fly-tipping, fly-posting, litter,
graffiti and noise. Ninth report of session 2003-04.
House of Commons HC 444

11. www.poverty.org  based on survey of English
Housing 2004/05

12. Encams (2005) Local Environmental Quality Survey
of England 2004/05

13. Defra (2004) Fly-tipping Strategy. A consultation
document issued by the Department for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

14. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
op. cit.
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were reported for the period 2004/0515. This showed that 42% of 
fly-tipping occured on highways and 27% was on council land.

There is also likely to be underreporting of flytipping and there is
“anecdotal evidence [to] suggest that fly-tipping is still a large problem
in rural areas, although some of these incidents are dealt with by
landowners and other organisations and so will not currently be picked
up on Flycapture”16. A survey of landowners in 200417 found that a third
experienced fly-tipping on a weekly basis. The individual cost of
clearing up fly-tipping depends on the type and scale of the dumped
items. It has been estimated18 that it would cost over £100m per annum 
to clear illegal dumped rubbish. Local authorities and the Environment
Agency have powers for removing fly-tipping from public owned land.

Graffiti and vandalism
There is very limited evidence on the social distribution of both
vandalism and graffiti19 and the extent to which it is a problem affecting
rural areas. Vandalism is seen as a national issue and although it varies
significantly between different areas, is particularly associated with urban
settlements20. Nevertheless, vandalism is an issue in rural town and fringe
areas where 25% of people surveyed said it was common. It is less
common in hamlets and isolated dwellings (8%)21.

Graffiti, like vandalism, is more common in urban areas, though there 
is little national information on the level of graffiti in rural areas22. It is also
more prevalent in some situations, such as alleys, footbridges, transport
interchanges, walls, fences, bins and shop fronts23. Where it does occur,
it can act as a drain on local authority resources. A survey of local
authorities between 2002 and 200324 on local environmental quality
issues, found 89% of authorities thought graffiti was a problem(major 
or minor). There seems to be no rural information on the extent to which
vandalism and graffiti occurs on private property and affects individuals,
rather than public space, in other words who experiences the direct
impact and clear up costs.

Noise pollution
There is some research to suggest that the impacts of noise can affect
health and cause stress. In addition, noise “has clear annoyance impacts,
including sleep disturbance and speech interruption”25. Noise can also
cause financial disadvantage if it adversely affects house prices, though
this research is not specific to rural areas26.

Neighbourhood noise: neighbourhood noise (such as disturbance 
from neighbours) is usually associated with unreasonable behaviour.
There seems to be limited evidence available on the extent to which
neighbourhood noise affects people living in rural areas, though public
opinion research27 found that one in 10 people living in the countryside
regularly hear noise from neighbours and 17% are bothered, annoyed 
or disturbed by the noise.

15. Defra, Environment Agency, Local Government
Association and National Statistics (2005) 
Fly Capture Results from the First Year’s Data 2004/5

16. Defra website www.defra.gov.uk
17. CLA (2005) Fly-tipping Figures ‘Tip of Iceberg' 

says CLA. Press release 2 March 2005
18. Defra (2004) op. cit.
19. Lucas et.al (2004) op. cit.
20. ODPM (2004) Environmental Exclusion Review.

Research Report 11
21. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

The State of the Countryside 2005. based on 
the British Crime Survey

22. ibid.
23. Encams (2005) Policy Statement on Graffiti.

Accessed www.encams.org in March 2005.
24. Encams (2004) Local Environmental Quality:

A local authority perspective
25. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
26. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
27. Mori Social Research (2003) Neighbour Noise:

Public opinion research to assess it nature, extent
and significant. Research for Defra
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A recent national review28 on environmental justice found no evidence
that noise nuisance more adversely affects low income groups or
communities. However, the review speculated that people living in flats
and poor quality social housing were more likely to be affected, due to
the impact of high density housing and poor insulation. It also suggested
that “older people, people with mental illnesses and households with
young children (especially at night) are more likely to be sensitive to
noise nuisance”.

Ambient noise: this refers to environmental noise caused by transport
and industry29. Road traffic is the most common source of ambient noise.
The existence of health impacts from ambient noise is less clear. Some
have pointed to the physiological effects of noise during sleep (such as
increased blood pressure and increased heart rate) and some research
points to stress related impacts, whilst others conclude that the health
effects are weak30.

Again, this is an area where further research would be useful to
understand whether there is a problem in rural areas. Indeed, Defra’s
ambient noise strategy consultation paper31 highlighted that the majority
of respondents called for further research to determine the effects 
of environmental noise, including more research into comparisons 
between urban and rural populations.

Local air quality 
Poor air quality can impact on people’s health and a range of pollutants
pose risks to particular groups of people such as pregnant women, older
people, people suffering from respiratory and coronary illnesses and
children32. Air quality in rural areas away from busy roads and industry 
is generally very good, although comparisons between local areas are
difficult to obtain since air quality is only measured in a few locations33.
Statistics34 show moderate or high levels of air pollution on 40 days on
average per site tested in 2005, with ozone being the main pollutant.

Flooding 
Flooding can cause both physical and mental health problems. Apart
from the obvious risk of drowning, people can experience chest
infections, colds, high blood pressure, and stomach upsets. Damage 
to property can also cause psychological upset and stress35. There are
approximately 4.1m people living in flood risk areas in England36. The
Environment Agency’s website enables people to check whether they
are at risk of flooding.

There is some research that considers whether particular types of
people are especially vulnerable to flooding. One study37 found that
coastal floodplain areas attracted less affluent households and riverside
ones the more affluent, but both were in danger of flooding. However,
an analysis38 of fluvial flooding found that poorer communities were 
more at risk, with households in social class 4 and 5 being 9% more
likely to be exposed to flood risk than others.

28. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
29. Defra website on ambient noise www.defra.gov.uk

accessed March 2006.
30. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
31. Defra (2002) Summary of Responses to the

consultation paper –Towards a National Ambient
Noise Strategy

32. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
33. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
34. Defra (2006) Statistical release: Air quality indicator

for sustainable development 2005 (final figures).
24 April 2006.

35. Environment Agency (2006) Addressing
Environmental Inequalities: Flood risk

36. ibid.
37. Walker G. P., Mitchell G., Fairburn J. and Smith G.

(2003) Environmental Quality and Social Deprivation.
Phase II: National analysis of Flood Hazard, IPC
Industries and Air Quality, R&D project record 
E2-067/1/PR1. The Environment Agency

38. The Environment Agency (2006) op. cit.
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2.What are the causes? 

For most of the local environmental issues discussed, there is limited
evidence to show the causes of local environmental problems.

The link with lower incomes
It has been suggested that cheaper housing will tend to be found
alongside major roads, leading to people with lower incomes being
more exposed to air and noise pollution. There are also studies39 which
concluded that industrial sites that are potentially highly polluting (and
subject to Pollution and Prevention Control (PPC) permits) are more
likely to be located in areas with high levels of deprivation. This is
particularly so for the waste sector (including incinerators). A review
noted that, “the failure in the past of transport investment decisions to
take account of air quality implications and distributional issues and 
the operation of planning processes which have protected areas of high
residential quality from road building and industrial development may
have also contributed to inequity”40. It also suggested that differences 
in people’s ability to afford housing, may lead to poorer people living 
in more noisy roadside environments and “the affordability of double
glazing and other forms of noise insulation will also relate to income”.

Litter
There is very little research on why litter is more prevalent in some
areas. One study on people’s perceptions suggests a range of factors
ranging from a lack of bins, people’s attitudes (such as whether they 
see the area as already dirty) and convenience (especially for young
people), or people’s laziness. Whilst the research suggested areas most
at risk of litter were city centres, shopping areas and high streets, it also
noted that “litter in rural areas was more noticeable, even though there
was less of it than in urban/city environments” and that it was seen as
less acceptable to litter in these areas41. We have not come across any
research on litter in rural areas and its causes.

Fly-tipping
Rural areas can offer an ideal location for fly-tipping given the lower
levels of population, the seclusion of some areas and the reduced
likelihood of the perpetrator being seen by a third party. Common
locations for small scale fly-tipping are secluded pathways, and property
backing on to rivers, canals, railways and roads, whereas larger scale
incidents often occur in lay-bys, country lanes, no-through roads and
entrances to fields42. Rural roads, as well as industrial estates, other
highways and public open spaces and waterside areas, are particular
areas where fly-tipping occurs43.

39. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
40. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
41. Encams (2001) Segmentation Research:

Public behavioural survey into littering
42. Webb B. and Marshall B. (2004) A problem-oriented

approach to fly-tipping. Appendix 1 Tackling 
fly-tipping: A review of the literature. Jill Dando 
Institute of Crime

43. Encams (2005) Local Environmental Quality 
Survey of England 2004/05
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The most common reasons suggested for fly tipping are the cost of 
legal waste disposal and the laziness of the perpetrator44. A recent
review found that fly-tipping may be caused, in part, by recent legislation
whereby business waste should be disposed of at a licensed tip with
charges levied per tonne of waste. The introduction of the landfill tax 
has been cited as contributing towards increased fly-tipping, where
unscrupulous businesses try to avoid paying the tax. Whilst removal 
of everyday household rubbish is paid for through council tax,
householders must pay the council charges for collection of larger
household items or take the item themselves to free facilities provided 
in council household waste sites. One study45 found that large items 
of household furniture are dumped in poorer neighbourhoods, either
because poorer households couldn’t afford to pay the charge or were
less likely to have their own transport to take the item to the waste site.
There is also anecdotal evidence that suggests some cars are being
abandoned due to the £100 charge that has been placed on scrapping
end of life vehicles to implement an EC Directive46.

Vandalism and graffiti
There is evidence to suggest that much vandalism is carried out by
young people when there is a lack of suitable activities in their local 
area. There is some research that highlights boredom and anti-social
behaviour amongst young people in rural areas, but most does not
explore the extent to which rural young people may then resort to
vandalism47. Research in a small village in rural Kent found48 damage 
to cars and fences was caused after young men drank and research49

on 12 to 16 year olds in three villages in East Anglia found incidents 
of vandalism. However, these more serious incidents were limited in 
extent due to a complex practice of self-policing.

Research also points to vandalism by non-local people. One report
examining the environmental concerns of disadvantaged groups in the
Peak District found that the small amount of vandalism was blamed on,
“people coming in... not village people”50.

Noise pollution
Traffic noise: traffic noise is one of the most common sources of noise
pollution. Whilst high traffic volumes are relatively uncommon in rural
areas,51 noise can be caused by the inadequacy of many rural roads 
for the levels and type of traffic they now carry. There is some limited
evidence that Heavy Goods Vehicles or articulated lorries associated
with industry in rural areas are sources of noise pollution. However, at
present, there is little information on the main sources of ambient noise,
although the forthcoming National Ambient Noise Strategy52 will include
noise mapping, including the impact of major road and rail links in 
rural areas. In particular, “the maps will enable policy to take account
more accurately of the implications of noise sources for rural areas,
including major reservoirs of rural tranquillity and valued local pockets
of tranquillity”53.

44. Webb B. and Marshall B. (2004) op. cit
45. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2004) Representing

neighbourhood environmental concerns within 
Local Strategic Partnerships.

46. http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/
waste/topics/elvehicledir.htm

47. see chapter on social disadvantage
48. Roberts L. (2003) The Trouble with Young Men 

in Rural Communities. Working with young men.
2, 3 September 2003

49. Moore S. (undated) Hanging About: Youth and
Policy. W9853 pp 47-59. APU. Cambridge

50. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2001) Rain Forests 
are a Long Way from Here: The environmental
concerns of disadvantaged groups

51. James E., Moreland V., Simmons S. and Tomlinson P.
(2004) Dealing with Traffic Issues in Rural Areas.
The Countryside Agency (unpublished)

52. Defra (2001) Towards a National Ambient Noise
strategy: A consultation paper from the Air and
Environmental Quality Division

53. Defra (2000) Rural White Paper: Our Countryside:
A fair deal for rural England
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Noise from landfill: noise (and air pollution) can also be caused by the
presence of landfill sites, though there is a lack of conclusive evidence
on their health impacts. Symptoms such as tiredness, sleeplessness and
headaches have been reported as a result of living near landfill sites54.
It cannot be assumed these are caused by toxic chemical action, but they
may indicate stress and anxiety. Landfill locations are partly determined
by earlier patterns of open cast quarrying and mining and the majority
(88.3%) are located outside of urban areas, mostly in open countryside
(see Table 12.2)55.

There are several landfill studies which consider the relationship
between the location of landfill sites and deprived areas. One study56 of
landfill sites in England and Wales found that there was a weak trend for
landfill sites in urban areas to be located in less deprived wards, though
this was not the case for rural areas. However, another study found57 that
properties situated within a quarter of a mile of landfill sites were valued
at around £5,500 less than similar properties elsewhere.

Air pollution 
Road pollution and industrial pollution are the prime causes of ozone
related air pollution. Again, there seems to be no information on the
extent to which these impact in rural areas.

Crop spraying 
The possible impacts of crop spraying and associated air pollution in
rural areas on health are contested. It has been reported that members
of the public living near to fields which have been sprayed have suffered
chronic illness, including nervous disorders, depression and cancer58.
A Royal Commission looked59 at the human health risks associated with
the use of agricultural pesticides and concluded that, whilst people 
that had been exposed to pesticides had become ill, there was no 
firm conclusion on the cause of illnesses. They recommended a
precautionary five metre no spray zone between fields and homes.
The Advisory Committee on Pesticides has since responded suggesting
the five metre buffer zone is a “disproportionate response due to the
scientific uncertainty”60. More research would seem useful on cause 
and effect on this issue.

Table 12.2. Landfill site*: 2005

Area classification Count of landfills % of landfills
in area type in area type

Hamlets and isolated dwelling 1,876 88.3

Village 47 2.2

Town and fringe 96 4.5

Urban>10k 105 4.9

England 2,124 100.0

Source: Environment Agency. 2005. Analysis for the Commission for Rural Communities
State of the Countryside 2005.

54. Environment Agency website, accessed March
2006. http://www.environment-
agency.gov.uk/yourenv/eff/1190084/resources_
waste/213982/207743/?version=1&lang=_e

55. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
State of the Countryside 2005. based on analysis 
by The Environment Agency

56. Wheeler B. (2004) Health-related Environmental
Indices and Environmental Equity in England and
Wales, Environment and Planning A, 36, 5, 803-822

57. Cambridge Econometrics, EFTEC and WRC (2003)
The Disamenity Costs of Landfill. Defra

58. Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution
(2005) Crop Spraying and the Health of Residents
and Bystanders

59. ibid.
60. Advisory Committee on Pesticides (2005) 

Crop Spraying and the Health of Residents and
Bystanders. A commentary on the report published
by the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution

* Each landfill was assigned to one of the classifications using the hectare grid square underpinning the new rural
and urban definitions – the classification of each landfill was based on the majority value of the grid squares with
the landfill polygon.
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Flooding
A review of research on the reason why some groups are particularly
vulnerable to the effects of flooding61 highlight factors including:

• the location or type of housing (for example those living in
caravans, basement flats and single storey dwellings);

• their awareness of flood risk and likelihood of taking action 
(e.g. older people and single parent households who have less 
time or ability to prepare for an event, ethnic minorities as language
differences may obstruct their reception of flood warnings and
those with physical or mental disability or long term illness,
who may have particular difficulties receiving or responding 
to warnings); and 

• their ability to cope during an event or to recover from its impact
(e.g. the less affluent as they have fewer financial resources to
recover and are less likely to be insured; community networks, if
disrupted, can impact on people’s coping and support systems).

3.What are the policies? 

A wide range of policies and legislation have been introduced in recent
years to tackle local environmental quality. Some are too recent for their
impact to have been fully evaluated.

Planning policy
Given that the causes of some poor local environmental quality relate 
to the historic decisions made about the location of industry, homes and
roads, the way current decisions about new development are made is
clearly key. A large number of planning policies exist to deal with the 
use and development of land such as the Town and Country Planning 
Act 1990, as amended by the Planning and Compensation Act 1991 and
supporting planning policy guidance notes. Planning policy guidance
(PPG23) on planning and pollution control is particularly relevant, as are
the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulations 2000, which require
projects likely to have significant effects on the environment (due to their
nature, size or location) to be subject to an assessment. In addition, since
2004 the EU Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive requires
plans and programmes under the town and country planning legislation
(including transport, energy, waste management, water resources
management, industry, telecommunications and tourism) to be subject to
an environmental impact assessment. At present, there seems to be little
assessment of how these regulations are impacting on environmental
quality in rural areas.

61. The Environment Agency (2006). op. cit.

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:01 pm  Page 164



165 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Quality of local environment policies
A number of different policies and legislation have been introduced
recently that aim to improve the quality of local environments.

‘Living places: cleaner, safer, greener’: this strategy62 sets out the
Government's vision and programme of action for improving the quality
of local environments and public spaces. The Government's aim is for
everyone to have access to attractive, high quality and sustainable public
spaces and local environments that cater for the diverse needs of
communities. Of particular relevance, this means ensuring that public
spaces are cleaner, by improving how they are maintained and how
services are managed and delivered. In 2002 a Public Service
Agreement target associated with the strategy was set for ODPM to 
lead the delivery of cleaner, safer and greener public spaces and
improvement of the quality of the built environment in deprived areas
across the country, with measurable improvement by 2008.

Liveability fund: this fund is part of a package of measures to improve
the local environment as part of the ‘Sustainable Communities: Building
for the future’ programme. It provides funding to local authorities through
a competitive bidding process for revenue and capital funding to
improve ‘livability’ including tackling, for example, litter, fly-tipping, fly-
posting, graffiti, abandoned vehicles, street cleansing and anti-social
behaviour.

Anti-Social Behaviour Act 2003: there are several powers in this act 
that relate to impacts on the environment. In particular, part six includes
powers to deal with issues relating to noise, graffiti and fly posting, the
unlawful deposit of waste and the extension of local authority powers 
to take action against littering, including:

• widening the use of Fixed Penalty Notices – e.g. for noise nuisance,
truancy and graffiti and applying them to 16-17 year olds;

• dispersing groups in designated areas suffering persistent and
serious anti-social behaviour;

• making the sale of spray paints to under 16s a new offence and
giving stronger powers to local authorities to tackle fly-tipping,
graffiti and fly-posting; and

• widening powers to shut down establishments that create 
noise nuisance.

Clean Neighbourhoods and Environment Act 2005: the act deals 
with issues relating to quality of the local environment and anti-social
behaviour issues, including vandalism. In particular, it gives local
authorities, parish and community councils and the Environment Agency
new powers to tackle poor environmental quality and anti-social
behaviour. The act includes sections on crime and disorder, nuisance
and abandoned vehicles, litter, graffiti, waste, noise and dogs. The Act
contains an amendment to the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, so that
Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs) should consider
taking anti-social behaviour and other behaviour adversely affecting 
the quality of the local environment into account when conducting their
audits and developing their strategies. It is too soon for the impact of 
the Act to have been evaluated.

62. ODPM (2002) Living Places: Cleaner, safer, greener.
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Securing the Future- Delivering UK Sustainable Development
Strategy (2005): this takes account of developments since the original
1999 Strategy. In particular there are indicators to report progress,
including for local environment quality (to be developed using
information from the Local Environmental Quality Survey of England) 
and for satisfaction with the local area (households satisfied with the
quality of the places in which they live).

Environmental Protection Act 1990: this act made ‘Duty Bodies’
(including local authorities, government departments, statutory
undertakers, most schools, colleges and universities) responsible for
keeping public places clear of litter and refuse. Local authorities and 
the police can prosecute and fine people who litter and can appoint
Litter Wardens who can impose a Fixed Penalty Notice.

Fly tipping 
Proposals to tackle fly-tipping were included in the consultation
document Living Places; Powers, Rights and Responsibilities in 2002 
and a range of measures were included in the Anti-Social Behaviour Act
2003. Following this, the Fly-tipping Strategy was issued for consultation
in 2004 by Defra and further measures were included in the Clean
Neighbourhoods and Environment Act 2005. No evaluation has yet been
undertaken on the impact of the acts and their effectiveness in tackling
rural fly-tipping given their recent implementation. Monitoring of action
through the flycapture database has only been mandatory since April
2005. Research is currently being undertaken for Defra on the causes
and incentives of fly-tipping and good practice is due to be published in
2006. A new responsibility has also been introduced under the waste
‘Duty of Care’ from November 2005 for all householders to ensure their
rubbish is passed on to authorised carriers only when using a waste
carrier, other than the council, to remove household, garden or
DIY/building waste.

Landfill and waste 
In line with the EU Directive on Landfill, which imposes mandatory
targets for reducing the amount of biodegradable waste going to 
landfill and bans on certain types of waste going to landfill, a number of
policies are encouraging a move away from landfill for waste disposal.
These include, for example, initiatives to promote recycling and the
Landfill Tax63.

An assessment64 of waste policy and the Landfill Directive in 2005 
found the lack of high-quality data made it difficult to tell how effectively
policies were working. It also noted that the increased cost of disposing
of hazardous waste “is having a perverse effect, making it less rather
than more likely that an environmentally appropriate disposal route 
will be used”. An earlier examination in 2003 found poor progress in
meeting targets for recycling waste and the then forthcoming targets 
for reducing the amount of waste sent to landfill. It also raised concerns
about the potential impact of reducing the hazardous waste landfill
capacity as a result of the 1999 EU Landfill Directive (due to be
implemented in 2004) which prohibits the disposal of hazardous and
non-hazardous waste in the same landfill site.

63. See for example, Cabinet Office Strategy Unit
(2002) Waste Not, Want Not – A strategy for tackling
the waste problem in England and Defra (2000)
Waste Strategy 2000 for England and Wales

64. House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs Committee (2005) Waste Policy and the
Landfill Directive. Fourth Report of Session 2004-05
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Noise
The Environmental Protection Act 1990 gives local authorities power 
to address certain types of statutory nuisance, which includes noise 
and vibration, but also dust, odour and smoke which is ‘prejudicial to
health, or a nuisance’. An abatement notice can be served, requiring 
the nuisance to be stopped and conditions can be imposed to stop it
recurring. The Anti-Social Behaviour Act 2003 amended the Noise Act
1996 and now gives local authorities powers to serve fixed penalty
notices to those responsible for excessive noise at night and to provide 
a night noise service that matches the needs of the community.

No assessment of the impact of legislation on addressing noise pollution
in rural areas seems to have been undertaken and, indeed, a recent
review of environmental justice concluded that the distribution of noise
pollution “is a highly under-researched area”65. Similarly, the review
noted that no noise policy interventions specifically address issues of
inequalities in the distribution of noise. Following the EU Directive on
Environmental Noise in 200266, an ambient noise strategy is currently
being prepared and a neighbourhood noise strategy is planned for
publication in 2007.

Traffic impact 
The distribution of traffic impacts are required to be considered in the
transport analysis methodology of transport investment appraisals and
transport studies. However, a review noted that, “distribution and equity
are a supporting analysis rather than built into the primary assessment 
of air quality implications. It is not known whether or not this aspect of
the transport analysis methodology has as yet made a difference to
decisions with impacts on air quality.”67

Air quality 
The National Air Quality Strategy (2000) and Addendum (2003) set out
air quality objectives for the most common air pollutants that have an
adverse effect on people’s health and these are to be achieved between
2003 and 2010. Local authorities are required to review and assess the
Strategy’s objectives. Where part of the local authority’s area is unlikely
to meet the air quality objectives, an ‘Air Quality Management Area’
must be designated and an action plan developed. A review of the
National Air Quality Strategy is currently underway.

