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Economic growth is widely acknowledged as essential for
national wealth and prosperity, and is a priority for political
parties. Key factors of economic growth include production,
land, labour, capital, and entrepreneurship. In 2022, rural areas
in England contributed significantly to the Gross Value Added
(GVA), though less than urban areas. Rural economies,
employing millions and home to a higher proportion of small
businesses, have potential for growth if barriers are removed.

Rural Britain, with a diverse economy beyond agriculture and
tourism, risks losing potential and revenue if these sectors are
overemphasised politically. Supporting young people and
families in rural areas is crucial for vibrant rural economies.
Policies should reflect the needs of rural small and medium
businesses, including micro-businesses and social enterprises.

Businesses across the country, benefit from access to expert
advice for expansion or innovation. However, accessing
professional advice can be challenging in rural locations,
particularly for face-to-face services or due to poor digital
connectivity.
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40% of Constituencies are Rural.
Rural Economies Matter.
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THE RURAL REALITY

Rural economies are diverse, hosting a wide range of businesses. Land-based businesses (including farming) are
important, but 85% of rural businesses are from other sectors. Other key sectors are professional services, retail, and
construction. 

The picture will vary in different types of local rural areas with some, for example, being heavily dependent on tourism.

In 2022 productivity – measured by Gross Value Added – in predominantly rural areas was worth just over £314
billion. This is a sizeable contribution to the national economy – more than a 16% share. 

However, productivity per employee (£53,100) is somewhat lower in predominantly rural areas than elsewhere.

Just over 4 million people are employed in registered business units in rural areas.[1] They comprise 15% of all
people employed in registered business units across England.

[1] Statistical Digest of Rural England, Defra, based on 2021/22 data from Inter-Departmental Business Register.
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RURAL RESEARCH

Small businesses are especially important in rural economies. Measuring those employed in registered business
units, in rural areas 83% of them work for a SME. Indeed, 31% of them work for a micro-business.

Home working (including by the self-employed) is significant in rural areas and particularly so in the smallest
settlements.[1] 32% of those who are employed in rural areas work at least half their working week at home,
compared with 28% for those employed in urban areas.

[1] Statistical Digest of Rural England, Defra, based on data analysis from the Labour Force Survey.

Earnings (mainly from wages) for jobs which are based in rural areas are lower than for jobs based in urban areas. [1]
Even if London is excluded, average earnings in predominantly rural areas are £1,600 or 6% below the predominantly
urban equivalent.

 [1] Statistical Digest of Rural England, Defra, based on data analysis from Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings.
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TARGETING RURAL GROWTH POTENTIAL

Growth Hubs must ensure that they reach rural based businesses with their advice and guidance,
including the self-employed, micro-businesses and social or community enterprises. Their performance
metric should not simply be the number of rural businesses supported, but what different that support
makes. They should consider having dedicated rural business support officers, who operate locally and
have access to a wider network of specialist providers or advisers.

SPECIALIST SUPPORT ORGANISATIONS

Government should make grant funding pots available to the Plunkett Foundation and Locality, to help them
provide specialist advice and guidance to social and community enterprises, many of them in rural locations and
delivering valuable local services (such as community-run shops) to rural communities.

EXPLOITING DIGITAL CONNECTIVITY

Advice and guidance should be widely available so that rural businesses can make better use of digital
connectivity. This could help them take advantage of new opportunities and reach new markets. Advice could
boost their digital skills, build their online presence, develop online selling, and ensure their online security. This
must be backed up by actions to improve rural connectivity.

PEER TO PEER SUPPORT

Local networks where rural based business owners and managers can meet should be encouraged and
supported. Advice from peers is often of real practical value. On average rural businesses are less well
networked than their urban counterparts. Peer support can be especially beneficial for recent start-up
businesses if they can tap into the experience of those more established.
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Levelling Up the Rural Economy: An Inquiry into Rural Productivity by
the APPG for Rural Business and the Rural Powerhouse, see page 7.
https://media.cla.org.uk/documents/Levelling_up_the_rural_economy_-
_APPG_report_2022_ONLINE_pdf.pdf 

FURTHER READING & USEFUL LINKS

Levelling Up the Rural Economy: An Inquiry into Rural Productivity by the
APPG for Rural Business and the Rural Powerhouse, see page 7.
https://media.cla.org.uk/documents/Levelling_up_the_rural_economy_-
_APPG_report_2022_ONLINE_pdf.pdf 

Unleashing Rural Opportunity produced by DEFRA see page 12.
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/647f3c1a103ca60013039a60/Unleas
hing_rural_opportunity.pdf 

State of Rural Enterprise Reports by National Innovation Centre for Rural
Enterprise.
https://nicre.co.uk/publications/ 

Towards a Greener Green Book process produced by Pragmatix Advisory.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/towards-a-greener-green-book.pdf  

Towards the UK Shared Prosperity Fund produced by Pragmatix Advisory.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/towards-the-uk-shared-prosperity-
fund.pdf  

Cultivating Rural Growth produced by Pragmatix Advisory.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/cultivating-rural-growth.pdf  

Rural as a Region: The hidden challenge for Levelling Up produced by
Pragmatix Advisory.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/rural-as-a-region-the-hidden-challenge-for-
levelling-up.pdf  

Rural Cost of Living produced by Kovia Consulting.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/rural-cost-of-living.pdf 

Rural Cost of Living Survey 2023 by Rural Services Network and Citizens Advice
Rural Issues Group.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/images/research/Cost-Living/Rural-Cost-Living.pdf 
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https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/rural-cost-of-living.pdf
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/images/research/Cost-Living/Rural-Cost-Living.pdf


The Rural Services Network produces rural lens reviews on government 
papers covering a wide range of topics, see: www.rsnonline.org.uk/tag/rural-lens for
a comprehensive list of reviews. The Rural Lens reviews below are particularly relevant
to Rural Economies:

Rural England Prosperity Fund. 
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-on-the-rural-england-prosperity-fund-
prospectus-and-funding-formula 

Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-the-levelling-up-and-regeneration-bill 
 
UK Shared Prosperity Funds Allocations and Prospectus.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-uk-shared-prosperity-fund-prospectus-
and-allocations 

Levelling Up White Paper.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-levelling-up-white-paper 

UK Shared Prosperity Fund, Pre-launch guidance.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-shared-prosperity-fund-prelaunch-
guidance 

Build Back Better High Streets.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-of-build-back-better-high-streets 

Tourism Recovery Plan.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/tourism-recovery-plan-through-a-rural-lens 

Build Back Better, A Government Plan for Growth.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-review-of-build-back-better-a-government-plan-for-
growth 

Briefing Note on Government Place Based Funds (including Towns Fund,
Levelling Up Fund, Community Renewal Fund and UK Shared Prosperity Fund).
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-view-on-governments-new-funds

Skills for Jobs, Lifelong Learning for Opportunity and Growth.
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/through-a-rural-lens-skills-for-jobs-white-paper 

RURAL LENS REVIEWS
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Think before you print.  
Document published 20.08.2024 and subject to regular updates,

check our website for the latest version.

Find out more about the Delivering for Rural
Campaign, click the logos for more details.
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