A recent evaluation68 of the impact of the air quality strategy and key
policies from 1990 to 2001 assessed their effectiveness in the two 
most important sectors – road transport and electricity generation.
It concluded that the policies in both sectors “have led to major
emissions reductions, when compared to the expected out-turn without
the policies in place. There has also been a dramatic improvement in 
air quality, which has enabled significant progress towards the UK and
European air quality objectives. Finally, there have been extremely 
large benefits in reducing the health and environmental impact of air
pollution”. The evaluation did not specifically assess the impact in rural
areas or on specific population groups. Evaluations of the impact of 
other sectors, particularly industry and the domestic sector, is one of 
the priorities identified for future research.

65. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
66. Directive 2002/49/EC on Assessment and

Management of Environmental Noise published 
18 July 2002

67. Lucas et. al. (2004) op. cit.
68. Watkiss P (2004) An Evaluation of the Air Quality

Strategy: Final report to Defra 2004. Research on
behalf of Defra by AEA Technology Environment,
EMRC, the Institute of Occupational Medicine 
and Metroeconomica
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A headline measure of air quality (covering levels of particulates 
and ozone) is included as one of the 68 indicators of sustainable
development and monitored annually. Monitoring covers air quality 
in urban and rural areas. The most recent figures show no clear long
term trend in rural ozone levels, with levels fluctuating from 68
microgrammes per cubic metre in 1993, to 73 in 2004 and to 70 in 2005.
Rural air pollution was moderate or higher for 40 days on average per
site in 2005, compared with 44 in 2004 and 64 in 200369. There seems 
to be little overall trend in rural air pollution as the number of days 
has fluctuated over the years.

Industrial processes are a significant source of the pollution that the
National Air Quality Strategy covers and emissions are covered through
the Pollution Prevention and Control (PPC) Act 1999. Any new installation
requires a PPC permit and existing installations must have a permit by
October 2007. There are different timescales within this for different
sectors, such as livestock and poultry, slaughterhouses, food and milk,
and landfill. A range of environmental issues are considered under a PPC
including emissions, noise and vibration, energy efficiency, waste
minimisation, raw material consumption and soil and groundwater
contamination.

Flooding
The Government strategy Making Space for Water was published in draft
in 2004 and a response published in 2005 by Defra70. It sets out a strategy
for flood risk management in England to avoid or minimise the negative
impacts, social or otherwise, of flooding. It contains a strong emphasis 
on the principles of sustainable development at all stages of flood and
coastal erosion risk management, including reviewing flood and coastal
erosion policy in rural areas. Standards which impact on project solutions
in both rural and urban areas are to be reviewed and a pilot scheme to
provide support for property flood resilience in isolated areas or where
community schemes are not feasible is to be developed.

The impact of rural land management techniques at a catchment level
will be the subject of further ongoing research to improve understanding.
Research recently published71 noted the suggestion that flood defences
were skewed towards urban areas as a result of the appraisal process
used, since it favours areas with either a large number of properties or
areas with high property prices. The report did not conclude, however,
whether this was the case and noted that rural areas that frequently flood
have received defensive action. It recommended that detailed analysis 
of the relationships between population density and flood risk should 
be undertaken. An associated research study72 on inequalities in flood
risk also highlighted that the methodology traditionally used to appraise
where flood defences should be provided led to high income areas 
with high property costs being prioritised. It noted, however, two recent
changes to address this: guidance to build socio-economic equity 
and human ‘intangible effects’ into appraisals (published in 2004) and
changes to the method used to fund flood management projects to
include people, as well as environmental, criteria.

69. Defra (2006) Statistical Release: Air quality indicator
for sustainable development 2005 (final figures).
24 April 2006

70. Defra (2005) Making Space for Water; Taking
forward a new Government strategy for flood and
coastal erosion risk management in England. First
Government response to the Autumn 2004 ‘Making
Space for Water’ consultation exercise. Defra

71. Environment Agency (2006) The Impacts of
Flooding on Urban and Rural Communities

72. Environment Agency (2006) op. cit.
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4. Summary

• There is little research nationally on the links between local
environmental conditions and social exclusion. Further work
would be helpful to understand better how proximity to
environmental bads translates into actual negative impacts.

• There is even less evidence which has a rural dimension and
enables rural issues to be examined. Information mostly relates to
flooding, crop spraying and landfill sties. Further research is
required to understand sufficiently whether there is an issue in
rural areas.

• Given that traffic seems to be the main cause of environmental
noise and poor air quality, further rural research would be useful
on noise from changing transport trends and policies.

• There are a range of national policies and legislation that have 
a potential bearing on local environmental quality in rural areas.
There is very little information available about the impact of these
policies nationally let alone for rural areas. Several strategies and
polices have been introduced in recent years, but it is too soon for
their impact to be fully evaluated. It is important that monitoring
and evaluation undertaken in the future assess properly
whether they are working in rural areas.
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Transport disadvantage

This chapter sets out the problems of transport related disadvantage, in
part drawing on some of the key points relating to this elsewhere in the
report. Transport itself, is not a form of participation in society, rather, it is
a means to an end. Nevertheless, transport plays an essential role in
allowing people to participate fully in society. It provides access to the
services, facilities and activities that are a key part of most people’s lives
such as employment, education, health services, shopping and leisure,
as well as meeting with friends and relatives. Research has identified
that, whereas a lack of transport can contribute to social exclusion in
urban areas, in rural areas a lack of transport can be the cause of social
exclusion1. Transport disadvantage has also been termed mobility
exclusion, which is “the process by which people are prevented from
participating in the economic, political and social life of the community
because of reduced accessibility to opportunities, services and social
networks, due in whole or in part to insufficient mobility in a society and
environment built around the assumption of high mobility”2.

1.What is the problem? 

As other sections of this report show, transport difficulties make a
significant contribution to disadvantage in rural areas and the lack of
affordable, safe and reliable transport can be a major barrier to
participating in everyday activities. Examples include:

• Employment – Transport problems can restrict the range of job
opportunities available and mean that people remain unemployed
longer than might otherwise be the case. In one recent study3, two-
fifths of long-term unemployed men in rural areas said that getting
to jobs is a barrier to finding work.

• Education – It may be difficult for rural parents (particularly those
on a low income) to access their right to a choice of school, as
currently free transport is only provided to the ‘nearest suitable
school’ and there may be no transport available to other schools.
Opportunities for young people to participate in further education
or for adults to join evening classes are also likely to be more
limited. For example, research4 found that 40% of 15-16 year olds
in rural areas said that the availability of transport played a part in
their decision whether or not to enter post-16 education. There is
also evidence that young people from rural areas miss out on after-
school activities due to transport constraints (in one school this was
estimated to affect 40-45% of pupils)5.

• Healthcare – Changing patterns in the provision of health services,
particularly the trend towards closing some branch surgeries and
providing fewer but larger GP practices, can cause problems for
people who rely on public transport. In one survey6 of rural
residents, 27% of those without a car found it difficult getting to
the doctor’s surgery compared to 10% overall. Hospital services
are also more concentrated on fewer sites, often in edge of
town locations that are harder to access by public transport.

1. Department for Transport (2000) Social Exclusion
and the Provision of Public Transport

2. Kenyon S., Lyons G., and Rafferty J. (2002) Transport
and Social Exclusion: Investigating the possibility 
of promoting inclusion through virtual mobility,
Journal of Transport Geography, 10, 3, 207–19

3. Beatty C. and Fothergill S. (2001) Labour Market
Detachment in Rural England, Countryside Agency

4. Storey P. and Brannen J. (2000) Young people and
Transport in Rural Areas, The National Youth Agency

5. Evidence from the Central Council for Physical
Recreation quoted in Social Exclusion Unit (2003)
Making the Connections: Final Report on Transport
and Social Exclusion

6. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis report. A report by BMRB 
to the Commission for Rural Communities

13
“Research has identified that, whereas a
lack of transport can contribute to social
exclusion in urban areas, in rural areas 
a lack of transport can be the cause of
social exclusion”
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Although transport is often provided for patients, visiting can be 
a problem for those from rural areas without private transport.
Access to other healthcare facilities such as dentists may also be
problematic. A survey in one market town found that half of those
without a car never go to the dentist, compared with 15% of those
with a car7. However, this may partly be related to income. There 
is evidence from another rural area that the unreliability of public
transport has led to many missing dentist appointments and thus
being struck off8.

• Food shopping – Those without their own transport may have
limited opportunities to buy a healthy choice of food. Local village
shops often have a more limited range of produce and higher
prices than larger supermarkets, thus disadvantaging those on
low incomes who are unable to access the supermarkets. Our
attitudinal survey9 found that those without a car available were
more likely to agree that there is a lack of availability of shops
selling food and other essential items locally – 56% of those without
a car agreed with this, compared to 47% of those with a car.

• Social and leisure activities – Getting to social and leisure
activities can be a particular problem in the evening when transport
services may not exist or be unsuitable. There is evidence that
those without use of a car are less likely to feel part of the local
community and are less likely to have social contact with people
outside the household10. In one survey, 5% of those without access
to a car never met up with relatives and 8% never met up with
friends, compared to 2% in both cases for those with a car.

• Confidential advice – Specialist advice and support services
(drugs, healthcare, contraception, housing, mental health, etc) are
often only available in the nearest urban centres. Those wishing to
access them and unable to travel independently (for example, those
too young to drive) may face particular difficulties as they may not
wish others to know where they are going so be reluctant to ask 
for a lift.

Research on the accessibility of local services and facilities11 found that
respondents in rural areas reported less difficulty getting to one or more
of a number of key services, such as a bank, supermarket and doctor’s
surgery – 28% of rural respondents reported difficulty getting to one
or more of the places listed, compared to 31% in major conurbations.
However, this reflects the fact that a higher proportion of respondents
in rural areas had access to a car. Unfortunately, this report does not
contain any information about the level of difficulty reported by those
without cars in rural areas but other research using local case studies12

has found that the problem of service accessibility is more acute for
rural households without a car. In this research, 13% of households
without a car reported difficulty accessing a GP, compared with 3%
of all households.

7. Countryside Agency/Yorkshire Forward (2001)
Bentham moving on – An action plan for Bentham

8. National Consumer Coucil (2003) Everyday
Essentials: Meeting basic needs

9. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) op. cit.

10. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) op. cit.

11. Department for Transport (2002) Accessibility of local
Services – downloaded from DfT website 24/1/05
(http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_transstats/
documents/page/dft_transstats_505808.hcsp)

12. Williams C. and White R. (2001) Evaluating the Role 
of the Social Economy in Tackling Rural Transport
Problems: Some case study evidence from rural
England, Planning Practice and Research, Vol. 16.
Nos 3/4, pp337–348
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A major study of transport and social exclusion was undertaken in 2001
and 200213. This concluded that those living in rural areas without a car
face acute problems and identified certain groups in the population who
face particular problems in their travel, including women, children and
young people, older people and disabled people. Such groups will be
particularly at risk of transport disadvantage in rural areas where distances
to key services are greater and public transport is often infrequent or
inadequate. The people most at risk of transport-related disadvantage are
those living in non-car owning households in small settlements with few
services locally and poor public transport availability.

2.What are the causes?

Greater distances to services
Although the average number of trips travelled per person differs little 
by area type, the distance travelled is on average far higher in rural
areas. In 2002/03 people living in rural areas travelled on average over
9,500 miles a year, compared to an average for all areas of about 7,000
miles a year14. This is largely because rural residents are likely to have 
to travel further to access a whole range of services including health,
education and employment.

Reliance on the car
Combined with the lack of, or inadequate, local facilities, is the growing
reliance on the car. A review of social exclusion noted that: “People are
travelling further, partly because the car enables them to do so and
partly because a host of activities, institutions and policy changes have
meant that longer and more frequent journeys are necessary for
reaching services and goods... Cars have become increasingly
necessary to reach work, shops, health services and schools...”15

Those who can afford to, own a car to allow them to access a greater
range of opportunities further away. At the same time there have been
significant levels of in-migration to rural areas and these ‘incomers’ are
predominantly affluent, high car-owning households, many of whom
commute to urban areas for work and undertake many other activities
such as shopping and recreational activities in these urban areas too,
thus making very little use of the local facilities that do exist.

The accessibility offered by the car (particularly relative to the poor levels
of public transport available) has meant that most of those with cars
choose to use them for most, if not all, of their journeys, thus making those
public transport services which are available less viable. Those with cars
are more able to use services and facilities outside the local area, leading
to the loss of local facilities for those who rely on them. They may also
choose to live in places where there are no alternatives to car travel (and
where such alternatives would be harder to provide), contributing both to
their own potential lack of accessibility and future disadvantage, should
they become unable to drive and to accessibility difficulties for other
members of their household, such as children, who may be unable to
drive. It has also been suggested that increasing reliance on cars has
exacerbated social disadvantage because people no longer meet each
other on a day-to-day basis as they do when using public transport16.

13. Social Exclusion Unit (2003) Making the
Connections: Final Report on Transport and 
Social Exclusion

14. Department for Transport (2005) Focus on Personal
Travel: 2005 Edition (the definition used for rural in
this publication is areas of under 3,000 population)

15. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S., and Rowe A.
(2004) The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review 
of the literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in 
the Breaking the Cycle series. ODPM: Social
Exclusion Unit

16. Williams, White, and Aldridge (2002) Community
Self help in Rural England – Its role in tackling
poverty and exclusion, Countryside Agency
research report quoted in Countryside Agency
(2003) Transport in Tomorrow’s Countryside

“The people most at risk of transport-
related disadvantage are those living in
non-car owning households in small
settlements with few services locally and
poor public transport availability”
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Households in rural areas are more likely to use a car to travel to key
services, as shown in Table 13.1.

Car ownership and availability
Car ownership is higher in rural than urban areas – in 2004 only 11% of
rural households had no car compared to 26% for all areas and 48% of
rural households have two or more cars compared to 29% for all areas18.
However, even in sparse hamlets and isolated dwellings, 7.7% of
households have no car and 42.4% have only one car19. Analysis of
census data shows that there are very few census output areas (COAs)20

where every household owns a car, for example, only 1.3% of COAs 
in sparse villages do not have any households without cars21. Given that
many such areas have little or no public transport available and the
availability of services within walking distance in such settlements is
limited, it seems likely that many people in such households will be
disadvantaged in their ability to access key opportunities. This is likely 
to be the case even in one car households if the car is being used 
by one member of the household to commute to work.

People on lower incomes in rural areas are more likely to own a car 
than their urban counterparts, suggesting people who might not
otherwise choose to own a car are forced to do so because of the lack 
of alternatives22. As a result, motoring costs can be a major drain on 
the domestic budget for low-income households23. Research24 shows that
for rural households, car ownership is much less sensitive to motoring
costs than for households in urban areas and that, “increases in the 
costs ofcar transport could pose a considerable economic burden 
for rural households.”25

Car ownership is lower where bus services exist in rural areas,
suggesting that having a bus service reduces the need for cars.
Analysis26 identified that for those households in the lowest income
quintile, 4% of those with a good bus service27 have two or more cars,
while for those without a good bus service, 25% have two or more.
The difference for those with one car is less marked.

Foot Car Public Other All
Transport journeys

Rural GP 17 77 4 3 100
Post Office 43 53 1 3 100
Main food shopping 4 91 4 1 100
Local hospital 1 91 6 2 100
Chemist 21 72 4 3 100

Urban GP 38 51 9 3 100
Post Office 62 33 3 2 100
Main food shopping 15 74 9 2 100
Local hospital 7 72 17 4 100
Chemist 52 40 4 4 100

Notes: Data is for Great Britain. Rural is defined as settlement size of fewer than 3,000 residents.
Source: NS Omnibus, January and March, 2000-2001

17. Ruston, D. (2002) Difficulty in accessing key services
– paper on ONS website.

18. Department for Transport (2005) Transport Statistics
Bulletin National Travel Survey:2004

19. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

20. Each Census Output Area is approximately 
120 houses.

21. Unpublished analysis for the Disadvantage Study.
22. Stokes G. (2002) Reducing Reliance on the Car 

in Rural Areas, Paper presented to the ETC
conference 2002

23. Social Exclusion Unit (2003) op. cit.
24. Dargay J. (2002) ‘Determinants of Car Ownership 

in Rural and Urban Areas: A pseudo-panel analysis’,
Transportation Research Part E – Logistics and
Transportation Review, 38, 5, 351–66.

25. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)
op. cit.

26. Stokes G. (2002) op. cit.
27. The indicator of “10 minutes walk from an hourly 

or better bus service” is used to define a ‘good’
bus service.

Table 13.1 Usual mode of transport to services, comparing rural and urban areas (%)17
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Even in those households with cars, not everyone will have access to it
and/or the ability to drive. For example, those too old, too young or too 
ill to drive may still experience problems in high car owning households.
Although, personal access to a car is also higher in rural than urban
areas (67% of rural adults are the main car driver compared to 54% for
all areas), this still leaves a third of adults in rural areas without personal
access to a car (i.e. there will not necessarily be a car available when
they need to use it)28. Approximately half of these are non-drivers or
living in households without a car and the other half are the ‘other
driver’, perhaps where there is a single car in the household which 
is used by one partner to commute to work.

Perhaps, not surprisingly, people with no car are more likely to consider
lack of access to transport as an element of disadvantage. Our attitudinal
survey29, found that 12% of those without a car mentioned lack of
transport when asked what they thought about when they hear someone
described as disadvantaged, compared to 4% overall. Almost two-thirds
of people (65%) agreed with the statement ‘lack of public transport in
this area forces some people to own a car even though they can’t really
afford to.’ Those finding it difficult to live on their current income were
more likely to agree with this statement, 73% compared to 64% of those
coping or living comfortably. This survey also found that women were
more likely than men not to have the vehicle available when they wanted
it (10% vs. 5%), as were those under 25 (24% vs. 7%). People without
access to a car are dependent on the availability of public transport,
as well as walking, taxis and lifts from friends and relatives.

Availability of public transport
In our new attitudinal research30, public transport was the most frequently
mentioned problem in response to an open question about the main
problems that people living in their local area were facing – 43%
mentioned this. By contrast, 17% mentioned the next most commonly
mentioned problem which related to lack of shops, banks and/or post
offices locally.

Just over half of residents in the smallest settlements in rural England
(with a population of 3,000 or less) live within 13 minutes walk of a 
bus stop with a service at least once an hour, compared with 95% of
residents of large urban areas31. A significant proportion of villages have
no bus service at all and even those living within walking distance of 
an hourly or better bus service may find their opportunities limited 
by the range of locations it is possible to access by bus.

Only a small proportion of all trips by rural residents are made by rail –
approximately 4%, compared to 7% by residents in urban areas with
over 250,000 population. There is much higher use of rail by those in the
highest income quintile and much higher use of the car to reach stations.
About 80% of rail journeys by rural residents starting from home begin
with a car journey to the station, compared to 20% in urban areas with
over 250,000 population32.

28. Department for Transport (2005) Focus on 
Personal Travel. op. cit.

29. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) op. cit.

30. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) op. cit.

31. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
op. cit.

32. Personal communication from Gordon Stokes.

“Almost two-thirds of people (65%)
agreed with the statement ‘lack of 
public transport in this area forces 
some people to own a car even though
they can’t really afford to’”
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Reliance on lifts from friends and relatives
The high use of cars is unsurprising given that the distances to these
services are, on average, higher in rural areas and the higher levels of
car ownership. The levels of car use are also likely to be, at least in part,
because friends, relatives and neighbours give lifts to people in order to
enable them to access services. Recent research on access to services
amongst rural disadvantaged groups (defined as those aged over 65,
with disabilities, lone parents, carers, 16-25 year olds without a car,
people on low incomes, people in deprived areas, ethnic minorities 
and migrant workers) found a high reliance on lifts for non-emergency
hospital trips and for main food shopping trips.

Research at the local level33 has identified widespread lift-giving in rural
areas, with between 70 and 80% of households with a car giving others a
lift either frequently or occasionally. Without such lifts, the reported levels
of difficulty accessing key services would be likely to be even higher.
However, this research also identified that lift provision is not available 
to everybody – a significant minority of households in the five localities
studied (some 5%) were not only without a car and unable to use 
public transport to access services but also never received lifts. These
households were “largely jobless households with few kin living in the
locality and thin social networks” and would have little or no opportunity
to access services or employment beyond walking, or cycling distance.

The cost of transport
People living in rural areas spend the most on transport. Households in
rural settlements of less than 3,000 people spend £70.62 on transport
each week, compared with £45.36 in metropolitan built-up areas. Almost
half of the transport spend of people in the smaller rural settlements is
accounted for by operating costs, including fuel expenditure34. It is those
who can least afford it who seem to suffer most from these higher costs.
Low income households in the least densely populated areas spend 30%
more on motoring per week than those in more densely populated
areas35.

The higher costs of motoring are mainly due to the increased distances
that people have to travel to access services and possibly, also due to 
the higher cost of petrol in many rural areas. Research in Scotland found
notable differences in petrol prices between rural and urban locations.
The average price of unleaded petrol in cities was three to six pence per
litre less than the rural average, and eight to 10 pence per litre less than
in the remotest areas36. However, it is not clear whether a similar price
differential exists in England.

Public transport costs are also often higher in rural areas. The average
adult fare payable for rural bus journeys is higher than that in urban
areas, in part because average trip lengths are longer, but on many
rural services the average fare per mile is also higher37.

33. Williams C. and White R. (2001) op. cit.
34. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

op. cit.
35. From Commission for Integrated Transport website

(http://www.cfit.gov.uk/docs/2001/rural/rural/key/05.
htm) – downloaded 24/1/06

36. Raymond K. and Collin H. (1998) A Study of Petrol
Stations in Rural Scotland – A report to the Scottish
Office Central Research Unit

37. The TAS Partnership Limited (2005) Concessionary
Fares for Young People in Rural Areas, a report for
the Commission for Rural Communities
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Safety concerns
Although the numbers of people killed and seriously injured in road
accidents is falling generally, the rate of casualties on rural roads remains
high. In 2004, the Department for Transport (DfT) launched a campaign
aimed at drivers on rural roads, prompted by a survey that revealed
drivers are more likely to break the speed limit on rural roads due to the
lack of other cars around. This is despite the fact that the majority (63%)
ofall fatalities occur on rural roads38. Many rural roads are particularly
inappropriate for use at high speeds as they are unlit and without
pavements. According to one survey, 65% of people feel threatened by
traffic on country lanes39. These concerns act as a significant deterrent
to walking and cycling on rural roads, limiting the options available still
further for those without a car. Despite this fact, as Table 13.1 shows,
walking is still a significant means of accessing key services in rural
areas in some cases, probably due to the lack of alternatives for those
without cars. Almost a fifth of all trips by rural residents are on foot,
making it the second most common mode after a car, which accounts 
for three-quarters of all trips40.

3.What are the policies? 

Concessionary fares
The Transport Act 2000 established statutory minimum requirements 
for local authorities to provide travel concessions for people over 60 and
those with certain disabilities. From 1st April 2006, this changed from 
half-fare off-peak local bus travel to free local bus travel supported by
additional funding to local authorities from DfT. The concessions are
generally only available within the local authority where the eligible 
person lives, however there are joint schemes in some places allowing
people to make cross boundary journeys. Local authorities have
discretionary powers to provide concessions on other modes of 
transport at peak times or to offer alternative schemes such as travel
tokens or community transport. However, the funding available from DfT
only covers off-peak travel on registered local bus services.

Although it is too early for any evaluation of the impacts of this scheme,
rural people are likely to benefit less from this concession. This is partly
because of the lower frequency of services in rural areas (or in some
cases the lack of any services). It is also because in some rural areas 
the nearest centre that people need to travel to for shopping and other
services may be the other side of a district boundary, so concessionary
fares may not be available for the full journey, especially if they need to
change buses. The 2006 Budget included an announcement that the free
bus travel would be extended to a national scheme, which would at least
address the issue of cross-boundary journeys, but would still be of
limited benefit to those in areas without bus services.

38. Department for Transport (2004) Drivers Urged 
to Take Care on Rural Roads (press release
downloaded from DfT website 24/1/06)

39. Council for the Protection of Rural England (1999)
Rural Traffic Fear Survey

40. Department for Transport (2005) Focus on Personal
Travel. op. cit.

“...the majority (63%) of all fatalities
occur on rural roads”
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Local authorities also have discretionary powers to provide concessionary
travel for other groups, such as young people, but those in rural areas are
also less likely to benefit from this. Recent analysis41 found that young
people in rural areas are more likely to have to pay full fare from a
younger age and that the discounts available are generally less generous
(65% of urban districts offer a 50% discount compared to 51% of rural
districts). Rural districts are also more likely (40% against 25%), to impose
time restrictions on the availability of concessions, particularly in the
morning peak.

Rural Bus Subsidy Grant
Rural Bus Subsidy Grant (RBSG) was introduced in 1998 and was
intended to provide for new, or enhanced, local bus services for rural
communities of up to 10,000 residents, previously not well served by
public transport. The Grant is allocated to local authorities on the basis
of the size of their rural population. The population limit for qualifying
communities was increased to 25,000 in 2001 and up to 20% of the
funding from 2001/02 onwards can be used to safeguard services that
existed prior to May 2001. Recent changes mean that RBSG is no longer
ring-fenced for bus services. So far, there is no evidence that authorities
are diverting funds elsewhere, although concern has been expressed
that this could happen when current contracts come to an end.

Each authority has discretion over which services to support. An
evaluation of RBSG in 200342 found that in allocating their grant, some
authorities gave attention to reducing barriers to travel and promoting
social inclusion, “by considering access and interchange requirements,
and the need for clear readily useable information”. The evidence 
from this evaluation suggests that RBSG has made a contribution to
reducing rural disadvantage by providing significantly more travel
opportunities for rural residents, particularly those who do not have
regular access to a car.

Rural Bus Challenge
The main objective of the Rural Bus Challenge (RBC) was the
encouragementof cost-effective innovation in the provision or promotion,
by local authorities, of rural bus transport. It was introduced in 1998 and
ran until 2003 in the form of an annual competition among all authorities
that encompass rural communities. An evaluation of RBC in 200343 found
thatit had funded over 200 schemes, “many of which have also become
very important in providing rural residents with links to the goods and
services they need, reducing the incidence of social exclusion”.

In 2003/04, RBC was combined with Urban Bus Challenge into the
Kickstart funding scheme. This aims to pump-prime new services, or
service improvements, outside London, which contribute to the objectives
of increasing bus use and developing bus services as an alternative to 
car use. Although the contribution to improving accessibility and social
inclusion will also be taken into account, the emphasis is on providing
funding for services that have a clear prospect of becoming commercially
sustainable. This means that many of the services most needed to
address rural disadvantage have less chance of being funded, given 
that patronage and hence the potential for commercial viability, is likely 
to be lower on such services.41. The TAS Partnership Limited (2005) op. cit.

42. Department for Transport (2003) Evaluation of Rural
Bus Subsidy Grant and Rural Bus Challenge

43. ibid.
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The Rural Transport Partnership (RTP) fund
The RTP fund was established in April 2001. Funding was provided by
DfT, but the scheme was administered by the Countryside Agency until
March 2005 when responsibility for it transferred to the Regional
Development Agencies. The main aim of the RTP was to enhance rural
transport services to secure a long-term improvement in rural people’s
access to jobs, services and social activities and in visitors’ sustainable
access to the countryside. Where possible, grants from the RTP sought
to promote social inclusion and tackle problems of rural isolation.

Research into the effectiveness of the RTP scheme44 was published in
2003. This looked at how successful it had been in meeting local
transport needs, the goals of central government and the Agency’s
objectives. The research identified that RTP projects directly benefit
some of the most deprived sections of rural communities and that young,
elderly and disabled people were increasingly able to participate in
their local community as a result of the services funded. The vast
majority of the projects funded (95%), were felt to have brought services
closer to the people who needed them, either through the provision of
mobile services or new transport links. The report concluded that there
were “major broad benefits arising from the RTP scheme projects,
particularly in the areas of encouraging rural spend, increasing rural
employment and alleviating rural social exclusion”. It seems clear,
therefore, that the RTP scheme made a significant contribution to
reducing disadvantage in rural areas.

Local Transport Plans
Local Transport Plans (LTPs) are now a key element in determining local
transport strategy and funding. Each LTP serves two main functions – it is
a statement of policy and a bid to government for capital funding of the
transport strategy. LTPs are expected to focus on delivering the ‘shared
priorities’ for transport which have been agreed between central and
local government and which can be summarised as: improving access to
jobs and services, particularly for those most in need, in ways which are
sustainable; improved public transport; and reducing problems of
congestion, pollution and safety. LTPs clearly have a role to play in
addressing transport-related disadvantage in rural areas. However, with
the exception of access to jobs and services, the ‘shared priorities’ tend
to focus on urban transport problems and this difficulty is exacerbated
by the way the DfT guidance45 describes some issues. For example,
the guidance puts a strong emphasis on road safety problems in
disadvantaged areas, even though addressing rural road safety problems
could also play an important role in addressing disadvantage.

Provisional second round LTPs were submitted in July 2005 and an
assessment of a sample of these was undertaken46. The research
included a comparison with findings from earlier research on the rural
content of the first round LTPs (submitted in 2000) and concluded that
progress has been made in addressing rural transport issues.

44. Countryside Agency (2003) RTP Evaluation Project:
Summary of Report

45. Department for Transport (2005) Full Guidance 
on Local Transport Plans: Second Edition

46. Commission for Rural Communities (2006)
Addressing Rural Issues in Local Transport Plans

“...the RTP scheme made a significant
contribution to reducing disadvantage 
in rural areas”
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However, the LTP process, which has an emphasis on targets, can lead to
a concentration on urban issues because of their potential to show more
dramatic and quicker results. There is evidence that authorities are more
willing to consider more flexible means of addressing rural transport
problems, including demand responsive services. The report proposed
the consideration of a national award scheme for excellence in rural
transport which contributes significantly to improving accessibility for
disadvantaged people. It also recommended an additional shared
priority to cover rural transport in future LTPs, with the aim of addressing
disadvantage and social exclusion in rural areas.

Accessibility planning
The introduction of accessibility planning was one of the key
recommendations to emerge from the recent review on transport and
social exclusion47. This review emphasised that accessibility is not just
about transport and can be influenced by decisions on the location,
design and delivery of other services and by people’s perceptions of
personal safety.

Accessibility planning is, “a process that aims to promote social inclusion
by helping people from disadvantaged groups or areas access jobs and
essential services”48. It encourages local authorities and other agencies
to assess more systematically whether people can get to places of work,
healthcare facilities, education, food shops and other key destinations.
The intention is that having identified the particular needs and priorities
of a local area, the transport authority and other relevant agencies should
work together to develop and deliver solutions to accessibility problems.
Local transport authorities are expected to take the lead at the local
level, but other agencies such as Primary Care Trusts, Jobcentre Plus and
local Learning and Skills Councils are also expected to be actively
involved. Guidance on accessibility planning has been produced for
each of these other sectors, in addition to the detailed guidance for
transport authorities.

47. Social Exclusion Unit (2003) op.cit.
48. Department for Transport website ‘What is

accessibility planning?’ Downloaded January 2006.
(http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_localtrans/
documents/page/dft_localtrans_023937.hcsp) 
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The accessibility planning process has been introduced as part of the
Local Transport Plans (LTP) process. The guidance for the second round
of LTPs sets out that, as a minimum requirement, all LTP authorities are
expected to use “accessibility planning techniques to understand the
links between social exclusion and transport in their areas, and to
develop transport solutions that can help to improve the lives of those at
risk of social exclusion”49. A final accessibility strategy, including targets
related to accessibility, had to be submitted as an integral part of the final
LTP in March 2006.

The introduction of accessibility planning has the potential to play an
important role in addressing issues relating to rural disadvantage but, as
yet, it is too early to tell what impact the policy will have in rural areas.
A recent report on LTPs50 recommends that local authorities should
share the results of their accessibility planning with other public service
delivery agencies and should ensure that the process takes full account
of the needs of disadvantaged people living in rural areas.

4. Summary

• The availability of transport is key to participating in 
other activities, so many other forms of disadvantage are 
in fact transport related. Transport provides access to the services
and facilities that are a key part of most people’s lives 
such as employment, education, health services, shopping and
leisure, as well as for visiting friends and relatives. Whilst decisions 
on the locations of some of these activities are down to personal
circumstances and individual choices, others are clearly influenced
by the decisions of service providers. There is a need for service
providers to understand fully the impact that their location decisions
have on those in rural areas and to take better account of ensuring
accessibility. Transport should be considered an integral part of any
form of service provision.

• Transport-related disadvantage is more widespread than might
be commonly perceived. A third of adults in rural areas do not
have personal access to a car, either because they do not drive or
live in non–car owning households or because the car is mainly
used by others in the household. There is evidence that women and
young drivers (under 25) are least likely to have use of a car when
they want it. In addition all those who are too young or to old to
drive or temporarily prevented from driving due to illness or injury
may still experience problems even in high car owning households.
There is a misconception that ‘everybody drives in rural areas’ and
that only a small proportion of the population rely on alternatives.
Service providers and policy makers should take this into account
in their decision making.

• The high mobility of some sectors of the rural population has
negative impacts on those at risk of disadvantage.
The fact that those who can are choosing to travel further afield 
for shopping and other services has directly contributed to the
closure of local facilities, thereby adding to the disadvantage
experienced by those without private mobility. This is another 
issue that service providers and policy makers need to be aware 
of in their decision making.

49. Department for Transport (2005) Full Guidance 
on Local Transport Plans: Second Edition

50. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) op. cit
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• A small minority are very disadvantaged in terms of transport.
This is those who live in households without a car and 
in small settlements with little or no public transport and few, if any,
services available locally. Those who are also unemployed and 
do not have relatives locally also appear to be the least likely to be
offered a lift by others. It is not clear how such households obtain
access to even the most basic opportunities, such as food shopping.

• Recent policy on the funding of bus services may result 
in reduced provision in rural areas. Schemes such as the Rural
Transport Partnership and Rural Bus Challenge are coming to an
end, meaning that many of the initiatives funded through them are
unlikely to continue as there is little alternative funding available.
There is also a need to investigate whether recent changes, such
as the introduction of free local bus travel for the over 60s, are the
most appropriate way of supporting rural transport, to understand
what the implications are and to investigate how this funding might
be used more flexibly to provide enhanced access in rural areas.

• Accessibility planning has an important role to play in
addressing transport-related disadvantage. The introduction of
accessibility planning should ensure that measures targeted at
addressing the needs of those facing transport-related disadvantage
in rural areas are being introduced. But it will only be successful if
the methods used to develop accessibility strategies have been rural
proofed. It will be important to establish what impacts accessibility
planning is having in rural areas as the strategies are implemented.
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ICT disadvantage

This chapter looks at the affect that a lack of access to Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT) can have on someone’s ability to
participate fully in society. We focus mainly on access to and the use 
of telephones, computers and the Internet and digital television, rather
than the provision of e-services by service providers (which has been
covered in other chapters to some extent). Like transport, ICT is not in
itself a form of participation, but rather is an enabling tool. In recent
years, ICT has become increasingly important in enabling people to
undertake activities and access opportunities. ICT can be used in a
variety of ways from helping people to buy goods and services,
including their weekly shopping, to seeking information about
employment opportunities and local services, as well as providing a
direct way to access services such as paying bills or getting treatment
for health problems. It can also be used for social and personal uses,
reducing personal isolation, such as contacting family and friends and
finding out about local social and leisure activities. Familiarity with ICT
can also help increase someone’s personal capacity2 and help someone 
gain employment. Basic computer literacy is an important factor in
employers’ decisions when recruiting people3.

ICT can be a way of overcoming some of the problems that rural people
experience in accessing a wide range of services, information and
advice, by reducing the need to travel and overcoming the lack of
transport and local facilities. The benefits of online communication in
rural areas may well be greater than in urban areas due to the barriers
of accessibility experienced in rural areas4. Other evidence in this
report has highlighted the significance of transport in affecting
someone’s ability to participate fully in society and how the distance
travelled to access service facilities in rural areas is, on average, far
higher in rural areas.

1.What is the problem?

The unequal use of ICT 
Technological changes can create new inequalities as take-up can be
faster in certain groups. For example, the largest proportionate growth
in the use of the Internet since 2001 has been amongst the 45-54 age
group5. Whilst some research notes it is unclear if these uneven patterns
of development will continue in the future, it seems that the non-use of
ICT is increasingly affecting some groups’ ability to participate fully in
society. In particular, the take-up of e-services remains an issue for
some groups that have the most to gain6.

A recent report7 on the digital divide in rural areas argued that we are
currently under-going a transition in which many activities are entwined
with ICT and those that struggle with the transition tend to be people on
low incomes, with disabilities and literacy problems. Other groups that
may be particularly affected are older people and job seekers.

“A lack of access to ICT, both at home
and within the community, has been
identified as a key barrier to digital
inclusion1”

1. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) Inclusion through
Innovation. Tackling Social Exclusion through 
new technologies

2. ibid.
3. Bradshaw J., Kemp P., Baldwin S. and Rowe A. (2004)

The Drivers of Social Exclusion: A review of the
literature for the Social Exclusion Unit in the Breaking
the Cycle series. ODPM: Social Exclusion Unit

4. Warren M. (2006) The Cloud in the Silver Lining:
Exploring links between social disadvantage 
and digital exclusion in rural areas. University 
of Plymouth, UK

5. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) Breaking the Cycle:
Taking stock of progress and priorities for the future

6. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) Connecting the UK:
The digital strategy

7. Craig J. and Greenhill B. (2005) Beyond the 
Digital Divides? The future for ICT in rural areas.
A report for the Commission for Rural Communities
from Demos. Commission for Rural Communities

14
CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:02 pm  Page 182



183 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Other recent research8 examining the use of the Internet by
disadvantaged rural people (defined as those aged over 65, with
disabilities, lone parents, carers, 16 to 25 year olds without a car, people
on low incomes, people in deprived areas, ethnic minorities and migrant
workers) in accessing services, found that about one in seven access 
at least some of the information they need via the Internet. However,
a much higher proportion rely on the telephone or a personal visit.
Furthermore, very few used electronic means for shopping, banking 
or educational purposes.

At present older people are the least likely to be ‘digitally engaged’,
but are more likely to use public services9. Whilst recognising that older
people are a diverse group and that people’s capabilities are different,
research has noted that most older people do not buy services online10.
In the next 25 years, the number of people living in rural areas aged 65
years or over will increase by 20%, higher than the average increase for
England as a whole11. It is, therefore, even more important they are able
to access this technology.

One study found12 job seekers living in rural areas are more likely to
use the Internet to look for work. They were also particularly reliant on
telephone help lines such as those provided by Jobcentre Plus. The
report highlights that, despite this, a minority of all job seekers have
access to a computer at home, with young people, the unqualified, the
low skilled and the long-term unemployed least likely to have access 
and are less likely to use the internet to look for work.

In addition, disadvantage could be experienced if offline services 
are reduced as a result of increasing dependence on ICT, such as the
Internet13. It has been argued that “there is a danger that, as central and
local government increasingly make their services available online, this
will be to the detriment of those who are unable to, or do not wish to,
access the Internet.14” For vulnerable groups, delivery of Internet and
other digital services should not act as a substitute for human contact15.

A recent survey16 of rural households shows higher levels of non
ownership of a range of ICT in sparse rural areas compared to less sparse
rural areas (Table 14.1). Around one in 12 people in sparse rural areas
do not have any of a number of forms of ICT: a mobile phone; PC or
internet access at home or work; subscription digital TV, non-subscription 
digital TV and interactive services on digital TV; DVD player or digital
radio. Of course this does not reveal the reasons for non-ownership and 
the extent to which it is through choice or other barriers, such as the 
inability to afford either the purchase or ongoing running costs.

Less sparse Sparse

Hamlet Village Town and Hamlet Villages Town and
fringe fringe

No of these at home or work, 5 3 5 9 6 10
nor subscription, digital TV, digital radio

8. ADAS and Moseley M. (2006) The Quality and
Accessibility of Services in Rural England: A survey
of the perspectives of disadvantaged residents. Defra

9. Digital Inclusion Panel (2004) Enabling a 
Digital United Kingdom: A framework for action

10. ADAS and Moseley M. (2006) op. cit.
11. Commission for Rural Communities (2006) 

Rural Disadvantage: Quality of life and disadvantage
amongst older people – a pilot study

12. Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2003) Information
Technology and Job Seeking in Rural Areas

13. Warren M. (2006) op. cit.
14. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
15. Digital Inclusion Panel (2004) Enabling a Digital

United Kingdom: A framework for action
16. Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori

(forthcoming) Rural Insights Survey 

Table 14.1 Rural non-ownership of new communications technology

Source: Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori (forthcoming) Rural Insights Survey
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The availability of telephones 
Research has found that most people prefer to contact both public and
private services using the telephone and that many excluded groups
own a mobile telephone17. There is very little information, though, on
telephone ownership in rural England although monitoring by Ofcom
found that take-up of landlines is 94% across rural areas of the UK with
10% relying solely on a landline telephone18. One UK-based survey 
last year showed that there is no significant difference in the levels of
ownership or exclusion from landlines amongst those in rural areas,
with 1% surveyed involuntarily excluded from owning a landline. This is
defined as those who do not have access, do not intend to get access,
and who have not made this decision through choice, but because of
affordability or lack of coverage. It also showed no significant difference
from the UK average in levels of ownership or exclusion with 81% of rural
people surveyed owning mobile phones, but 3% involuntarily excluded
from owning one19. Our recent survey20 of rural households shows higher
levels of mobile phone ownership in less sparse, compared to sparse
rural areas (Figure 14.1).

For those that do not have a landline phone in their homes or a mobile
phone, they are reliant on public call boxes. Nationally, there are
approximately 68,000 public call boxes in the UK. The most frequent
users are young people, consumers from low-income groups, and those
consumers without fixed or mobile telephones. Access to public call
boxes is more important in those rural areas where there is a lack of
mobile coverage, but there seems to be no information on the extent to
which people with no private telephone (either fixed or mobile) rely
on public call boxes21.

The availability of digital television 
The Internet and other services, can be accessed via digital TV.
Nationally, most people can access digital television via satellite. However,
Freeview coverage for digital television is lower in rural areas and in
some areas is nonexistent. At present, information22 for rural areas in the
UK indicates that 37% of rural households have no digital terrestrial TV
(DTT) coverage (compared to 17% of urban households) and only one in
three are likely to receive digital TV without an aerial upgrade. Take-up
of digital television appears similar in rural areas to urban areas, at
around 53% of households. There is also evidence that there are higher
levels of ‘involuntary exclusion’23 in rural areas, with 20% of households
unable to access digital television compared to the UK average (14%)24.
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Less sparse Hamlet

Village

Town and fringe

Sparse Hamlet

Village

Town and fringe

65 70 75 80 85 90

85

88

86

81

81

78

Mobile phone

Figure 14.1. Rural mobile phone ownership

17. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
18. Ofcom (2005) The Communications Market:

Nations and Regions. Research report
19. Ofcom Consumer Panel Research (2005)

Quantitative research findings focus on rural 
and dense urban areas

20. Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori
(2006) op. cit.

21. Ofcom (2005) Review of the Universal Service
Obligation 

22. DCMS (2004) Persuasion or Compulsion?
Consumers and analogue switch-off. A report to the
Broadcasting Minister the Consumer Expert Group

23. This is defined as those who do not have access,
do not intend to get access and who have not 
made this decision through choice, but because 
of affordability or lack of coverage 

24. Ofcom Consumer Panel Research (2005) op. cit.

Source: Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori (forthcoming) Rural Insights Survey
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Less sparse Sparse

Hamlet Village Town and Hamlet Villages Town and
fringe fringe

PC at home 67 69 62 57 62 52
Internet at home (high speed) 43 48 45 33 37 31
Internet at home (dial-up) 22 23 17 24 26 21

185 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

A recent survey25 of rural households shows take-up of non-subscription
digitial TV is lower in sparsely populated areas, particularly in the
smaller settlements (hamlets).

It has been argued that increased take up of the Internet, particularlyby
lower socio-economic groups, could be expected via digital TV as access
becomes more widespread. This is mainly because television isa more
familiar mode of ICT. Almost 66% of UK households have digital television.
In 2004 though, only 9% of people used digital TV to access the Internet26.
Benefits of the planned switchover from analogue to digital TV will include:

• an increased choice of channels, a number of which are free to air;
• interactive services, including home shopping, home banking,

email and Internet access; and
• improved picture and quality.

We examine the emerging evidence on the move to digital TV in section
three on policies.

Home access to personal computers and the Internet
There is evidence to show that people who have home Internet access
are significantly more likely to use the Internet than people who have
community Internet access27. Not being able to access the Internet at
home is a particular barrier to the use of ICT28. In 2004, national figures
showed that 51% of the adult population did not have access to home
computing and the Internet. A recent survey of rural households 
(Table 14.2) shows that ownership of personal computers (PCs) at home
is relatively high in rural areas, but that around one in three households
in less sparse rural areas and approximately 40% of households in
sparse areas do not have a PC at home29. Levels of highspeed Internet
connections at home are higher in less sparse rural areas (around 45% 
of households) compared to sparse rural areas (around one-third).

Less sparse Hamlet

Village

Town and fringe

Sparse Hamlet

Village

Town and fringe

15 20 25 30 35 40

32

37

34

22

30

28

Non subscription digital TV

Figure 14.2. Rural take up of non-subscription digital TV

25. Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori
(forthcoming) op. cit.

26. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) op. cit.
27. Digital Inclusion Panel (2004) op. cit.
28. Digital Inclusion Panel (2004) op. cit.
29. Commission for Rural Communities 

(forthcoming) op. cit.

Table 14.2 Rural home access to personal computers and the Internet

Source: Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori (forthcoming) Rural Insights Survey

Source: Commission for Rural Communities/IPSOS Mori (forthcoming) Rural Insights Survey
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A recent report by BT warned that 40% of the national population could
still be with out home access by 202530, although this may be high given
current trends.

Community access to ICT
There appears to be no comprehensive picture of the availability of all
sources of Public Internet Access Points (PIAPs) that anyone can use,
such as in libraries, schools, Internet cafes, shops and community
centres. There is however, information on the Capital Modernisation Fund
(CMF) funded UK online centres which provide public on-line learning
and Internet access within the community. In 2003, there were 598 CMF
funded UK online centres in rural areas (and 2,004 centres in urban
areas). Significantly, 54% of rural households live within 2km of a UK
online centre, compared to 90% in urban areas31. However, at that time,
around one in 10 rural centres did not offer Internet or email access.

The availability of broadband
In recent years there has been a drastic improvement in the availability
of broadband Internet for rural areas, where broadband is taken to
mean a range of different technologies offering different transfer speeds
to Internet users32 33. However, as Table 14.3 shows, in 2004, Digital
Subscriber Line (DSL) and particularly cable technology, were less
available in sparse areas. At the time of this assessment, 70% of residents
in hamlets and isolated dwellings and villages in sparse rural areas did
not have DSL access, compared to 25% of residents in hamlets and
isolated dwellings in less sparse rural areas34. However, access to
bandwidth is not the same everywhere. Many urban areas can access
much greater bandwidth (up to 8Mbps (megabits per second),
compared to rural DSL standard of 512Kbps (kilobits per second)35.

Sparse Hamlet 30.0 0.1

Village 33.4 0.0

Town and fringe 63.5 0.1

Urban >10k 91.7 0.0

England 95.2 50.4

Area classification DSL availability Cable availability

Less sparse Hamlet 75.4 4.2

Village 71.9 3.1

Town and fringe 87.8 15.7

Urban >10k 99.4 60.3

Non subscription digital TV

Table 14.3 The geographic availability of broadband (% of RDPs)

(i) RDPs=Residential Delivery Points
(ii) DSL=Digital Subscriber line

Source: Ovum 2004, Commission for Rural Communities (2005) State of the Countryside 2005

30. Craig J. and Greenhill B. (2005) op. cit.
31. DfES and The Countryside Agency (2003)

Connecting the Countryside: An evaluation of 
Capital Modernisation Funded UK online centres 
in rural areas

32. Digital Inclusion Panel (2004) op. cit.
33. The Countryside Agency (2003) Broadband in 

Rural Areas: A best practice guide
34. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 

The State of the Countryside 2005
35. Craig J. and Greenhill B. (2005) op. cit.
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2.What are the causes?

The cost of ICT 
Some limited evidence suggests that telephone ownership is lower
amongst low income groups. Of pensioners without a private income
(i.e. reliant on the state pension only) 6% did not have a telephone in
settlements with a population under 25,000 (compared to 1% of those
with other incomes)36.

Nationally there is a correlation between household income and Internet
access. Across the UK, over one in five people not taking up Internet
access cite expense as a reason37. People from socio-economic groups
A/B are three times more likely to have home access than those in
groups D/E38. Information for rural Britain reveals that rural households
with an annual income of less than £17,500 use digital TV, radio and
interactive services, significantly less than households on higher
incomes39 (Table 14.4).

While the operating costs of personal computers and the Internet may
be relatively high for some, there is evidence to show that the perceived
cost of equipment and on going running costs (such as monthly
subscription charges for Internet access) is higher than the actual cost41.

Nationally, other groups without access to the Internet at home include
children, with 40% of children having no access, as well as single parent
households, who are less likely to have home Internet access than
households with two adults42. There is also research to show that people
with disabilities are far less likely to have an Internet connection due to
difficulties with understanding and using some websites and the need for
technical support43. There is little rural specific information on the groups
without home access.

% of households Less than £17,500 – Over £30,000
£17,499    £29,999

Digital TV (through satellite, 37 53 54
digital or existing aerial)

Interactive services on digital TV 10 26 22

Digital radio (through DAB receiver, 10 15 22
digital TV or the Internet)

Non subscription digital TV

Table 14.4 Use of digital TV / radio and interactive services by household
income in rural Britain

Source: MORI, Technology Tracker August 2000 – December 200340

36. NPI website ww.poverty.org.uk based on 
Family Expenditure Survey 2000 to 02

37. Ofcom (2005) op. cit.
38. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) op. cit.
39. Countryside Agency (2004) The State of 

the Countryside 2004
40. ibid.
41. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) op. cit.
42. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) op. cit.
43. Pilling D., Barrett P., and Floyd M. (2004) 

Disabled People and the Internet. Joseph 40.
Rowntree Foundation (from Craig J. and 
Greenhill B. (2005) op. cit.
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Barriers to public Internet access points
While there are many benefits to public Internet access points, there
is evidence to show there are often barriers to accessing them.
Specific sectors of society were identified as target groups for UK 
online centres including unemployed people, lone parents, people 
from ethnic minorities, people who need help with basic skills, people
with disabilities, people over 60, those not involved in other learning
activities and those with learning difficulties or mental health problems.

Barriers to their use include:
• difficulties travelling to centres;
• a lack of out reach programmes due to high running costs;
• restrictive opening hours for working people;
• a lack of childcare facilities for people with children; and
• prohibitive course fees for low-income households.

The cost of using PCs in public access places such as libraries,
community centres and Internet cafes was also seen as a barrier. Other
evidence also shows that barriers to accessing computers outside the
home include: a lack of awareness of available resources; providers
closing down (a particularly rural issue); restrictive time limits on use
(e.g. in libraries); and a lack of software to aid the visually impaired44.
The review also found that, “the institutional barriers that prevent some
excluded people from entering facilities such as a library or adult
education institution are unlikely to disappear merely because a site
of free or low cost ICT access has been located within them”45.

Community access to ICT is also not conducive for some activities as
“few people feel comfortable undertaking anything particularly private
or sensitive such as claiming income support, or requesting a
community care needs assessment from a personal computer in a
library, or a kiosk in a shopping centre”46. This may be a particular
barrier in rural areas, given the greater chance of people knowing or
recognising someone, although the research did not explore this.

44. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
45. Selwyn N. (2003) Widening Access to ICT via 

Public Sites – a research report for BECTA.
46. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) Inclusion through

Innovation. Tackling Social Exclusion through new
technologies. Based on Demos (2001) 
Divided by Information: The digital divide and 
the implications of the new meritocracy.
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Motivation, skills and knowledge 
Evaluation of the UK online centres found that interest and motivation are
by far the biggest barriers to accessing ICT47. In addition, most people
who suffer social exclusion need to be convinced that the content of the
Internet is relevant to them48. However, there is evidence to show from
trials carried out in disadvantaged areas that perceptions of ICT change
once people start to use the technology.

People with skills and knowledge will be better equipped to be able to
access online services, information and resources.49 The education and
training chapter of this report has highlighted the issues of poor skills in
rural areas. Nationally, 79 % of people receiving means-tested benefits
lack practical ICT skills, with 33% of non-Internet users lacking the
knowledge and confidence to use the Internet50.

It has been suggested that barriers to accessing ICT are increasingly
less likely to be about access and more likely to be about the use to
which technology is put. There is evidence to show lack of relevant
content on the web is a particular barrier to use of the Internet by
disadvantaged groups51 – in other words, a lack of suitable content to
motivate people to use the Internet. The digital strategy found, “content
is critical. Most people who suffer social exclusion have yet to be
convinced that there is content relevant to them. Driven by the market,
the Internet is full of content aimed at affluent consumers targeted at the
middle income groups”. In addition, some people have concerns about
the security of their information online52.

Research53 has also found that ‘preliminary needs’ are a barrier to the
use of ICT. These needs these would have to be addressed before some
groups could consider accessing and using ICT. These include,
for example:

• Low levels of literacy, especially for Gypsies and Travellers;
• Poor English language skills, affecting asylum seekers 

and refugees;
• Obtaining leave to remain in the UK asylum seekers and 

refugees; and
• Obtaining housing and employment, particularly for 

homeless people.

Barriers to accessing digital TV
Several barriers to accessing digital TV and the future digital switch
over have been identified for rural areas54:

• cost: people living in rural areas are likely to incur costs such as
aerial upgrades in order to receive digital TV services
(31% rural compared to 25% urban);

• topographical factors: these can affect reception; and 
• isolation: isolated rural communities at present, are less likely

to receive digital TV until switch over has taken place
and access to information, advice and support is also likely 
to be limited.

47. Wyatt J. et. al.(2003) Evaluation of CMF Funded 
UK online centres – Final report

48. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) op. cit.
49. Social Exclusion Unit (2004) op. cit.
50. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
51. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
52. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
53 Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
54. DCMS (2004) op. cit.
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3.What are the policies?

There are a number of policies and initiatives to promote the
understanding and take-up of ICT, and the provision of services through
ICT. We focus here on policies most relevant for rural areas – those that
aim to improve the provision of access for individuals to PCs and the
Internet through public access points; the availability of broadband; and
access to Digital TV. We do not cover the wide range of policies that are
designed to improve the delivery of e-services, improve Internet content
and address security concerns.

Access to PCs and the Internet through public access points 

Capital Modernisation Funded (CMF) UK online centres
UK online centres provide public PC and Internet access, at no or low
cost, in a range of community centres. Over half of these venues are
located in the 2,000 most deprived wards. There are approximately
6,000 UK online centres across England. Most of the centres were set
up between 1999 and 2002 and were mainly funded by the Big Lottery
Fund and Capital Modernisation Fund. From April 2003,responsibility for
administration and development of UK online centres passed to Ufi Ltd.
A national evaluation of the UK online centres found that: three-quarters
of users were digitally excluded; almost all said their confidence had
increased; and half of users who had used the centre for six months went
onto learning that earned them a certificate55.

An evaluation56 of the CMF UK online centres in rural areas was
published in 2003. It found that:

• rural centres play a broader role in the community than providing
a purely ICT resource;

• a great deal of emphasis is placed on providing outreach services
and tailored courses to reach the most socially excluded groups
within rural communities;

• rural centres have lower levels of accessibility than urban centres;
• rural centres have restricted access to broadband;
• the future sustainability of many rural UK online centres is uncertain.

They are more vulnerable than most urban centres due to the high
unit cost of delivery, poor accessibility and poor broadband
connectivity; and 

• the majority of rural centres are managed by non- profit making
organisation where there is a high reliance on volunteer and part-
time staff to manage the centres and provide support and training
to users.

A recent major review57 of ICT and social exclusion highlighted the
success of the UK online programme in reaching a broad range of
socially excluded groups, but also found that it had more limited success
in engaging ‘hard to reach’ groups.

55. Hall Aitken (2002) Evaluation of CMF Funded 
UK online centres - final report.

56. DfES and the Countryside Agency (2003) op. cit.
57. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) op. cit.
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Public libraries
Modern libraries are to provide access to digital skills and services
including e-government. The lottery funded People’s Network
programme aimed to put computers with fast internet access into every
public library. Positive action has been taken to ensure rural areas were
not disadvantaged. The Countryside Agency, DTI and Museums
Libraries and Archives Council funded a pilot scheme turning ten small
rural libraries into Wi-Fi hotspots, some of which offer around the clock
internet access.

An evaluation of the People’s Network58 found that two years after the
launch of the People’s Network, the goal had “been very largely
achieved. A citizen anywhere in the UK can now go to any public library
service point and be confident of gaining access to the internet,
available free, or at low cost. Even small rural communities are being
reached through mobile phones using wireless networking, to provide
internet access”.

Availability of broadband

Promoting Broadband Strategy
The UK-online: the broadband future strategy was published in 2001,
which set out a target for the UK to have the most competitive and
extensive broadband market in the G7 by 2005. The Digital strategy
stated that by summer 2005 over 99% of the population would have a
basic 512Kbps (kilobits per second) broadband service available59.
As a result, there has been a range of activities to ensure broadband is
available to all communities and this has been a fast developing area,
with significant progress being made. Whilst the broadband target has
generally been met, many sparsely populated areas still have a patchy
service, as evidenced above. It seems, however, that rural areas have
been the last to benefit from the provision of broadband services.

The Broadband Stakeholder Group (BSG) examined broadband in rural
areas60 in 2003 and found that “significant barriers exist to the extension
of mass-market broadband coverage to rural areas”. They found that,
“taking broadband to the last 10% of communities will require concerted
action on the part of both the public and private sector”.

Similarly, in 2003 an inquiry61 to investigate the steps taken by Defra to
ensure that broadband was being provided in rural areas was
undertaken. In particular it considered:

• the demand for broadband in rural communities;
• existing and planned provision;
• obstacles to the provision of broadband in rural areas;
• the roles are played by public agencies in dealing with broadband;

and 
• what alternatives to broadband exist or are being developed that

might be of particular relevance to rural areas.

58. Sommerland E., Child C., Ramsden C. and Kelleher
(2004) Books and Bytes: New service paradigms for
the 21sr century library. An evaluation of the People’s
Network and ICT training for Public Library Staff
programme. A report by The Tavistock Institute 
for the Big Lottery Fund. See also Big Lottery Fund
(2004) The People’s Network: evaluation summary.
Big Lottery Fund Research Issue No.7

59. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) op. cit.
60. BSG (2003) The Impact of Public Sector

Interventions on Broadband in Rural Areas
61. House of Commons Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs Committee (2003) Rural Broadband.
Eleventh Report of Session 2002-03. HC 587
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It noted that progress had been slower in rural areas allowing a ‘digital
divide’ to open up between urban and rural areas. The inquiry made a
number of recommendations, including the setting of trigger levels for
all exchanges and the setting up of Government online services
particularly directed at rural communities. Additionally, it recommended
that Government identify remote rural areas where the provision of
broadband cannot be left to the market place and where intervention
is needed.

The Government responded to this report, setting out how it would meet
the recommendations62. A Rural Broadband Unit operated from May 2003
to 2005 specifically to bring together DTI, Defra and RDA thinking to
address the emerging gap between broadband provision in urban and
rural communities. In 2004, a new programme of activity to accelerate 
the development of the next generation broadband was announced,
which focused on eliminating the remaining barriers to the adoption of
broadband-enabled technology and services by consumers, enterprises
and the public sector. A UK Broadband Fund was established by DTI to
help RDAs and devolved administrations stimulate supply and demand 
for broadband in rural areas. In 2004 BT announced its intention to extend
broadband access to 99.6% of the UK population by the end of 2005.

More recent research has suggested that, “there is a prospect of a new
digital divide emerging between rural and urban areas with the advent
of the next generation broadband and 3G services”63. Although this
research focused on broadband and its availability and use by
businesses in rural areas, many of the concerns expressed might also
extend more generally to the wider rural population. Other research has
also suggested that “new dimensions of the digital divide are emerging,
most obviously in terms of bandwidth”64.

62. ibid.
63. SQW (2005) ICT in England’s Rural Economies.

A Final Report to Defra 
64. Craig J. and Greenhill B. (2005) op. cit.
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Access to digital TV

The Digital Switchover Programme
The Digital Switchover is the process of changing over the UK’s television
signal from analogue to digital. The Government is committed to:

• achieving digital switchover between 2008 and 2012 ensuring
universal access;

• digital versions of the public service channels via a choice of digital
platforms;

• ensuring the interests of elderly people and other vulnerable
groups are protected; and 

• clearing fourteen frequency channels for reuse.

A number of groups have been identified65 which could potentially face
barriers in the digital switch over. These include low-income groups,
older and disabled people and there is a notable evidence gap
identifying the needs and concerns of rural consumers. Isolated rural
communities could be disadvantaged as they are likely to receive digital
television reception through a non-satellite broadcast until the digital
switchover takes place. Access to information, advice and support 
about the digital switchover may also be a rural issue.

It has been estimated that the digital switchover could cost the average
household between £80 and £570. Particular groups, such as older
people and those with disabilities, need more help with the digital 
switchover including financial and practical support66. It has also 
been reported that 38% of adults in the UK did not know about the
government’s intention to switch off the analogue television signal67.
A national campaign to raise awareness about the digital switchover 
was launched in May 200668.65. DCMS (2004) op. cit.

66. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/enterainment/
4854342.stm

67. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/
4880788.stm

68. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/
4973962.stm
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Access to telephones

Universal Service Obligations
A Universal Service Obligation (USO) ensures that basic fixed line
(telephone) services are available at a standard price to all citizens and
consumers across the UK. In particular it provides services to help
vulnerable customers, as well as those in remote and rural areas who the
market might not otherwise choose to serve. As 99% of the population
now have access to telephony services, the USO focuses on bringing
benefits to those on low incomes who find it difficult to afford telephony
services (achieved through special tariff schemes for customers on low
incomes), customers with disabilities and those in rural areas for whom
the service cost might otherwise be prohibitively expensive. It includes,
for example, a measure to ensure that the last public call box in an area
cannot be removed if a local council objects – the ‘local veto’. In 2005,
the regulator, Ofcom, carried out a review of the Universal Service
Obligation to ensure it continues to meet the needs of consumers69.

Addressing digital inclusion

Digital Inclusion Panel
In 2004 the Government established the digital inclusion panel to assess
the extent of the digital challenge, including members from the public,
private and voluntary sectors. It aims to:

• identify groups most at risk of digital exclusion;
• identify future actions that might encourage digital take-up; and 
• make recommendations about how industry, government and the

voluntary sector can work together to drive a digital United Kingdom.

It made a number of recommendations to address digital exclusion70,
though there were none specific to rural areas.

Connecting the UK: the Digital Strategy 2005
This strategy includes seven actions to ensure that everyone experiences
the benefits of ICT. Actions include a wide range of activities, such as
improving learning with ICT through an e-strategy71, which focuses on
the use of technology to inform and advise citizens particularly children,
young people and adult learners. However, most relevant is the aim of
improving accessibility to technology for the digitally excluded. This
focuses public sector investment on communal internet access points 
in schools and online centres with a focus on hard to reach groups
(building on the work of UK online centres). In addition, the strategy
highlights the importance of ICT training and makes a commitment
to ensure every adult who enrols on a basic skills course is given an
email account.

69. Ofcom (2005) op. cit.
70. Cabinet Office/DTI (2005) op. cit.
71. http://www.dfes.gov.uk/publications/e-strategy/

CC32EvidenceSect2_AW.qxd  26/9/06  5:02 pm  Page 194



195 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

There is also a review proposed of the home computing initiative, which
allows individuals, through their employers, to have the use of a personal
computer up to the value of £2,500 per annum as a tax free benefit72.
The Low Pay Commission is to explore that those on the minimum
wage are also eligible for this benefit.

The Strategy particularly highlights the work of the Community
Broadband Network. This was launched in 2004 and is a co-operative
of local small-scale independent broadband operators, aiming to
encourage and support the provision of broadband as an alternative
to large, national providers. More than 550 locations in the UK (many of
which are rural) have had services provided in this way.

Policy is now moving to stimulating take-up and use of ICT. It is too early
yet for the impact of the strategy to be evaluated, but a commitment to
review the digital divide in 2008 was included in the Digital Strategy
itself. In particular, Ofcom is tasked with monitoring take-up of home
broadband amongst different social groups and ages.

4. Summary

• For vulnerable groups delivery of Internet and other digital
services should not act as a substitute for human contact as it
could lead to further isolation

• Considering the benefits of online communication, not using ICT in
rural areas may well have a greater impact than in urban areas
due to certain barriers presented by rural areas such as distance,
low incomes, social isolation

• With the continuing improvements to technology and new
technologies it is important that rural areas don't get left behind

• There is evidence of higher levels of involuntary exclusion for
rural areas (20%) for digital TV compared to the UK average
(14%). 37% of rural households have no coverage at present
compared to 17% of urban areas.

72. http://www.ukhomecomputing.co.uk
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Attitudes
to rural
disadvantage
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This section explores attitudes to rural disadvantage.
It examines how culture and values impact on the
experience of disadvantage in rural areas. New data 
is included on the recognition of, and attitudes to,
disadvantage in rural areas from a new nationally
representative survey of rural communities
commissioned by the Commission for Rural
Communities. A good understanding of public 
attitudes is important because policy makers often
consider public views, consult communities or even
empower them. Attitudes might have to change 
before policy changes can be made. They are also
important because they are likely to shape the 
extent of change that is possible. For example, the 
anti-development attitude of what have been called
‘NIMBYs’ has arguably contributed to a lack of
affordable housing in rural areas.

Under the theme of “policy makers attitudes” we also
explore briefly how general policy responses and
approaches are often based on implicit attitudes and
perceptions of disadvantage and how these reflect
rural disadvantage.

Rural culture

Research in earlier chapters has highlighted how a range of rural cultural
factors, or attitudes, such as the need for self-reliance, coping traditions,
traditional values, pride and stigma, can lead to disadvantaged people
not wishing to draw attention to themselves, due to fear of marginalisation
and alienation. This leads to the hidden nature of much disadvantage and
the under reporting of the extent and nature of problems. In addition,
rural culture and attitudes, including the perception of the ‘rural idyll’,
can also lead to non-disadvantaged people (and policy makers) denying
the existence of disadvantage and exacerbating the experience of
disadvantage. Some of the research on rural attitudes is now quite 
old and examines rural lifestyles in general rather than specific
disadvantage1, or is drawn from elsewhere such as rural Scotland2.
Some are ethnographic accounts providing case study material3.

Much of this previous work has, in particular, drawn attention to the
difference in subjective assessments by people in rural areas and
objective standards drawn up by others. Indeed, some see disadvantage
as an aspect of rural life rather than a particular problem. It is unclear 
the extent to which views are influenced by rural culture, rural features
such as the greater visibility of taking up support, or people’s own 
life histories.

1. Cloke P. et.al. (1994) Lifestyles in Rural England.
Rural Development Commission (RDC) report
number 18

2. Shucksmith M. et. al. (1996) Disadvantage in Rural
Areas. Rural Development Commission report
number 29

3. For example, some limited case study material 
was published by the Countryside Agency in
(2000) Not seen, not heard

15
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Nevertheless, it is clear that many people do not seek support because
they see asking for help, either financial or in other ways, as being
shameful. Rural evidence on this includes, amongst others, the
underreporting of mental health problems and the low take-up of fuel
poverty grants, as well as our attitudinal survey. A review of the rural
voluntary sector4 argued that different attitudes exist in rural communities
such as a tradition of ‘self-sufficiency’, the fear of stigmatisation associated
with accepting help and problems of confidentiality and conflict of interest
in communities where workers and clients are often near neighbours.

Some feel the need to seek help and the risk of being ‘found out’ will affect
their acceptance in the local community. They may, for example, fear they
will be the subject of gossip or even marginalisation, ostracised by friends,
family and neighbours. Whilst stigma is not only associated with rural
areas, there does seem to be a more prevalent rural culture of ‘suffering
in silence’. Self reliance is seen as a virtue and seeking help is seen as
failing. This value impacts, therefore, on the willingness of some to seek
informal help from family and friends and more formal help and support
from service providers (both voluntary and public sector providers).

This is hindered further by the visibility of receiving support in rural
communities. The lack of anonymity can arise because of the greater
likelihood of being known within the local community. Day to day life is
much more likely to involve face-to-face encounters with known people.
Rural communities are generally ‘close-knit worlds’ where people build
up a knowledge of their neighbours and those in the local community.
This compares to relative anonymity in much of urban life.

4. Yates H. (2002) Supporting Rural Voluntary Action
Why discuss the rural voluntary sector separately.
National Council of Voluntary Organisations/ 
The Countryside Agency 
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The fear of being seen in person and the visibility of using services is a
major factor in the uptake of rural services where there is an associated
‘moral code’. Visibility can arise simply from someone’s car being seen
parked outside the service point, from picking up leaflets in the local
post office, to entering the service providers’ building or mobile service.
It has been suggested that the need for acceptance within the local
community may be particularly important where people do not have
strong social networks outside their immediate locality. For example,
they work locally rather than commuting to jobs elsewhere, they have
always lived in the local area or their daily interaction with their job
restricts them to the local area.

Stigma is particularly associated with support for those seeking help 
for sensitive issues, such as domestic violence or drug and alcohol
addiction. It has been argued that multi-service outlets, either multi-
functional buildings or mobile services, have the potential to “provide
cover” for those seeking help for sensitive issues since, “visiting such 
a place holds no stigma and once inside they can seek advice for
problems which they might otherwise have had to access via a specific
and more stigmatised service”5.

There is a widely held perception that rural communities look after
themselves and that the voluntary sector helps those experiencing
disadvantage, either through formal or informal help. Whilst there is 
a stigma attached to more formal levels of support, such as taking 
up welfare benefits or receiving support from voluntary organisations,
research seems to suggest there is less stigma attached to receiving
more informal support. In other words, there is more acceptance of
support through individuals on a one-to-one basis. However, “attitudes
towards the provision of one-to-one aid differ according to the
relationship between the giver and the receiver, whether the intention
was to provide material or social support and the type of locality in
which people lived”6.

Research based in both rural and urban areas has found that material
support in the form of one-way giving is only seen as acceptable 
through close family. Other material support and unpaid help needed 
to involve a level of reciprocity, either in-kind, or with a small gift or
monetary payment. Without this reciprocity the material support was
seen as ‘charity’ and was inappropriate for both givers and receivers7.

‘Self-exclusion’ can also arise if some people do not participate in local
activities simply because of their own perceptions that the service or
activity is ‘not for the likes of us’.

5. National Evaluation of Sure Start (2005) Buildings 
in Sure Start Local Programmes. National Evaluation
Report Department for Education and Skills

6. Williams C. (2002) Harnessing Voluntary Work:
A fourth sector approach. Policy Studies. Volume 
23. Numbers 3-4, 1 September 2002, pp 247-260

7. ibid.
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A difference in attitudes in rural areas has also been revealed in social
attitude surveys8 seeking people’s views about different aspects of the
benefits system. Residents of rural areas are more likely to take a
“tougher, more authoritarian, line [towards the benefit system] than their
counterparts in densely populated areas”9. However, respondents in
small towns and fringe areas generally appear to take a tougher stance
than people in the most rural areas (although this finding was based 
on a small sample). Other research10 on attitudes to income inequalities,
revealed that people in rural areas were less likely to say that the size of
the gap between the highest and lowest paid members of society is too
large – 83% in urban areas said the gap was too large compared with
73% in villages and hamlets in 2002. The analysis found differences in
people’s attitudes between rural and urban areas existed even after
taking account of people’s income and personal hardship levels.

Our survey (see chapter 16) shows that many people are unaware 
that rural disadvantage exists or of the scale of the problem. It has been
suggested that the lack of recognition of the existence of disadvantage
by some in rural communities is due to the ‘thinness of social networks’,
people either not knowing anyone needing help or not being asked to
help11. There is also a wide body of research that suggests the lack of
recognition of rural disadvantage is closely associated with perceptions
of the ‘rural idyll’, particularly by people moving into rural areas, seeking
to live in attractive, healthy and crime free environments.

8. In particular, the British Social Attitudes survey
9. Sefton T. (2004) Countrywide or Countryside Views?

Attitudes towards the welfare state in rural areas.
A paper by Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion
(CASE) at the London School of Economics
produced for the Commission for Rural
Communities State of the Countryside 2005 analysis

10. Bromley C. (2004) Attitudes to Income Inequality 
in Rural England. A paper by the National Centre 
for Social Research produced for the Commission
for Rural Communities State of the Countryside 
2005 analysis

11. Williams C. (2002) op. cit.

©
 C

ou
nt

ry
si

d
e 

A
g

en
cy

 / 
N

ic
k 

T
ur

ne
r 

20
06

CC32EvidenceSect3_AW  26/9/06  5:03 pm  Page 201



202 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

1. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis report. A report by BMRB 
to the Commission for Rural Communties. The full
report is available on www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk

16 Survey of rural attitudes

This chapter summarises the main findings of our new survey of
attitudes to rural disadvantage1. The survey was comprised of face-to-
face interviews with a representative sample of 1,010 people living in 
89 Office for National Statistics defined areas of rural England. It was
designed to gauge perceptions within rural areas, rather than to allow
comparison between rural and urban areas. The questionnaire included
a couple of open questions to gauge respondents ‘top of mind’
recognition of disadvantage and their awareness of the existence of
disadvantage in their local area. A series of attitude statements were
asked in order to produce a cluster analysis. The issues covered in the
questionnaire related to perceptions of community spirit, social capital,
self sufficiency, the welfare state and the ‘rural idyll’.

A market segmentation, or cluster analysis, was carried out to allow 
us to group people according to the similarity of their attitudes to
disadvantage. The advantage of cluster analysis is that, unlike many
research approaches which specify the groups to be examined from 
the outset, this approach makes no prior assumption about important
differences in the population (beyond the measurements about which 
it is based), so the classification that results is not based on any prior
assumptions. Another advantage is that it brings together inter-related
attitudes, instead of just looking at them individually. This technique is
commonly used in marketing and there are various examples of
segmentation techniques being used in a policy context, e.g. in terms 
of people’s attitudes to changing their travel behaviour.

What do rural communities think ‘disadvantage’ is?
Respondents were asked to describe in their own words what they
thought about when they heard someone described as disadvantaged.
The most commonly mentioned issues are shown in Figure 16.1
(respondents could give more than one answer).

202

Figure 16.1 Meaning of ‘Disadvantage’

Poor/poverty/low income

Disability

Unemployment

Poorly educated

Lack of access to resources

Bad housing

Not having equal opportunities

Lack of access to transport

Don’t know
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9%

7%
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5%

5%

10%

Other mentions by 4% or fewer respondents
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The quotes below illustrate the ways in which people talked 
about disadvantage:

“Living below the poverty line; unable to
find employment through mental or
physical disadvantage”

“Born into the wrong circumstances and
unable to leave them behind”

“Disabled; people with little money; people
with no jobs; and around this area people
are disadvantaged because of lack of
public transport”

“Not having the same chances as everyone
else i.e. family or money”

“Less able to participate in things others 
do e.g. disability or lack of funds”

“I suppose it’s like a lack of access to
services and facilities that the general
population have access to for whatever
reason. I think it is normally financial”

“Low income; poor housing; poor schools;
poor services in general”

The focus on ‘disadvantage’ referring to poverty or having a low 
income is clear with 42% describing disadvantage in these terms.
Disability (either physical, mental ill health or a learning disability) was
the second most frequently mentioned issue - 34% of respondents.

There were few notable differences in thoughts about ‘disadvantage’
between different sub-groups and there does not seem to be a
consistent correlation between those who could be said to be
experiencing disadvantage themselves and their definition of it.
For example, households on lower incomes (less than £25,000 per
annum) were less likely to mention poverty (37%) than those on higher
incomes (53%), although people with no car were more likely than 
those with a car to mention that disadvantage could cover lack of 
access to transport (12% compared with 4%).

203
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Awareness and recognition of disadvantage
Respondents were asked whether they agreed with the statement ‘there is
no disadvantage around here’, using a definition that ‘disadvantage means
not having the opportunities that the majority of people take for granted
e.g. to get a good job, to afford a decent place to live, to participate in local
activities’. There were similar proportions between those who agreed that
there was no disadvantage in their local area (42%) and those who felt that
there was disadvantage (40%). Respondent’s own financial security had
an impact on views, with those living comfortably more likely to think 
there was no disadvantage.

There was mixed opinion towards the idea that ‘around here, poverty
seems to run in families’ with nearly as many people disagreeing (39%),
as agreeing (31%). However, more people (56%), seemed to agree to
the statement, ‘everyone around here has the same opportunity to make
a success of life’, whilst only 29% disagreed.

People were also asked about local experiences of financial poverty.
A third (37%) agreed with the statement: ‘some people around here
struggle to find enough money for the basics such as food, household
bills and clothing’. A similar proportion disagreed (38%).

Table 16.1 shows people living in rural town and fringe areas were 
more likely to think people struggled to find money (43%) than those
living in villages or dispersed areas. Affluent households, with annual
incomes of £45,000 or more were less likely to think people struggled
financially than those actually living on lower incomes (26% agreed
compared with 40%).

Around half of these respondents thought that the groups most likely 
to be struggling financially were older people, low income families, the
unemployed and/or single parents (51%, 53%, 49% and 48% respectively).
However, it was not always people belonging to a particular group who
thought their group were more likely to face the problem. For example,
people in employment were more likely than those not working to think
that unemployed people would struggle to find money (58% compared
with 38%). Similarly, respondents in the most affluent households (£45,000
or more per annum) were more likely to mention families on low incomes
as facing this problem than respondents in low income households with
an income of less than £10,000 per annum (71% vs 48%).
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Total Income Type of rural area 

<£45,000 p.a. £45,000+ p.a. Town and Village Dispersed
fringe

Agree a lot 12 14 3 15 9 13

Agree a little 25 26 23 28 23 13

Neither 19 19 23 19 19 19

Disagree a little 23 22 35 19 27 27

Disagree a lot 15 13 14 14 15 18

Table 16.1 Some people around here struggle to find enough money for the basics
such as food, household bills and clothing (%)
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Community spirit and involvement
Figure 16.2 shows the responses to a range of questions about
community spirit and people’s sense of ‘belonging’ or acceptance in 
the local community. Over three quarters agreed with the statement 
‘I feel part of the local community’ (with nearly half agreeing a lot) 
and 69% agreed ‘there is a strong community spirit’. But there was a
substantial minority (15%) who said they did not feel part of the local
community. This was particularly the case for those new to the area 
and for single or divorced people.

There was a strong perception of the need to fit in, with 59% agreeing with
a statement to that effect. There was also a belief that the local community
consisted of a mix of people, with three-quarters agreeing that, ‘the local
community is made up of people from different backgrounds’.

Self sufficiency
The vast majority of respondents agreed that people in their area tend to
deal with problems themselves and there was a great deal of agreement
that local people did not like to talk about their financial problems (see
Figure 16.3):

• The vast majority (86%) agreed that ‘people around here are fairly
self sufficient and tend to deal with problems themselves’;

• Nearly three-quarters (72%) agreed that people do not talk about
their financial problems locally;

• Three-fifths (60%) agreed that people were reluctant to ask for help,
because they did not want other people to know their business; and

• Only a minority (30%) agreed that ‘it would be embarrassing to ask
for help around here’ and twice as many (59%) disagreed, with 30%
saying that they disagreed a lot with this. However, people
experiencing more financial hardship were generally more likely to
agree that it was embarrassing to ask for help.
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Figure 16.2 Community spirit statements (%)

Strong commmunity spirit

Need to fit in

Mind their own business

People of diffferent backgrounds
get on well together

Community made up of different
backgrounds

38 30 12 11 7

27 32 12 18 10

11 11 14 26 38

38 34 13 6 2

46 29 7 11 5

Agree a lot Agree a little Neutral Disagree a little Disagree a lot

% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
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Welfare state
A number of statements were asked to gauge people’s attitudes towards
the welfare state and to state support. These showed that:

• three-quarters (76%) of respondents agreed with the statement,
‘large numbers of people who are eligible for benefits these days
fail to claim them’. People in rural areas held similar views on this to
those in Britain as a whole (comparing the results with the 2002/3
British Social Attitudes survey) and there were few marked
differences by sub-groups;

• three-quarters (73%) agreed with the statement, ‘large numbers of
people these days falsely claim benefits’. Again, views on this were
similar to those reported for Britain as a whole;

• three-fifths (59%) of respondents agreed with the statement, ‘if
welfare benefits weren’t so generous, people would learn to stand
on their own two feet’;

• half (50%) agreed with the statement that, ‘people of working age
should take a second job rather than claim benefits if they need
money to make ends meet’; and

• just under half (44%) agreed that, ‘the welfare state encourages
people to stop helping each other’.
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Figure 16.3. Attitudes towards ideas of self sufficiency (%)

People deal with problems themselves

Don’t talk about financial problems

Not want people to know their business

Unemployed people could find a job

Embarrassing to ask for help

86 8 5

72 11 14

60 17 20

59 13 23

30 13 56

Agree Neutral Disagree

% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
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The clusters
The market segmentation analysis produced several potential cluster
solutions but the one which seemed to explain variation the best was 
a four-cluster solution2. The four groups (see Figure 16.4), based on the
similarity between their attitudes which resulted from the analysis,
are as follows:

Cluster one: ‘Isolationist’ characterised by isolation and 
lack of social contact (27% of the total sample)
The members of this group have the lowest levels of engagement with
their local community and generally do not feel part of the community or
feel there is a strong community spirit. They have the least social contact
with others and are the most likely to agree that loneliness is a problem.
They are less likely to vote in general or local elections or to have been
involved in any activity to solve a local problem (for example, contacted
the council or attended a public meeting). They are also least likely to
speak to a neighbour on most days (38% compared to 55% overall) 
and the least likely to ask for help from a neighbour if they are ill in bed 
(34% compared to 53%). The members of this group have the lowest
level of satisfaction with their local area – only 39% say they are very
satisfied living here and 46% say it is boring living around here
compared to about 18% for other clusters.

They are also more likely to agree: that people are reluctant to ask for
help (81% compared to 60% overall); that if people minded their own
business it would be a better place (46% vs. 22%); and that it would be
embarrassing to ask for help (64% vs 30%).

Members of this cluster are less likely to be working full-time (28% vs.
35% overall) and have lower incomes than those in other clusters (37%
earn less than £25,000 compared to 33% overall). They are more likely 
to say they are finding it difficult or very difficult living on their present
income (17% compared to 13%) and are more likely to live in social
housing (17% compared to 14%). Men are slightly over-represented in
this cluster - 52% are male compared to 48% overall.

Cluster two: ‘Recognisers’ characterised by their recognition 
and appreciation of disadvantage (24% of the total sample)
The members of this group are the most likely to recognise the existence
of social problems and the most likely to disagree strongly that ‘there is
no disadvantage around here’ (73% compared to 40% overall). They are
also the most likely to agree that there are people struggling to find
money to pay for the basics (47% compared 37% overall). They have the
most to say when asked about local problems and their understanding of
disadvantage. They are far more likely to acknowledge that not everyone
has the same opportunity in life - 73% compared to 29% overall - and
they have the most supportive views of the welfare state. For example,
63% disagree that the welfare state has stopped people helping each
other, compared to 36% overall and 53% disagree that if benefits weren’t
so generous people would learn to stand on their own two feet (26%
overall). Over half (54%) disagree that people should take a second 
job instead of relying on benefits, compared to 29% overall and 50%
disagree that most unemployed people could find a job ( 23% overall).

2. Dividing the sample into five clusters did 
not add much to understanding the difference
between clusters 
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Figure 16.4.
The clusters of attitudinal groups

Cluster
one

(27%)

Cluster
four

(19%)

Cluster
three
(29%)

Cluster
two

(24%)
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Members of this cluster are more likely to have moved in from elsewhere
– 18% have moved to this area within the last three years (compared to
14% on average) and 60% have not lived in the same area all their life.
A large proportion of this cluster are female (60%) and there is a higher
proportion with children under 16 (36% compared to 33% overall).
There is also a higher proportion of those from the 40-64 year age group
(54% compared to 36% overall).

People in this group are generally quite involved in local social and 
civic activities. They are the most likely to have contacted the council
(27% vs 19% overall) or attended a public meeting (23% compared 
to 16%) in connection with a local problem.

Cluster three: ‘Rural idealists –harder values’ characterised by 
harder views and belief in the rural idyll (29% of the total sample)
The members of this group generally have ‘harder’ or less supportive
views on the welfare state and are the least likely to recognise the
existence of social problems, such as difficulties in finding a job, housing
or money for the basics. They also have a strong belief in an idyllic rural
lifestyle and agree strongly with the statement ‘there is no disadvantage
around here’ (64% vs 42% overall). They have firm views on the welfare
state, for example, they are the most likely to agree that if benefits were
not so generous people would learn to stand on their own two feet (82%
compared to 59% overall). They are also the most likely to agree that
there are lots of people falsely claiming benefits (80% vs. 73 overall).
They believe strongly that everyone has the same opportunity to
succeed (77% compared to 56% overall).

Members of this cluster are slightly older than average (34% are aged
over 65 compared to 20% overall) and only 10% are under 25. 52% are
male and 74% are from adult only households. They are generally
comfortably off (58% said they were living comfortably on their present
income compared to 46% overall) and 45% own their house outright
(compared to 34% overall).

People in this cluster are the most likely to say they feel part of the local
community (68% agree strongly with this statement, compared to 49%
overall), but they also have a strong belief that people need to fit in to be
part of the local community (77% agree, compared to just 7% of cluster
four). They are the most likely to say that there is a strong community
spirit (91% agree with this, compared to 70% overall) so perhaps not
surprisingly they have very high levels of satisfaction with their local 
area – all of them are either very or fairly satisfied. They are also the
most likely to have voted in the last general election - 82% voted.
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Cluster four: ‘Rural idealists – softer views’ characterised by belief 
in an idyllic rural lifestyle but with softer views on the welfare state
(19% of the total sample)
The members of this group are very similar to those in cluster three,
sharing the same ideas of an idyllic rural community and there is little
acknowledgement of disadvantage. However what differentiates them
from those in cluster three, is a more sympathetic attitude to the welfare
state and state support. They disagree that people would be
embarrassed to ask for help around here – 75% disagree compared to
56% overall and they have the highest level of disagreement (25%) with
the statement that, ‘people do not talk about their financial problems’.

The members of this group are less likely to recognise the existence of
specific social problems, for example only 39% agree that some people
are lonely compared to the average of 50% overall and they are the least
likely to agree that some people cannot find money for basics (29%
compared to 37% overall). They are also the least likely to agree that it 
is difficult to find a job (55% compared to 63% overall).

However, they have more sympathetic attitudes towards the welfare state.
They disagree that it encourages people to stop helping each other
(55% disagree compared to 36% overall) and are less likely to agree 
that if benefits weren’t so generous people would learn to stand on their
own two feet (48% compared to 59% overall). They are also less likely 
to agree people should take a second job rather than claim benefits
(only 40% agree compared to 50% overall and 71% for cluster three).

A relatively high proportion of this group are aged under 34 (31%
compared to 23% overall) and there is also a high proportion of 35-59s
(51% compared to 47% overall). Consequently, the group has the lowest
number of members aged 60 plus (18%). A high proportion (44%) are
from households earning £25,000+ and 39% have children under 16,
compared to 33% overall.

Learning from the clusters
The segmentation analysis indicates that roughly half the rural population
(taking both clusters three and four together), has a strong belief in an
idyllic rural lifestyle and little recognition of the problems experienced 
by a significant minority of those living in rural areas. The group which
contains those most likely to experience disadvantage (cluster one), is 
also the most isolated and the least likely to feel part of the community,
thus their problems are more likely to be hidden allowing those in clusters
three and four to continue to deny the existence of rural disadvantage.
Those in the remaining group (cluster two), whilst relatively well-off, do
recognise the existence of disadvantage in rural areas, indicating that it is
not a simple divide between the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’.

It seems clear that there is a considerable level of public scepticism
about the existence of rural disadvantage and there is a need to
understand more about the factors that influence people’s perceptions
and their understanding of disadvantage.
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Policy makers’ attitudes

We have already explored the information on how policies designed to
tackle different forms of disadvantage are working in rural areas in the
section on access to opportunity. This chapter explores how the attitudes
of ‘policy makers’ impacts more generally on policy and rural disadvantage.
We examine briefly the in-built and implicit ‘attitudes of policy makers’
through the general assumptions that are used in policy approaches.
This is not intended to reflect the views of individual policy makers1, but
rather aims to reveal how perceptions about disadvantage influence
policy. The main ‘attitudes’ explored are that:

• disadvantage is concentrated – leading to an area based approach;
• delivery will be achieved through targets and performance

measures; and
• the costs of services to tackle disadvantage are properly allocated.

Area based approaches
The area-based approach of targeting programmes to tackle disadvantage
is based on the assumption that disadvantage is concentrated in certain
geographical areas. There is an on-going debate about the effectiveness of
area-based approaches and the extent to which living in a disadvantaged
area impacts on someone’s opportunities. Most recently, research2 found
that the impact of neighbourhood is more likely to influence someone’s
attitudes (e.g. in relation to voting behaviour) than their future life chances.
The argument that the majority of disadvantaged people do not live in
disadvantaged areas and not all people who live in disadvantaged areas
are disadvantaged, appears to be widely accepted.

It is clear that area based approaches do not capture the nature of 
most rural disadvantage, where people experiencing disadvantage 
are scattered. The arguments around the scattered nature of rural
disadvantage and the inappropriate nature of area based measures 
and targets have been well rehearsed. It has been argued that existing
measures do not reflect rural disadvantage either because of the
indicators used or the scale or geographical level of analysis used3.
In particular, “attempts to construct indices of deprivation which can 
be applied usefully to both rural and urban areas have been fraught with
difficulty... partly because of the different meanings in rural and urban
contexts of frequently used indicators, such as car ownership and the
urban bias inherent in other indicators, such as high-rise accommodation,
but mainly because area measures are less relevant to the scattered
incidence of rural deprivation”4.

The Index of Multiple Deprivation is perhaps the most widely used
measure of concentrations of deprivation for area targeting, and has
been criticised for its failure to reflect rural disadvantage. Analysis5 of the
Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 2000 found that few of the rural poor
lived in districts or wards identified as deprived using the IMD2000 and
concluded that “the data suggest strongly that area targeting using the
IMD2000 is likely to be more complete and efficient in targeting the
urban poor than the rural poor”.

1. Indeed we have not undertaken a survey 
of policy makers

2. Burgess S. (2005) quoted in Economic and 
Social Research Council (ESRC) The Edge
magazine November 2005, Issue 20, page 5 

3. Examples include the response of the Countryside
Agency to the Consultation on the Index of 
Multiple Deprivation, and earlier work by the 
Rural Development Commission

4. Shucksmith M. (2004) Social Exclusion in rural
Areas: a review of recent research. A paper to Defra

5. Tunstall R. and Lupton R. (2003) Is Targeting
Deprived Areas an Effective Means to Reach 
Poor People? An assessment of one rationale for
area-based funding programmes. Centre for
Analysis of Social Exclusion (CASE) Paper 70 
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More recently, according to the revised IMD2004, Figure 17.1 shows 
the extent to which low income benefit recipients live in deprived areas.
In urban areas, the great majority (85%) of these benefit recipients live 
in the most deprived 50% of areas. In rural towns just over half (58%) 
of these benefit recipients live in the most deprived 50% of areas.
By contrast, in other rural areas – villages and dispersed settlements –
only 26% live in the most deprived 50% of areas. In other words, those
who are income disadvantaged mostly live in clusters in urban areas,
whereas they are mostly scattered across rural areas.

The scattered nature of disadvantage in rural areas is further illustrated
in Figure 17.2. The map shows there are small pockets of lower income
households (average earning £14,200 - £21,600 per year) and they are
often in close proximity to areas of real affluence (average earning
£39,300 - £58,000 per year). Measuring disadvantage over too large an
area would overlook these pockets and may underestimate the level 
of disadvantage.

Figure 17.1 Proportions of income-related benefit recipients classified by deprivation 
of area of residence

Figure 17.2 Example of complexity of economic disadvantage: distribution of lower
income households in an area of Suffolk
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This suggests that policies that focus on people rather than places will
address rural disadvantage more effectively. It is also worth noting, whilst
not a purely rural concern, that statistical measures of disadvantage in
general currently fail to reflect issues relating to cultural, social and civic
disadvantage, given the difficulties associated in developing indicators 
of these.

Targets and performance measures
A recent review of service provision for disadvantaged people found
that, “funding, targets and other aspects of performance management
have a huge influence on how providers behave, including their ability 
to deliver effectively to disadvantaged people”6. The review found that
targets can create “perverse incentives” for example skewing attention
only to those activities that have targets attached to them or can create 
a “creaming problem” as they can incentivise service providers to focus
only on those people who are most likely to achieve the set outcome.

At present there has been little formal research on whether targets 
are ensuring rural, as well as urban, delivery. However, a review of the
costs of delivering services in rural areas noted that, “performance
monitoring typically lacks sensitivity to areas that differ in rurality – 
either differences (or exceptions) are not detected, or, if they are,
authorities are not required to report them. For example, only a 
minority of Ambulance Trusts report response times performance 
for the individual communities served”. This led to the conclusion that,
“it can be dangerously misleading to assess performance only for large
heterogeneous population groups. This can lead to perverse incentives
for Authorities to focus on areas of relatively easy achievement”7.
In addition, our review of policies in the section on access opportunity
has shown that even where targets are set for local service providers to
deliver, such as local authorities, the extent to which they meet rural
needs generally is not explicitly drawn out in assessments by scrutiny
bodies such as the Audit Commission and others. Measuring average
outcomes reveals how issues are being tackled overall, but does not
reveal any potential variation within local areas, or between rural and
urban areas.

Rural disadvantage cuts across a range of government objectives, targets
and delivery programmes. There is a Public Service Agreement (PSA)
target by Defra that aims to address rural disadvantage and in theory
rural areas gain from the many other PSAs. However, there is no rural
dimension in the other PSA targets to ensure delivery in rural areas,
nor any set targets to ensure rural areas benefit at the same pace as
achievements made elsewhere. As well as PSAs, there are many other
targets that drive policy and delivery. A particular concern with targets 
is that the way they are set and measured can lead to them being met 
by achieving performance standards in urban areas alone, rather than
across all areas, including rural areas. For example, where a minimum
number of people are to be helped, the low number of potential
recipients and scattered populations may make it impossible to reach 
the number required in some rural areas8.

6. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) Improving Services,
Improving Lives: Evidence and key themes.
An Interim Report. Social Exclusion Unit, ODPM

7. Hindle T., Spollen M. and Dixon P. (2004) Review of
Evidence on Additional Costs of Delivering Services
to Rural Communities. A report by Secta MSA
Ferndale for Defra

8. For example, see chapter 5 in this report
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Costs of provision
Policy is also based on the in-built assumption that resource allocation
systems reflect both the need for services in rural areas and the cost of
delivery. It is difficult to distinguish between funding for general service
provision that might be used by any member of a rural community and
services used by those who might be described as disadvantaged. For
example, the victim of a crime will use police services but the police
also provide a general service to the whole community.

Research shows that it costs more to deliver services per person to rural
communities because of a range of factors9. In particular: the lack of
economies of scale for the service provider with relatively few people
needing a particular service; the long distances between service points
and people leading to higher travel costs and unproductive time; and the
time taken to establish services in rural areas. A major review10 explored
the effect of population distribution and settlement patterns on the cost
and performance of 10 services in 12 local authorities in England. Using
a modelled approach to examine unit costs, it found a cost premium
faced by rural areas in delivering a common standard of service
performance compared to similar urban areas.

Research11 has also highlighted two problems in resource allocation
mechanisms to adjust for ‘rurality’. Firstly, the measures are too simplistic
and do not fully reflect the complexity of population distribution and
settlement patterns. Secondly, the unit sparsity cost can be too low and
fail to cover fully the costs of rural service provision. The research12 also
noted that the extent to which services may also incur increased costs in
rural areas is dependent on the amount of travel required. It suggested,
“travel related costs and scale inefficiencies account for a much larger
share of total budgets than is often realised”.

Resource allocation formulae for rural service provision seem to be
treated differently in different policy areas. For example, a weighting for
sparsity is included in some parts of the finance for local government but
there seems to be little allowance for rurality in health funding. There
have been a number of assessments made of funding for health services
through the NHS and a number of studies have argued13 that the need for
health care in rural areas and the cost of rural service provision are not
adequately reflected.

Our review has also found that there are difficulties in measuring the
level of need in rural areas compared to service use. Research on health,
for example, has shown the low level of use of GPs by some in rural
areas, despite their health needs. A further difficulty in relation to
resource allocation formulae for rural public services can arise where
they are based on measures of usage rather than need for services and
so may not always take account of rural circumstances.

Assessment of the extent to which funding for other services (apart from
local government and health services) reflects the needs and costs of
provision in rural areas does not seem to be available.

9. Hindle et. al. (2004) op. cit.
10. Secta MSA Ferndale (2004) Developing Indicators

of Population Distribution and Settlement Patterns.
The Countryside Agency

11. Hindle et. al. (2004) op. cit.
12. Hindle et. al. (2004) op. cit.
13. For example, Asthana S., Gibson A., Moon G. and

Brigham P. (2003) Allocating Resources for Health
and Social Care: The significance of rurality. Health
and social care in the community 11, 6, 486-493;
and Asthana S., Halliday J., Brigham P. and Gibson
A. (2002) Rural Deprivation and Service Need:
A review of the literature and an assessment of
indicators for rural service planning, South West
Public health Observatory
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Children and families 

This chapter of the report focuses on the experiences of families in 
rural areas. There are some statistical differences between rural and
urban areas in terms of the most common types of family structure.
Rural households with children are more likely to include a married
couple and are less likely to include a co-habiting couple or a lone
parent. In villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings, there is proportionately
only half the number of lone parent households with dependent children,
compared to the figures for urban areas. As Table 18.1 shows, sparse
areas have lower proportions of households with dependent children
than less sparse areas1. Across rural England as a whole, 24% of
households consist of a two parent family with dependent children and
4% of households are lone parents with dependent children2.

The countryside is commonly considered a good place for families.
Our rural attitudes survey3 found the majority of people agreed strongly
that, ‘the schools around here tend to be good’ and ‘it is a good place 
to bring up children around here’ - 56% and 69% respectively – and
agreement among those with children was even higher. For example,
77% of respondents with children under five believed their local area
was a good place to bring up children, compared to 67% of adult only
households. However, this survey also highlighted some of the
disadvantages for families living in rural areas. In response to an open
question about the main problems that people living in the local area
faced, 10% of respondents mentioned a lack of leisure facilities for
children and this rose to 18% among households with children under 16.

1. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

2. Data from census 2001
3. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.

(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis. A report by BMRB for 
the Commission for Rural Communities

Table 18.1 Household type for households with children, 2001 (%)

Less sparse Sparse

Household type Hamlets and Villages Town and Hamlets and Villages Town and
isolated fringe isolated fringe

dwellings dwellings

Married couple household 22.4 21.5 20.1 20.0 17.9 15.2
with dependenti child(ren)ii

Cohabiting couple household 2.7 2.8 3.3 2.6 2.7 3.2
with dependent child(ren)iii

Lone parent household 3.3 3.8 5.3 3.1 3.9 5.3
with dependent child(ren)iv

Notes:
(i) Dependent child. A dependent child is a person aged 0 to 15 in a household (whether or not in a

family) or aged 16 to 18 in full-time education and living in a family with his or her parent(s).
(ii) Married Couple Household with Dependent Children. A household which contains one or more

married couples with dependent child(ren).
(iii) Cohabiting Couple Household with Dependent Children. A household which contains one or more

cohabiting couples with dependent child(ren) but no married couples.
(iv) Lone parent household with Dependent Children. A household which contains one or more lone

parent families with dependent child(ren) but neither married or cohabiting couples.

Source: ONS, 2001. Census.
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Income disadvantage
Research4 has shown that whilst some children do benefit from an “idyllic
rural lifestyle”, others have a less positive experience of growing up in
the countryside, particularly those from low income families who suffer
the most from difficulties with transport and limited access to activities
and services. Overall, 700,000 children living in rural areas in England
(23% of rural children) live in poverty. Lone parents and families with
three or more children are two of the groups most at risk of income
poverty in rural areas.

Nationally, lone parent families are at greater risk of poverty than couple
families. Families without a working adult, with a disabled parent or child
and large families are also at risk.5

Employment disadvantage
A lack of suitable childcare and limited transport options are likely to
restrict the opportunities for employment among those with children,
particularly for lone parents and those, usually mothers, with the main
caring responsibilities. Self-employment is often considered to offer a
means of balancing work and family commitments, but research6 into 
the impacts of self-employment on family life has found that this is not
always successful. This study of the members of 30 self-employed
households, including children in rural-urban fringe areas in the North
East of England, found that livelihood pressures meant that self-employed
households tended to exploit themselves in terms of working hours and
family well being. A business in the family often involved work on the
part of owners’ spouses, even when they had other jobs and the demands
of the business could make it hard to find time together as a family.

Health disadvantage
Research7 has identified a number of health-related disadvantages
experienced by families in rural areas. Parents are concerned about
being able to contact a GP out of hours when emergencies arise with
their children and about the length of time it would take on-call doctors,
who may be some distance away, to reach them. Families may experience
problems when children have to stay in hospital overnight, particularly
lone parents who have to rely on friends and neighbours to look after
their other children and those without their own transport. There is a
serious lack of support for families whose children have been diagnosed
as suffering from behavioural problems. Rural families caring for children
with disabilities can face particular problems due to discriminatory
attitudes and often, a total lack of social contact with other children.

Social disadvantage
There are often limited opportunities for both formal and informal social
activities for families and children in rural areas with a lack of safe and
appropriate play facilities and access to organised activities for children8.
Some rural parents regularly travel long distances to allow their children
to participate in clubs and activities, but travel costs and fees place 
these activities beyond the reach of families on low incomes. The costs 
of participating in organised activities can be a particular barrier for
larger families and those on low incomes.

After-school activities may be the only form of organised social activities
available to many rural children. However, free school transport may only

4. Davis J. and Ridge T. (1997) Same Scenery,
Different Lifestyle – rural children on a low income,
The Children’s Society

5. Millar J. and Ridge T. (2001) Families, Poverty, Work
and Care – A review of the literature on lone parents
and low-income couple families with children. DWP
Research Report No. 153

6. Wheelock J. and Baines S. (2004) Self-employment
and the problem of balancing work and family life.
in Northern Economic Review

7. Mullins A., McCluskey J. and Taylor-Browne J.
(undated) Challenging the Rural Idyll - children and
families speak out about life in rural England in the
21st century. The Countryside Agency 

8. ibid.
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be provided at the end of the school day, meaning that those whose
parents are unable to collect them later, or who cannot afford to make
alternative arrangements, may not be able to stay on to take part in 
after-school activities. Where children travel some distance to school,
it is likely that their friends also live some distance away making it hard
to see friends outside school since their opportunities for independent
travel are very limited.

Rural parents have also expressed concerns about the risks of letting
their children out on their own, particularly because of the volume and
speed of traffic9 thus limiting the opportunities available for children to
‘play out’ locally.

Rural children can often feel observed and censured by adults. It is 
low income children who are most likely to be visible within their
communities, as they lack the opportunities to participate in activities
elsewhere or are less likely to have private space to play in, thus leading
to some being labelled as ‘troublemakers’. In rural areas there is very
little land that is not privately owned, either as farmland or as personal
property and whereas children from more wealthy families are likely to
have large gardens to play in, those from low income families are likely
to find the spaces they can use are severely restricted and usually
closely observed by adults, such as bus stops or the village green.

Other research into the use of out-of-school clubs by rural children10

supports these findings, concluding that “play opportunities are limited
owing to geographical isolation from other children, the privatisation of
rural land and fear over children’s unsupervised use of public space”.
The authors of this research argue that whilst there are many positive
aspects to the use of private out-of-school clubs for those who can afford
them, they are adding to the exclusion felt by those unable to benefit
from them.

Transport disadvantage
Many rural families regard car ownership as necessary for survival, due
to the limitations of rural public transport11, but in many cases the car is
used by one parent to travel to work so that the parent and children left 
at home are cut off from wider social networks. Lift sharing is common
among rural parents, given the long distances that may be involved in
travelling to school and other children’s activities. However, research 
amongst low income families12 has found that some families without cars
are reluctant to take-up the offer of lifts as they are embarrassed by the
fact that they can not reciprocate. This research also found that where low
income families are struggling to maintain private transport, children are
acutely aware of the cost of using it, so may be reluctant to ask for lifts
and that access for children may not be a high priority within families
struggling to meet the costs of running a car.

For those without a car the need to take children with them by public
transport or when using a taxi, adds considerably to the cost of a weekly
supermarket shop.

9. ibid.
10. Smith F. and Barker J. (2001) Commodifying the

Countryside: the impact of out-of-school care on
rural landscapes of children’s play, Area (2001) 
33.2, 169-176 

11. Mullins A., McCluskey J. and Taylor-Browne J.
(undated) op. cit.

12. Davis J. and Ridge T. (1997) op. cit.
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Those most at risk of disadvantage

Lone parents
Although single parents are often viewed as an urban issue, rates of 
lone parenthood are rising slightly faster in rural districts compared to
the national average. There has been a 120% increase in rural areas
since 1991 compared to 89% nationwide (data published in 2004)13. This,
of course, is from a lower base. However, it has been argued14 that
certain characteristics of rural areas make it less easy for a lone parent
to move to, or remain in, such areas. This is due to: the lack of social
housing; the lack of conveniently located support services, such as
childcare facilities and social care services; and the lack of flexible and
convenient employment opportunities. For example, the lack of publicly
rented accommodation in many rural areas may force lone parents to
move to nearby towns to secure accommodation for their families, if they
can no longer afford to stay in the family home when they become sole
carers.

‘Looked after’ children
It has been suggested that the social care needs of rural children and
families have been, and still are, neglected15. Many aspects of social 
care are more problematic in a rural setting. For example, if the social
services department places a rural child with a foster carer, a placement
is unlikely to be readily available within a five-mile radius of their school.
It is also more time consuming for social workers to support children in
rural areas, so they may not get the same level of monitoring as those in
urban areas.

13. Hughes A. (2004) Geographies of Invisibility:
The ‘Hidden’ Lives of Rural Lone Parents, in
Geographies of Rural Cultures and Societies edited
by Lewis Holloway and Moya Kneafsey, Ashgate

14. ibid.
15. Valios N. (2001) Away from it all, Community Care

magazine 22-28 March 2001
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Young people

Our focus here is young people between the ages of 13-241. In recent
years there has been a great deal of research on the experiences of young
people in rural areas, although much does not define what is meant by
young people, most appear to refer to those in their teens and early
twenties.

Table 19.1 illustrates that young people make up a smaller proportion of
the population in rural, than in urban areas. This is largely due to the fact
that many young people move from rural to urban areas, either from
choice or necessity, to take-up employment or further education. This has
a number of implications, not least of which is that those young people
remaining in rural areas may feel increasingly isolated. They are also less
likely to benefit from services aimed at young people, if provision of such
services relies on having sufficient numbers available to make them
viable. There is evidence that the delivery of youth services has reduced
over recent years and become non-existent in many rural areas2.

Just as in urban areas, young people growing up in rural areas have 
very different experiences of disadvantage, according to their family
circumstances, household incomes, proximity to friends, services and
transport and their own abilities and interests.

Transport disadvantage
One form of disadvantage that almost all young people in rural areas
under the age of 17 face is a lack of, or very limited, opportunity for
independent travel, since they are too young to drive and even if they live
in an area served by public transport, it is unlikely to run at the times,
such as week-ends and evenings, when they want to travel. Those too
young to drive often rely heavily on parental lifts, but the extent to which
such lifts are available is dependent on household car ownership and
parents’ work and other responsibilities. For example, in one study4

young people living in households, with only one or no car, reported less
attendance at out-of-hours school activities than young people living in
households with two or more cars.

Young people living in rural areas learn to drive at a younger age than
those living in urban areas. Most pass their driving test and get their 
own cars before they reach the age of 205, often with financial support
from their parents. This reflects the importance attached to car ownership
and use among the rural population generally, but means that those
young people whose families lack the financial resources to pay for
driving lessons and a car, or who are prevented from learning due to
illness or disability, are at particular risk of disadvantage. They may also
feel excluded from their peer group in a culture where such high
importance is placed on the ability to drive.

Table 19.1 Age groups by area definition (%)3

Age group Rural Urban

13-16 5.0 5.2

17-20 4.1 5.0

21-24 3.2 5.1

All aged 13-24 12.3 15.3

1. There is some overlap between this section and 
the Families and Children section which focuses
primarily on issues affecting younger children as
there are many issues which affect both children
and young people

2. The Howard League for Penal Reform (undated)
Once Upon A Time in The West: Social deprivation
and rural youth crime

3. Source: ONS, 2001 Census
4. Storey P. and Brannen J. (2000) Young People and

Transport in Rural Areas. The National Youth Agency
5. ibid.
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The cost of public transport may also be a problem, with young people
in rural areas being less likely to benefit from concessionary fares
schemes6. They are more likely to have to pay full fare from a younger
age and the discounts available are generally less generous (65% of
urban districts offer a 50% discount compared to 51% of rural districts).

Employment and educational disadvantage
Research in Scotland7 found that long-term youth unemployment tends 
to be less common in rural than in urban areas. However, rural labour
markets are characterised by low skilled and insecure employment and
limited opportunities for young people to undergo training or to upgrade
their skills (since much rural employment is concentrated in small firms).
This research also found that many rural employers have a poor
knowledge of the New Deal for Young People and even those who are
aware of the programme frequently feel unable to become involved.

Jobs in rural areas tend to be filled through personal contacts and this
strong reliance on informal networks to secure employment means that
those young people who lack local contacts or who do not have access
to these networks are at a disadvantage. There are a range of reasons
why certain young people might be disadvantaged in this way, for
example, they may have been living in care, or they or their family may
be perceived as ‘troublemakers’.

Nationally more than 10% of young people aged 16-18 are not in
employment, education or training (known as NEET). Research in Suffolk
found that some rural areas have a high percentage of NEET8. They also
found that individual schools show a wide variation in the numbers of
young people who are recorded as NEET in the autumn after they leave
school. Research in Scotland9 identified transport and access issues
associated with living in a rural area as one of the factors contributing 
to people being NEET. This research also found that certain NEET 
sub-groups experienced particular problems in rural areas, for example,
recovering drug users suffer from a lack of specialist support services
and problems associated with stigma.

The lack of employment and further education opportunities in many
rural areas leads to a ‘to get on, you have to get out’ mentality among
some and low aspirations among those left behind.

Income disadvantage
Young workers are one of the groups most likely to be experiencing low
pay. Workers under 16 years old are excluded from the provisions of the
National Minimum Wage and to encourage their employment, the rate for
16-17 year olds is only £3 an hour compared to £4.25 for 18 to 21 year
olds and £5.05 for workers aged 22 and over.

It has been suggested that there is lower uptake of benefits by eligible
young people in rural areas. In one recent piece of research10 practitioners
suggested that young people in cyclical and seasonal employment
perceive it to be too complex to complete and re-complete benefit claim
forms every time their employment status changes. Instead, they prefer
to subsist on lower incomes and on family support.

6. The TAS Partnership Limited (2005) Research into
the Provision of Concessionary Fares for Young
People in Rural Areas: A report for the Commission
for Rural Communities

7. Cartmel F. and Furlong A. (2000) Youth
Unemployment in Rural Areas. York Publishing
Services

8. Suffolk NEET Research Working Group (2005)
Suffolk NEET Research Report

9. Scottish Executive (2005) Literature Review of the
NEET Group

10. ECOTEC (2006) Research into the Aspirations 
of Young People in Rural West Midlands. An
unpublished report for the Commission for Rural
Communities
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Housing disadvantage
In many rural areas, young people are priced out of the housing market.
They cannot afford to buy a property and the limited private rented
sector makes it harder for them to establish their own home.

There are few emergency housing options available for those young
people who no longer feel able to carry on living in the family home,
or who are forced to leave.Youth homelessness tends to be more hidden
in rural areas, as there are few, if any, hostels for young people to go to.
They are likely to either rely on friends to put them up or they end 
up moving to urban areas where hostel accommodation is available.
A survey of young people under 1611 found that the proportion who 
had run away over night was similar in rural and urban areas, but that
those in rural areas were more likely to have ended up sleeping rough,
presumably due to the lack of emergency accommodation.

Health disadvantage
A study12 which compared drug use amongst 14-15 year olds found 
that 27% of those living in the rural research area had some previous
experience of illegal drug use, compared to 18% of the urban sample.
Recent research for the CRC13 which interviewed 177 drug users across
six rural case-study areas found that rural drug users are commonly
introduced to drugs at a relatively young age (80% had taken their first
illicit drug between the ages of 10 and 19 years old) and usually through
friends or older acquaintances. This report also discusses some of the
problems associated with being a drug user in a rural area, such as the
greater social stigma of being identified as having a drug problem in a
small community and the difficulty in accessing treatment.

Statistical data on alcohol misuse by young people in rural areas is
harder to find, but many rural crime audits identify under-age drinking
as a significant problem14 and it has been suggested that it is often easy
and acceptable for under-18s to get served alcohol in village pubs15.
Much of the research on the growing use of drugs and alcohol by young
people in rural areas links this to a lack of leisure and recreational
facilities in rural areas (see Social disadvantage section)16.

11. The Children’s Society, (1999) Still Running: Children
on the streets in the UK

12. Balding J. (1998) Young people and illegal drugs in
1998. Schools Health Education Unit

13. Nacro and Applied Research in Community Safety
(ARCS) Ltd (2006) Rural Drugs Research – Final
Report. An unpublished report for the Commission
for Rural Communities

14. Crime Concern (2003) Young People in Rural
Britain: Partners in crime prevention

15. Mentor UK Rural Youth Project: Involving rural young
people in evaluation – Final report April 2003-June
2004 at www.mentorfoundation.org

16. The Howard League for Penal Reform (undated) 
op. cit.
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It has been suggested that easy access to alcohol in rural areas
increases the likelihood of risky sexual behaviour. Research17 into the
factors that shape young people’s attitudes to, and experiences of, sexual
behaviour and young parenthood in seaside and rural areas, found that
the isolation, difficulties in accessing services and heightened ‘visibility’
in rural areas often accentuated the difficulties that young people
experienced around these issues. Embarrassment, low aspirations, low
family expectations and lack of self-esteem were seen to be associated
with risky behaviours.Young people in rural areas also described
gendered roles and rules for sexual behaviour. Scarcity of sexual 
health services, transport problems and high visibility heightened the
difficulties that some young people experienced.Young people in more
remote rural areas often had access to a limited range of professionals,
usually known to them and their families, which acted as a significant
barrier to seeking advice. The research also identified that young
people’s ability to approach sexual health services was compromised 
by dependence on their parents for transport.

Social disadvantage
Hanging out with friends appears to be the major leisure activity of
young people in both rural and urban areas18.Young people need this
opportunity in order to be able to develop their own identities separately
from their parents. This may be harder in small communities where
young people are highly visible and are more likely to be observed by
those who know them, or their parents. There is evidence that young
people in rural areas are limited in where they can get away from adults
and restricted in their use of public spaces19.

There also appears to be less tolerance of young people in many small
communities and a readiness to describe their behaviour as anti-social,
with the result that young people can feel stigmatised and marginalised.
In one study20 in a small town in Somerset, 77% of the young people
surveyed agreed with the statement ‘adults in my community see young
people as a problem’.

The ability to be recognised and known in your community can be a
positive aspect of rural life. However, for young people who rightly or
wrongly develop a bad reputation, this visibility can be a disadvantage.
A study of young offenders from rural areas21 found that many felt unable
to return to the small communities they had grown up in after their release,
as everyone would know they had been in prison and it would be
impossible to shake off their reputation.

Those most at risk of disadvantage
There is evidence that young people who have been in care are at
particular risk of disadvantage in rural areas22, both while they are in
care and subsequently. While they are in care, placements may be 
some distance from their home area making it difficult to maintain
contact with family and friends. It can also be difficult to ensure young
people continue at the same school when placements break down, due
to the longer distances involved. This is likely to have a negative impact
on their educational achievements. Once young people leave care,
transport and financial barriers may limit their ability to maintain contact
with whatever support networks they have developed.

17. Teenage Pregnancy Unit (2004) Living on the Edge:
Sexual behaviour and young parenthood in seaside
and rural areas

18. Moore S. (2003) Hanging About: The importance 
of bus-stop culture, Youth and Policy No. 82,
Winter 2003/4, pp47-59

19. The Howard League for Penal Reform 
(undated) op.cit.

20. The Howard League for Penal Reform 
(undated) op.cit.

21. The Howard League for Penal Reform 
(undated) op. cit.

22. Allen M. (2003) Into the Mainstream: Care leavers
entering work, education and training
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Older people 

This section looks at the main disadvantages faced by older people
living in rural areas. There are proportionately more older people in rural
areas than in urban areas and the numbers are growing. In rural England,
over 1.5 m people are between the ages of 60 and 74 and 0.8 million 
are over 75. High proportions of older people are found particularly in
coastal and peripheral rural areas1. The median age of a rural resident 
is 42, whilst that of an urban resident is 362.

Most older people continue to live active and healthy lives, with good
social networks, good mobility and health, a reasonable standard of
living and a good income3. Indeed, older people can be an opportunity
and asset for the area in which they live, rather than a burden4. However,
whilst those in need of help and support in rural areas may be a minority,
they may also be hard to reach due to the “dispersed and often hidden
nature of disadvantage across hamlets, villages and small towns. This
contrasts to urban disadvantage which can commonly be concentrated 
in particular (deprived) neighbourhoods5. Recent pilot work examining
the experiences of disadvantage amongst a sample of rural older people
found, additionally, that they tend to “play down their experiences of
disadvantage”, particularly in terms of material circumstances6.

Issues of disadvantage amongst older people varies with age, so it is
important to avoid generalising about older people. Research (rural 
and urban) often classifies older people into 3 bandings: 50-65 (pre
retirement) , 65-75 and over 75 – the ‘older old’. Statistically, health and
related independence issues mostly affect those aged over 75 and “men
and women from their 50s onwards are likely to be fitter than people 
of the same age were 10 or 20 years ago”7.

Financial disadvantage
Low income is an issue for a minority of older people in rural areas,
particularly for pensioners. In England a quarter of pensioners in private
households in rural districts are living on a low income, defined as less
than 60% of the median household income. This is about the same
proportion as in urban districts. In remoter rural areas, 29% of low
income households contain someone aged over 608. Older people in
accessible rural areas seem to be the most affluent, whilst those in
remoter areas are less so9.

Around 1 in 10 pensioners in private households in rural areas rely on
the state pension and benefits alone10. There is further evidence that
benefit take-up rates, such as for the minimum income guarantee, are
systematically lower in rural areas11. A recent report identified older
people living in rural areas as one of the groups experiencing specific
barriers to the take-up of benefit entitlements particularly due to
transport difficulties12. Recent research for the Commission for Rural
Communities13 points to attitudinal barriers to benefit take-up in terms of
self-sufficiency, reluctance to depend on the state, modest expectations
and an adaptation to living in relative hardship. There were also
suggestions of poor access to information regarding available benefits.

1. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005

2. Lowe P. and Speakman L. (eds) (2006) The Ageing
Countryside: The growing older population of rural
England. Age Concern/Commission for Rural
Communities

3. ibid.
4. The thrust of the Government’s recently published

strategy on ageing (DWP, March 2005)
5. Scharf T., Phillipson C., and Smith A. (2005) Multiple

Exclusion and Quality of Life amongst Excluded
Older People in Disadvantaged Neighbourhoods.
ODPM: Social Exclusion Unit

6. Scharf T. and Bartlam B. (2006) Rural Disadvantage:
Quality of life and disadvantage amongst older
people – a pilot study. Commission for Rural
Communities

7. DWP (2005) Opportunity Age – Meeting the
challenges of ageing in the 21st century. Cm 6466i.
Stationery Office

8. Countryside Agency (2003) Older People in Rural
England – research note

9. Gilbert A. et al (2006) – Chapter 4 – Rich and poor
in the countryside in Lowe P. and Speakman L. (eds)
(2006) The Ageing Countryside: The growing older
population of rural England. Age Concern/
Commission for Rural Communities

10. Countryside Agency (2003) op. cit.
11. Harrop and Palmer (2002) Indicators of Poverty 

and Social Exclusion in Rural England 2002.
The Countryside Agency

12. National Audit Office (2002) Tackling Pensioner
Poverty: Encouraging take-up of entitlements

13. Scharf T. and Bartlam B. (2006) op. cit.
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Local retail disadvantage
It has been noted that “remoteness, lack of public transport and
centralisation of services means that many older people in rural areas
can have difficulties accessing essential services”14. Problems can be
made worse and “acute deprivation” result, because “older people 
can remain hidden from view amongst apparent affluence”.

Older people have been shown by research to be one of the groups 
that traditionally prefer to shop locally (within 15 minutes travel time),
even if it is more expensive15. Our recent survey of rural attitudes16 shows
access to a post office was more likely to be rated important by older
people (57% of the over 75s). There is a strong association between
being able to go to a local post office and maintaining independence17.
For older people the importance of the post office relates both to
collecting pensions (12%) and to the social function of the post office 
as a “meeting place” (11 %)18.

Older people are also currently amongst those for whom face to 
face contact when shopping is important and are one of the groups 
more resistant to the use of ICT for online shopping19. This resistance 
is something that may well be generational and could change as 
the generations who are familiar with ICT and who are computer 
literate, age.

14. DWP (2005) op. cit.
15. Bowden C. & Moseley M. (2006) The Quality and

Accessibility of Services in Rural England: A Survey
of the perspectives of disadvantaged residents.
ADAS

16. Brunwin T., Clemens S., Deakin G. and Inglis G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis. A report by BMRB for 
the Commission for Rural Communities

17. Bevan M., Croucher K. and Rhodes D. (2006) The
Housing and Support Needs of Older People in Rural
Areas. Countryside Agency/Housing Corporation

18. National Economic Research Association (NERA)
(2003) Cost benefit Analysis of Rural Post Office
Branches: A Final Report to the Postal Services
Commission

19. Bowden and Moseley (2006) op. cit.
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Social disadvantage 
There is research to show that, for some, isolation is “a pervasive and
complex feature of rural living”. Social isolation leading to loneliness and
depression seems to be a key issue for certain older people, particularly
in the more remote and smaller rural communities. Research with 70 older
people across five rural districts in England and with 57 officials/agencies,
shows that whilst some respondents admitted to preferring to keep
‘themselves to themselves’, in the main isolation was viewed as a
significant factor that diminishes the overall well-being of older residents
in rural areas, contributing to loneliness and depression. Certain trends
in rural areas were identified as potentially increasing social isolation,
such as the centralisation of service delivery and decreasing opportunities
for informal social contact. Also, trends towards an increasing number of
second homes, with some settlements (particularly in parts of North
Yorkshire, Dorset and Devon) having 20% or more second homes and
being “virtually dead in the winter”, were identified as contributing to
isolation amongst older permanent residents20.

There are problems in obtaining accurate statistics of rural older people
suffering loneliness or depression as a result of isolation21. However,
qualitative research with older people in rural parts of the Midlands and
North West of England22 reveals real suffering in terms of loneliness.
Sometimes, this was linked to a loss of way of life (such as farming) or 
to a loss of sense of community as neighbours died and were replaced
by younger or more affluent residents. Changes during the lifetime of
interviewees also played a part, particularly as older people began to
suffer ill health or the loss of a partner. Alongside loneliness, there was a
resilience expressed, with many older people seeing an ability to cope
with loneliness as a key feature of rural life.20. Bevan and Croucher, chapter 8 Delivering Services

for older people in Age Concern (2006) op. cit.
21. see chapter on social disadvantage for further

information
22. Scharf and Bartlam (2006) op. cit.
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Transport disadvantage
Access to appropriate transport affects the ability of older people to
access employment, services and friends and family in rural areas, and
is a key determinant of well being and independence for older people 
in rural areas. Lack of access to transport can be a particular issue for
older people when their health declines and they are unable to drive,
perhaps not having access to a car and living in an area poorly served
by public transport. Typically rural older people have poor access to
public transport and there is low car-ownership. In remote rural areas
“38% of people over 75 years old do not have access to a car”23. Older
people unable to rely on lifts from family and friends report the high 
cost of taxis and welcome alternatives such as community transport,
though this can be infrequent and reliant on volunteer support24.

Housing disadvantage
The level of home ownership among older people is higher in rural
areas than in urban areas. Research into their housing needs reveals 
that limited housing options and poor access to transport services
means that low level support and preventative services play a crucial
role in rural areas. Older people particularly valued assistance, for
example with small domestic repairs, heavier gardening tasks, lifts to 
the doctor and to hospital appointments and fetching shopping25,26.
Work carried out with older people in rural Devon endorsed the view
that older people do not see their housing needs in isolation, but are
concerned about transport, support services and the range of
infrastructure that supports independent living27.

Further work28 has revealed “limited rural housing as a problem for 
older people”. Issues seem to relate to supply of appropriate, as well 
as affordable, housing, given that new build around most rural villages 
is limited.

Older people are more likely to live in poor housing conditions with one
in three older people living in non-decent homes nationally29. In addition,
there is a high level of association between fuel poverty and old age,
with over half who experience it being aged over 60–40% in one 
person households and 13% in couple households30. There are no 
rural figures available.31

23. Age Concern (2004) Ageing and the Countryside.
Conference report. 16 March 2004. Session 1.

24. See the DVD Hidden Voices accompanying 
this report

25. Bevan and Croucher (2006) chapter 8 in 
Age Concern op.cit.

26. Commission for Rural Communities & Housing
Corporation (2006) The housing and support 
needs of older people in rural areas

27. (www.carenandrepair-england.org.uk).
28. Social Exclusion Unit (2005) Excluded Older 

People – Social Exclusion Unit interim report.
ODPM: Social Exclusion Unit

29. ODPM (2006) English House Condition Survey 2003
30. National Audit Office (NAO) (2003) Warm Front:

Helping to combat fuel poverty. HC769.
The Stationery Office.

31. In addition to the specific references quoted,
a number of other documents were referred to 
in preparation for this chapter: Audit Commission
(2004) Audit Commission and Better Government 
for Older People, 2004 – A changing Approach;
Bowling A., Zahava G. et. al. (2002) Adding Quality
to quantity – Older people’s views on quality of 
life and its enhancement. ESRC Growing Older
Programme. Published by Age Concern; Defra
(2004) Rural Services Review: reviewing standards;
DOH (2001) National Service Framework for Older
People- executive summary; ESRC (2003): Growing
Older in the 21st century ; ESRC (2004) Feeling at
Home enhances quality of Life for Older People in
Care Homes – press release; Gabriel and Bowling
(2004) Quality of Life from the perspective if older
people, Ageing and Society 24, 675-691; Joseph
Rowntree Foundation (2004) Older People: shaping
policy and practice; Lowe P. and Stephenson N.
(undated): Demographic Ageing and Rural Areas;
Moreton and Malhomme (2004) Rural Lifelines:
Older People and Rural Social Enterprise, Plunkett
and PRIME; MORI (2002) Research done for
Postcomm Serving the Community VI – post offices’
vulnerable customers in rural and deprived areas;
ODPM (2006): A Sure Start to Later Life – Ending
Inequalities for Older People. A Social Exclusion
Unit Final Report; Victor and Scharf (2004) Social
Isolation and Loneliness.
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Women 

This section looks at the main disadvantages faced by some women
living in rural areas. There is relatively little specific research into gender
and rural disadvantage and much is now in need of expanding as it
relates mainly to women in farming families. More recent work has
focussed on women’s contribution to the rural economy and barriers 
to their participation in employment1. There remains limited research 
into women’s disadvantage by type of rural area2 or into the different
characteristics of women (for example by age, race, or marital status).
It has been argued that evidence of a low priority given to women’s
needs in rural areas is indicative of a view that gender inequality is
essentially an urban issue3. This lack of in depth research tends to
undermine assertions that social capital has been sustained in 
Britain largely by virtue of the increasing participation of women in 
the community4.

Some research has pointed to the hidden nature of the problem.
Research in rural Cumbria estimated there were 400 women carers,
although the three agencies responsible for carers in the area had
records for only one, none and one carer respectively5. Support work
aimed at women on low incomes in the Peak District6 encountered
difficulties, both from the hidden nature of the issue and the negative
perception of the project’s focus.

Employment disadvantage
The key disadvantages seem to centre on women being amongst those
frequently in low paid or poorly skilled employment. Research carried
out in Wiltshire, Cornwall and Derbyshire7 concluded that women’s
employment rates in the countryside were below national rates and
showed evidence of a small group of women working for extremely low
wages with poor job security and little occupational choice. More recent
research8 confirms the poor range of job opportunities for women within
rural areas, with available employment opportunities predominantly
poorly paid, low or unskilled and part-time.

Barriers women face in entering employment include: long travel times;
limited transport, and/or costly public transport; poor roads; lack of
childcare; and lack of health care for their caring responsibilities9. Under-
provision of various forms of childcare services in rural areas and
difficulties accessing appropriate and affordable childcare seems to be a
particular barrier10. Other barriers may include low levels of confidence,
unattractively low wages and lack of experience11, 12.

There is some debate about the extent to which rurality is a constraint 
to women’s employment in itself or rather reinforces the effect of other
structural, cultural and individual restrictions. Recent research on women
and employment in Eastern England13 suggests that a rural location is
mostly a “re-enforcer of constraints and difficulties” faced by women
seeking employment. Furthermore, the research suggests this constraining
effect is stronger with increasing remoteness and spatial isolation.

1. Little J. & Morris C. (2002) The Role and
Contribution of Women to Rural Economies.
Countryside Agency; Little J. (2002) Gender and
Rural Geography. Harlow Prentice Hall; Commission
for Rural Communities (2005) Factsheet: Women in
Rural Areas 

2. Little and Morris (2002) op. cit. is one exception as
it took three rural case study areas

3. Little J. (2002) op. cit.
4. Hall  P. (1999) Social Capital in Britain. British Journal

of Political Science (Vol 29, pp 417-661)
5. Cornish S. et. al. ( 2002) Under the Stones: Hidden

needs in Cumbria. Northern Fells Project
6. Peak District Deprivation Forum (2001) Amethyst

Project Interim Evaluation Report. Derbyshire
7. Little, Ross and Collins (1991) Women and

Employment in Rural Areas. Rural Development
Commission Research Report 10

8. Little (1997) Women and voluntary work in rural
communities: Gender, place and culture. 4. 197-209

9. Woodward R. & Halfacree K. (2002) Influences on
Leadership and Local Power in European Rural
Development; Alsop R. (2002) Beyond the Bus
Shelter: Young women’s choices and challenges 
in rural areas. YWCA; Lindsay et. al. (2003)
Unemployment Duration and Employability in
Remote Rural Labour Markets. Journal of Rural
Studies, 19, pp 187-200, Commission for Rural
Communities (2005) op. cit.

10. Stone M. (1990) Rural Childcare. Rural Development
Commission Research report 9

11. Commission for Rural Communities (2005)
Factsheet. op. cit.

12. The Commission for Rural Communities, with the
Women in Rural England network (WIRE), is
currently undertaking research to understand
barriers to employment such as lack of confidence
and self-belief 

13. Henderson S. R. & Hoggart K. (2003) Ruralities and
Gender Divisions of Labour in Eastern England.
Sociologia Ruralis 43, 4, 349-378

21
CC32EvidenceSect4_AW  26/9/06  5:04 pm  Page 228



229 Rural disadvantage Reviewing the evidence

Women and farming: research into the ‘hidden role of women’ within
farming households, which extends back 20 or more years, looks
principally at the value of their labour to the continuation of the farm
business, agricultural production and the well being of the farm
household14. A range of research on the changing role of women in
agriculture has concluded that women in rural areas have traditionally
had fewer employment opportunities compared to men in rural areas
and fewer opportunities than women in urban areas15. This research
showed female employment rates to have been lower, the more remote
the area. This is partly explained by the dominance of agriculture in
those areas, with most work in this sector being traditionally undertaken
by men. However, more women than one might expect are still involved
with farming. In 1997, women accounted for 26% of permanent
employees in UK agriculture16.

Nevertheless, as incomes from farming have declined, more women
have sought flexible and diverse ways to boost the farm and household
income17. Some research18 shows that it is women who have often taken
up new employment opportunities19. In many rural areas, especially the
most remote, the loss of opportunities in traditional agriculture may not
be replaced, making it hard to earn a living locally unless women
(particularly the young) leave or consider alternatives, such as self
employment20.

Self-employment: recent research21, 22 confirmed that self-employment 
is increasingly important for women in rural areas: 31% of self-employed
people and 21% of full-time self-employed people in rural areas are
women. However, a high proportion (62%) of self-employed women are
only self-employed part-time, often taking on other employment to boost
their income. This research also shows that almost half (45%) of women
entering self-employment had been economically inactive. Some though,
then change to full-time employment or drop back into economic
inactivity. This is due to a complex range of personal and practical
circumstances, but for many running a business is not financially
rewarding. Also, for some, the need for their partner to work elsewhere
makes their presence at home indispensable in order to look after the
family23. This need to be at, or near, the home seems to be a key driver
for women going into self-employment.

Cultures and aspirations: there is research associated with farming
families in particular, to suggest that for some women traditional roles 
of wife, mother and carer may impede them from fully participating in
employment and social opportunities. There is some quite outdated
research, again mainly around farming families, that shows constraints
can be imposed on rural women when considering employment, due to
the traditional nature of rural society24. More recent research25 confirms
the often patriarchal nature of the farming family and how this can be
reinforced by the institutions surrounding agriculture. Both structural and
cultural problems have recently been revealed for women aged between
16 and 25, by research conducted in rural parts of Cumbria, Wiltshire
and Powys. There was a prevalent gender stereotyping which expected
young women to set aside career aspirations if they had school age
children. Employment opportunities available to young rural women in
the immediate vicinity also reflected gender stereotypes, being
concentrated in the low paid service and caring industries26. There is

14. For example, Gasson (1980) Roles of Farm Women
in England. Sociologia Ruralis, 20, 165-180; Gasson
(1992) Farmers Wives and their Contribution to the
Farm Business. Journal of Agricultural Economics
43: 74-87; Symes D. & Marsden T. (1983)
Complementary Roles and Asymmetrical Lives:
Farmers wives in a large farm environment.
Sociologia Ruralis 23. 229-241

15. Braithwaite M.(1994) (within Buller H: chapter 2)
Econommische rol en postie van de vrouw op het
platteland, Burearu voor Publikaties der Europese
Germeenschappen, Luxumbourg.
Briathwaite M. (1996) Women, equal opportunities
and rural development: Equal partners in rural
development. Leader Magazine 5 (http://www.rural-
europe.aeidl.be/rural-en/biblio/women/art03.htm)

16. European Commission (2002) Agriculture: Spotlight
on Women. Luxembourg

17. Gasson and Winter (1992) Gender Relations and
Farm Household Pluri-activity. Journal of Rural
Studies, 8:387-397

18. Buller et. al. (2004) Women in the European
Countryside. Ashgate Publishing

19. Looker D. (1997) Rural-urban Differences in Youth
Transition to Adulthood, in R.D. Bollman and JM
Bryden (eds) Rural Employment: An International
Perspective, CAB International. Wallingford. pp.
85-98

20. Lindsay et. al. (2003) op. cit.
21. Little & Morris (2002) op. cit.; Commission for 

Rural Communities (2005) op. cit.
22. These statistics were prepared by the Commission

for Rural Communities based on a self-employment
in England study dated 2001

23. Halliday and Little (2001) Amongst Women –
exploring the reality of rural childcare. Sociologia,
Ruralis, 41, pp 423-437

24. Research, now almost 30 years old and in need of
updating, suggested village women were left with 
a limited sense of their own importance:
Chamberlain (1977) Fen women: A portrait of
women in an English village. Virago

25. Bennett K. (2001)Voicing Power: Women, Family
Farming and Patriarchal Webs. Newcastle Upon
Tyne Centre for Rural Economy. Working Paper 62

26. Alsop R. (2002) for YWCA op. cit.
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also some basis for asserting that prevailing attitudes can make women
feel under-valued and lacking in self worth27.

Financial disadvantage
Women in rural areas are more likely than men to be on very low personal
and household income28. Those women most at risk of income poverty in
rural areas include lone parents29. Unemployed women in rural areas are
less likely to move into higher paid jobs than men30.

Low incomes can cause particular problems for older women in rural
areas, especially when they retire and are reliant on pensions. Nationally,
“women are much less likely to have private pension income than men,
and have lower state pension expectations as a result of the impact of 
life events”31.

Educational disadvantage
There is a lack of detailed research into the skills women need to match
up to the jobs and opportunities available in rural areas32. Research with
women in the North West suggests that inequalities around employment
relate less to employment training and more to the “appropriateness of
the skills for the work available”33.

Social disadvantage
Some women, particularly younger women, seem to suffer from a lack 
of appropriate formal leisure facilities and pursuits. Older teenage girls
in particular in rural areas, complain of boredom and social isolation
partly because available leisure facilities are not attractive to young
women34. Research in Cumbria showed that young women can feel
excluded from formal social activities (such as football, cricket or
increasingly skateboarding) in rural areas that are dominated by men35.
Young women with children also face difficulties in taking up leisure
opportunities due to childcare commitments.

Older women seem particularly vulnerable to social disadvantage.
Recent pilot qualitative research with a small group of older women
experiencing disadvantage in the Midlands and North West of England
found widowhood can often lead to isolation and loneliness, particularly
for those without good social networks36.

There is recent evidence37, in rural parts of Devon, about women’s fear 
of crime, which suggests that feelings of insecurity are growing, resulting
from feelings of physical rural remoteness and the distance from
emergency services.

Feelings of rural isolation can be compounded by patriarchal values38,
particularly in agricultural institutions39. There is also some evidence
around inclusion of women in parish councils (see next page)40.

Traditionally women play a key role in voluntary activity within rural
communities. This can often represent a significant commitment of time,
whether it is organising fetes, chauffeuring community transport or
running child care groups41. There seems to be little research into how
accessible voluntary groups and membership groups are to women
within rural communities. Participation in voluntary and social groups
may also be curtailed by an absence of childcare and/or low income.

27. Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum (2006)
Amethyst Project Work with Farm Secretaries.
Hope. Derbyshire

28. Countryside Agency (2003) Rural Economies –
Stepping stones to healthier futures

29. Countryside Agency (2003) Ways In and Out 
of Low Income in Rural England

30. Joseph Rowntreee Foundation (1998) Poverty 
and Social Exclusion in Rural Britain: the dynamics 
of low income and employment

31. Department of Work and Pensions (2005)
Opportunity Age. HMSO

32. Little (2002) op. cit.
33. Wilson (2005) Evaluation of the Amethyst Project:

September 2002 to March 2005. Peak District Rural
Deprivation Forum. Derbyshire

34. Alsop (2002) op. cit.
35. Bennett et. al. (2005) Routes to Independence:

Young People voicing concerns and challenges and
opportunities in the Northern Fells, Cumbria.
Centre for Rural Economy, University of Newcastle

36. Scharf T. & Bartlam B. (2006) Rural Disadvantage:
Quality of life and disadvantage amongst older
people: a pilot study. Commission for Rural
Communities

37. Little et. al. (2005) Women’s Fear of Crime: A rural
perspective. Journal of Rural Studies 21, pp 151-163

38. Braithwaite, K. (2001) The influence of three different
European welfare states upon the development of
rural women’s’ groups. CRE Working Paper 61.
Newcastle upon Tyne Centre for Rural Economy.
Working paper 62 Feb 2001; Bennett K.(2001) 
op. cit. Woodward and Halfacree (2002) op. cit.

39. Bennett (2001) ibid.
40. Little (2002) op. cit., Edwards et. al. (2000)

Partnership Working in Rural Regeneration:
governance and empowerment. Bristol Policy
Press/Joseph Rowntree Foundation

41. Little (1997) op. cit.; Hughes (1997a) Rurality and
Cultures of Womanhood: Domestic identities and
moral order in rural life in Cloke P. and Little J. (eds)
Contested Countryside Cultures: Otherness,
marginalisation and rurality. Routledge; Hughes
(1997b) Women and rurality: Gendered experiences
of “community” in village life. In Milbourne P. (ed)
Revealing Rural, Others: Representation, Power and
Identity in the British Countryside. Pinter Pub Ltd
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Given the high numbers of women in rural areas that work from home,
isolation can result from a lack of social contact within the work place42.
Although formal women’s networks, often framed around self-help,
business and employment, exist in some rural areas, there seems to 
be limited information on how widespread these are and the extent to
which women participate in them43.

Civic disadvantage
Reasons for non-participation by women in terms of civic activity and
membership of decision making and lobbying groups is complex and
could relate to practical obstacles such as poor transport, or lack of
childcare. Obstacles to civic participation may also relate to issues such
as a lack of skills, confidence, or even motivation. More research into this
area would be useful.

There is some research, now six years old, to suggest that there is a
gender bias within the composition of parish councils and therefore,
women’s voices are insufficiently heard in local decision making44.
More recently45, research on women’s participation in civic activities 
notes that whilst there are more women on parish councils than on
district or county councils, they are generally in “lesser roles”. For
example, in the district of South Devon, “only 4 of the 48 parish councils
have more women councillors than men and overall there are twice as
many male councillors. Only 7 of the parish councils have women
chairs”. However, more extensive and updated information is needed 
on parish council composition by gender, the obstacles to participation
and any disadvantages that might result.

Additionally, there are a range of other organisations through which rural
women can participate and influence local decision making and women
are heavily involved in the voluntary sector. Research46 carried out into
Rural Challenge projects in the mid 1990s found partnerships were
dominated by male chairs who were often from the private sector,
bringing a culture of competitive bidding and aggressive presentation.

Within the European Leader 2 programme for example, (now replaced
by Leader Plus), there was a programme called “adding value to
women”, which recognised that many women were undervalued and 
less likely to participate in decision making47. Unfortunately, within this
programme ‘under achieving women’ are discussed in the same terms
and paragraphs as ‘under achieving woodland’, as a commodity. It has
been suggested that these programmes are seen primarily as a means
of improving rural economic growth rather than aiming to improve
women’s social position or challenge traditional perceptions of the female
role within development48. The focus of many such programmes 
is still on women from farming families.

New structures are also emerging with potential to empower and give
rural women a voice, such as the Leader programme and Renaissance
Market Towns. Other more traditional bodies such as the Women’s
Institute also offer rural women an outlet through which to express
themselves49. There is little research into the impact and effectiveness 
of such structures for women50.

42. Dwelly T. et. al. ( 2006) Under the Radar: Tracking
and supporting rural home based businesses.
www.livenetwork.com

43. See www.ruralwomen.org.uk (Rural Womens
Network website) & www.wireuk.org (Women in
Rural Enterprise) for two examples of networks.

44. Edwards et. al. (2000) op. cit.
45. Little (2002) op. cit.
46. Little (2002) ibid.
47. Moseley M. (2003) Rural Development: Principles

and practice. London
48. pers. comm. Duncan Scott, Senior Research Fellow,

Manchester University, 2006
49. See discussion of the voluntary sector in the civic

chapter of this report
50. In addition to the specific references referred to,

other references read in support of this chapter
include: Bevan M. et. al. (2006) The Housing and
Support Needs of Older People in Rural Areas.
Commission for Rural Communities; Braithwaite K.
(2006) Ph D material: Women in Rural Areas - in
progress; Countryside Agency (2003) The Role of
Women in the Rural Economy: An important rural
resource; National Council of Voluntary
Organisations (2003) Its Who You Know that Counts;
New Policy Institute (2002) Indicators of poverty and
social exclusion I rural England: 2002. Countryside
Agency; O’ Hara (1998) Partners in Production?
Women, Farm and Family in Ireland. Berhahn;
Shorthall, S. (1999) Women and Farming: Property
and Power. Macmillan; Stone M. (1990) Rural
Childcare. Rural Development Commission
Research Report 9; Symes D. and Marsden T.
(1983) Complementary roles and asymmetrical
lives: Farmers wives in a large farm environment.
In Sociologia Ruralis 23. 229-241; Whatmore S.
(1991) Farming Women. Macmillan
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Minority groups

In general, there is little rural research on the experiences of minority
groups such as Black and Minority Ethnic Groups (BMEs), Gypsies and
Travellers and migrant workers. Each of these groups is itself diverse and
whilst some generalisations can be made about the disadvantage they
may face, more research would be useful.

Black and minority ethnic groups (BMEs)
There is little ethnic diversity as a whole in rural England and most
people from Black and Minority Ethnic (BME)1 groups live in urban
areas. In other words, rural England is overwhelmingly white. In total,
there are an estimated 136,000 people in BME groups living in rural
England. Only 1.4% of the population in the less sparse areas of rural
England is non-white or mixed, primarily in central and southern rural
areas alongside England’s core urban belt and even fewer live in the
sparsely populated areas2.

There is very little research available on the disadvantages that may be
faced by people in BME groups in rural England. Some information is
available on racial discrimination3,4, but this tends to be based on small,
local surveys rather than nationwide analysis5. Research has mainly
explored the use of the countryside by BME visitors, rather than the
experience of BME rural residents. National research, however, points 
to the considerable differences within and between BME groups.
Nevertheless, there are clearly issues which all BME groups face. A
recent review of ethnicity in rural Britain6 highlights findings from some
anthropological studies, which reveal the association of perceptions of
rural with ‘whiteness’. In particular, problems can arise because people
from BME groups can be very visible in rural areas.

Social and safety disadvantage
Most research has focused on the social participation of BME groups 
in rural areas. The Commission for Racial Equality suggests that where
there are few people with non-white ethnicity, they are more vulnerable
to racial discrimination and are less likely to take action against the
perpetrators for fear of reprisals. Although the numbers from BME
groups are low in rural areas, those that do live there may be particularly
vulnerable. This does not mean, of course, that all will experience
disadvantage or indeed racism, but that they are more at risk. Research
shows that people from ethnic minorities living in rural areas may feel
particularly marginalised7 and have little access to support, either from
peer groups or service providers. Some may experience difficulties in
forming cross-cultural friendships and lack contact with other BME
people, leading to a sense of social isolation8.

Some studies9 have pointed to the way that white rural residents have
prohibited the participation of people from BME groups in local social,
leisure and charitable activities.

1. Gypsies and Travellers are considered 
in a separate section in this report

2. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
The State of the Countryside 2005, based 
on ONS 2001 census data

3. Chakraborti N and Garland J. (eds) (2004) 
Rural Racism. Willan Publishing

4. The first research on rural racism was undertaken
in the early 1990’s - Jay E. (1992) Keep Them in
Birmingham: Challenging racism in South-West
England. Commission for Racial Equality (CRE)

5. The same was found for rural Scotland in an audit
for the Scottish Executive, and there is therefore
little information to draw on from elsewhere.

6. Neal S. and Agyeman J. (eds) (2006) The New
Countryside? Ethnicity, nation and exclusion in
contemporary rural Britain. The Policy Press

7. Dialog (2003) Race is Relevant. Implementing race
equality schemes in a rural/semi-rural context.
Employers Organisation for Local Government

8. Netto G., Arshad R., de Lima P., Almeida Diniz. F.,
MacEwen M, Patel V. and Syed R. (2001) Audit of
Research on Minority Ethnic Issues in Scotland from
a ‘Race’ Perspective. Scottish Executive Central
Research Unit 

9. Tyler K. (2006) Village People: Race, class, nation
and the community spirit. Chapter five in Neal S.
and Agyeman J. (eds) (2006) The New Countryside?
Ethnicity, nation and exclusion in contemporary rural
Britain. The Policy Press
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Our recent survey on rural attitudes10 found that a quarter (26%) of the
respondents agreed with the statement ‘there is prejudice against people
of other races around here’ (see Table 22.1). There was, however, a wide
range of opinion, with most respondents (59 %) disagreeing there was
prejudice. There were no differences by type of area.

There is very little information on the other forms of disadvantage that
some BME people may experience. Nationally, research shows:

Employment disadvantage
People from ethnic minority groups have lower levels of economic activity
and are more likely to be unemployed than other groups. They also 
have lower levels of income, occupational attainment and progression
than white people11. It has been suggested12 that the lack of employment
opportunities in rural areas is exacerbated for BME groups due to their
vulnerability to racial discrimination.

Health disadvantage
Ethnic minority groups generally have poorer health and access to 
some health provision than other groups13.

Housing disadvantage
People from ethnic minority groups are more likely to live in the social
rented sector, become homeless, experience overcrowding and live in
poor housing conditions that their white counterparts14.

Educational disadvantage
There are disparities between educational achievement between
different ethnic groups, with students from African-Caribbean, Pakistani
and Bangladeshi ethnic minority groups performing particularly badly15.

Recent research16 on rural racism shows that people from BME 
groups in rural areas tend to receive inappropriate and culturally
insensitive services and a general lack of flexibility in the delivery of
services. Ethnic minority people are rarely represented on key local
decision-making organisations17.

Total Sex

Male Female

Unwtd base 1010 476 534

% % %

Agree a lot 9 9 9

Agree a little 17 17 17

Neither 12 9 15

Disagree a little 21 24 19

Disagree a lot 37 38 37

Table 22.1 ‘There is prejudice against people of other races around here’

10. Brunwin, T., Clemens, S., Deakin, G. and Inglis, G.
(2006) Attitudes to Rural Disadvantage:
A segmentation analysis report

11. CCRE (2006) Statistics: Labour market.
www.cre.gov.uk. Accessed April 2006, based 
on a range of sources

12. Chakraborti and Garland (eds) (2004) op. cit.
13. CRE (2006) Statistics: Health care services.

www.cre.gov.uk. Accessed April 2006, based 
on a range of health data

14. CRE (2006) Statistics: Housing. www.cre.gov.uk
Accessed April 2006, based on information 
from ODPM 

15. CRE (2006) Statistics: Education. www.cre.gov.uk
Accessed April 2006. Based on 2001 National
Census and DfES research 

16. Pugh R. (2004) Responding to Rural Racism:
Delivering local services. Chapter 9 in Chakraborti
N and Garland J. (eds) (2004) Rural Racism.
Willan Publishing

17. See chapter 11 of this report.
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Gypsies and Travellers
Gypsies and Travellers18 “have the poorest life chances of any ethnic
group today”19. It is estimated that between 90,000 and 120,000 Gypsies
and Travellers live in caravans in England20. Up to three times as many
live in conventional housing21, although little is known about the reasons
for this choice. There seems to be little research available on the
experiences of Gypsies and Travellers in rural areas.

Housing disadvantage
Many Gypsies and Travellers do not travel regularly, but live in caravans.
Many authorised sites provided for Gypsies and Travellers are poorly
located, often close to motorways or major roads, rubbish tips, industrial
activity or sewage works and at a distance from services22. Some sites
lack basic services, such as rubbish collection, water supply and toilets.
In addition, there is an acute shortage of authorised public sites23 and
many find themselves “caught up in a cycle of enforced nomadism...
because of the shortage of authorised sites”24.

Health disadvantage
The health of Gypsies and Travellers is generally much worse than for
other groups. Life expectancy is ten years lower than the national
average, and infant mortality higher25. Research has also found that
Gypsy and Traveller mothers are 20 times more likely than other mothers
to have experienced the death of a child26. Some of these health issues
may be due to the difficulties they face in accessing health services27.

Educational disadvantage
Gypsy and Traveller children often have poor levels of educational
attainment. Less than a quarter of Gypsy children achieved five GCSEs
at A* to C grades in 2003, compared to a national average of just over
half28. Education can be interrupted due to travel by mobile groups and
enrolment of children at schools declines over the years in secondary
education29. There is some evidence of bullying of Gypsy and Traveller
children. There are also low levels of adult literacy and skills.

Social and safety disadvantage
One survey30 found that more than one-third of adults admitted to being
personally prejudiced against Gypsies and Travellers. There is evidence
that nationally, Gypsies and Travellers routinely experience prejudice,
harassment and discrimination. Though there is limited information on
the extent to which this occurs in rural areas, research shows that, overall,
local authorities in rural areas have made least progress in meeting the
duty to promote race equality and good race relations31. In particular,
Gypsies and Travellers were least likely to be involved in local decision
making in rural areas, due to misconceptions that race equality is simply
about non-white populations32.

18. Planning law defines Gypsies and Irish Travellers 
as people with a nomadic way of life; Gypsies and
Irish Travellers are recognised ethnic groups for 
the purposes of the Race Relations Act (1976),
identified as having a shared culture, language 
and beliefs

19. Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) website
www.cre.gov.uk

20. Niner P. (2002) The Provision and Condition of 
Local Authority Gypsy and traveller Sites in England.
University of Birmingham

21. Ivatts A. (2005) The Education of Gypsy/Roma
Traveller and Travelling children. Position paper 
for the National Strategy Group. Department for
Education and Skills
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Migrant workers in rural areas
The number of migrant workers has grown in recent years and has
become an increasingly important issue in rural areas. Evidence shows
that they make a large contribution to the rural economy, often filling
posts where there is no suitable local labour33. Migrant workers range
from the highly educated and skilled to those with no formal education
and from seasonal workers to those who move with their families with 
the intention of settling permanently. Estimates of the geographical
distribution of migrant workers are unreliable, but they suggest that most
increases have occurred in London, the South East, East of England and
the Midlands. Information is not currently available on the profile of
migrant labour in rural areas.

The sectors of the economy associated with rural migrant labour also
vary widely. Whilst agricultural work and the food processing industry
attract a significant proportion of migrant workers, other sectors such 
as construction, leisure/tourism/hospitality, health and care services,
domestic and commercial cleaning and retail work also draw on rural
migrant labour.

The problems faced by migrant workers in rural areas have not been
fully researched and more needs to be known. However, there is
evidence34,35 about some of their experiences. This shows that many 
of these workers are exploited and are the victims of discrimination by 
their employers, landlords and the wider community. It is clear, however,
that problems experienced vary between different employment sectors
and types of occupation.

33. Research by EEDA estimates that the revenue 
gains from migrant workers in the East of England
alone is £360m.

34. Citizens Advice Bureau (2005) Supporting Migrant
Workers in Rural Areas: A guide to Citizens Advice
Bureaux Initiatives

35. Citizens Advice Bureau (2005) Home from home?
Experiences of migrant workers in rural parts of 
the UK, and the impact on local service providers.
CAB evidence briefing
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Employment disadvantage
Employment issues are the major concern for migrant workers in rural
areas that have contacted local Citizens Advice Bureaux36. Problems with
employers include: inadequate information about workers rights,
entitlements and obligations; inaccurate representation of the nature of
the job; lack of transparency over deductions made from pay (e.g. for
housing or transport); failure to honour commitments (e.g. training) and
statutory entitlements (e.g. sickness or wage rates); unfair dismissal; and
poor quality working conditions.

Migrant workers can be vulnerable due to their lack of knowledge and
awareness of their rights, benefits and entitlements and the associated
rules and procedures. Research37 has found exploitation of migrant
workers, not only in the agricultural and food processing sectors (for
which the Gangmaster Licensing Authority has now been established),
but also in the care home, cleaning, and hospitality sectors.

Housing disadvantage
The provision of accommodation by the employer is often linked to 
the offer of employment. This can include tied housing, rented or owner
occupied housing. Issues raised particularly in relation to tied housing
include: poor quality housing (cramped, overcrowded, inappropriate 
for families); lack of a proper tenancy agreement; loss of job resulting in
homelessness; lack of continuous employment leading to rent arrears;
high rent levels; and rent linked to pay (so that when pay goes up, so
does the rent). Accommodation can also be of a temporary nature, such
as caravans, particularly for seasonal workers, which often tends to be
poor quality.

Social and safety disadvantage
There are some reports of tension or even conflict in rural communities
and market towns caused by the arrival of significant numbers of 
migrant workers38. The extent to which migrant workers experience
abuse, attacks or discrimination is unclear. Clearly, some will experience
communication and language difficulties. Some may also live a work-
dominated existence, which limits opportunities to develop social
interaction with local communities.

There are also likely to be other issues, such as access to healthcare,
but no rural research was found on these issues. Better information on
the issues migrant workers face would be helpful.

36. Citizens Advice Bureau (2005) Supporting Migrant
Workers in Rural Areas: op. cit.

37. Citizens Advice Bureau (2004) Nowhere to turn –
CAB evidence on the exploitation of migrant workers

38. Citizens Advice Bureau (2005) Home from home?
op. cit
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Appendix 1. Definitions of rural

Wherever possible, the study adopted the new definition of rural that 
was set out in the Government’s Rural Strategy, published in 20041.
This covers all settlements with a population of under 10,000 and is further
subdivided by settlement size (‘small town and fringe’, ‘village’ and
‘hamlets and isolated dwellings’) and population sparsity (‘sparse’ and
‘less sparse’). Further information on this new definition is available in
Commission for Rural Communities (2006) State of the Countryside 2006.

Where information is only available at the level of unitary authority/local
authority districts, a classification of districts has also been developed
using this new definition. Predominanly rural districts comprise of 
‘Rural-80’ (districts with at least 90% of their population in rural
settlements and larger market towns) and ‘Rural –50’ (districts with 
at least 50% but less than 80% of their population in rural settlements 
and larger market towns). Other urban and mixed/urban rural districts
comprise of ‘significant rural’ (districts with more than 37,000 people 
or more than 26% of their population in rural settlements and larger
market towns) and ‘other urban’ districts with less than 37,000 people or
less than 26% of their population in rural settlements and larger market
towns). See Defra (2005) Classification of Local Authority Districts and
Unitary Authorities for further information.

Another definition that has been commonly used is sometimes referred
to as the ‘Tarling’ definition and divides unitary/local authority districts
into remote and accessible areas. In particular, this definition is used in
the monitoring of poverty and social exclusion indicators by the New
Policy Institute. See www.poverty.org.uk

However, a large number of different definitions of rural have been used
in the evidence, ranging from administrative area classifications to more
subjective definitions, such as that used in the English House Condition
Survey (where the surveyor notes whether the house is in a rural or
urban area). In addition, some research does not differentiate between
different types of rural areas. The new rural definition has only been
applied to some datasets and, so far, used only in a small number of
research projects.

Often the research cited has been based on rural case study areas.
The original research must be referred to in order to obtain further
information about the choice of case study areas.

1. The rural definition was developed by the
Countryside Agency, Defra, the Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister, the Office for National
Statistics and the Welsh Assembly

A1
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Appendix 2. Our approach

This report has been very much a team effort. We have drawn on the
expertise of staff within the Commission for Rural Communities. We have
also drawn on the knowledge of several external academics who acted
as advisers during the course of the study. In particular, thanks are due 
to Dr. Duncan Scott (Manchester University), Prof. Malcolm Moseley
(University of Gloucester) and Dr. Paul Milbourne (University of Cardiff),
who were most closely involved in the study and gave us valuable
advice. Any errors or omissions are, of course, entirely ours.

We are also grateful to those who gave us an early steer either through
responding to our discussion document published in March 20051,
attending our ‘blue skies’ research seminar in July 20052, or through
discussions and meetings in Summer 2005. These include NCVO, LGA,
Citizens Advice, Rural Youth Network and think-tanks such as IPPR (North)
and NEF.

Chapter leads are as follows:

• Ruth Bradshaw – financial disadvantage, employment disadvantage,
educational disadvantage, transport disadvantage, children and
families, young people and the new survey on rural attitudes

• Jacqui Cuff – local retail disadvantage, social disadvantage, civic
disadvantage, older people, women and the dvd film

• Julie Rogers – local environmental disadvantage, ICT disadvantage

• Lynn Watkins – housing disadvantage, health disadvantage, safety
disadvantage, minority groups and overall project manager.

A2

1. Commission for Rural Communities (2005) 
Rural Disadvantage: Our first thematic study

2. Commission for Rural Communities (2005)
Research Seminar: Rural Disadvantage 1 July 2005.
Photo report by the Commission for Rural
Communities
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Commission for Rural Communities

Rural disadvantage
Hidden voices
a DVD film of real life experiences 
of living in rural England.

The people that speak out in this film tell of real life experiences of living 
in rural England. They reveal how many of the things we take for granted
can be lacking in rural areas and explain their frustrations. Things such
as a decently paid job, nearby schools, shops and post offices, affordable
housing, good public transport links, a social life, and things to do. Their
stories show the many good aspects of rural living but also how the
experience of disadvantage can often be hard felt, yet hidden from view.
In many cases communities show great resilience and imagination and
the film shows some examples of community led initiatives.

Filming took place in a sample of rural areas across England. The
Commission would like to thank all the individuals that took part in this
film. Special thanks also to: Hereford and Worcester Community Council,
Norfolk Rural Community Council, Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum,
Sompriti, Sussex Rural Community Council, Sulfolk ACRE.

Thanks to the Rural Media Company, who produced this film.
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Cheltenham Office
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Telephone 01242 521381
Facsimile 01242 584270
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