
Statistical Digest of Rural England

Rural Economy Seminar 

Sarah Harriss - HEO

Beth Kerwin – StO



Agenda

• Part 1 – Overview of the Statistical Digest publication

• Part 2 – Detailed look at the Rural Economic Bulletin

• Part 3 – Showcasing other sections we have recently updated
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Who are we?

We are the Statistics arm of Defra’s Rural team.

Our work involves:

Statistical Digest 

of Rural England

Rural-Urban 

Classification

Ad hoc 

requests

Supporting 

policy team

Data mapping (e.g. 

which Village Halls 

we’ve supported via 

funding)
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What is the Digest?

The Statistical Digest of Rural England (hereafter the Digest) is a collection of 

statistics on a range of social and economic topics and provides broad 

comparisons between Rural and Urban areas by settlement type.

We have:

- PDF reports; these explain the analysis and give the key headlines in text form (e.g., 

for ministerial briefings)

- Supplementary data tables; these have no text but instead focus on the statistics 

themselves, often providing them in more detail than what is given in the PDF report

- We are also working to develop web versions (HTML) of the publication to improve 

accessibility. 
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How do we choose?

The Digest covers a wide variety of topics. Our decisions for analysing data 

are usually informed by:

• Stakeholder interest and priorities

• Ministerial interest and priorities

• Policy interest and priorities
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Why did it need updating?

Previously, there were issues with the way we presented the Digest:

1) It was one big PDF file (lots of scrolling!)

2) It was difficult for users to find the information they wanted

3) Statistics weren’t always placed alongside other related topics

4) The publication was not very accessible (e.g., alt text, colour schemes)
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Old Digest

Not exactly 

“digestible”!
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New Digest: Home page
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New Digest: Home page



Themes
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Contents

Users can now 

easily find what they 

need straight from 

the home page
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Contents

8 key topics

Index to improve user journey

Headlines for briefings etc.

Further information

Users can now 

easily find what they 

need straight from 

the home page
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Index
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Key statistics

If users are pushed for 

time, they don’t need to 

fish through 8 

publications – just look at 

the key findings 

document!
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Example:
Rural Economic Bulletin
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Accompanying 

data tables

Main document 
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Accessible version)



Example:
Rural Economic Bulletin
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For each topic we have a set of supplementary data tables. 

These include analysis using the more detailed Rural-Urban Classification, as 

well as statistics for specific geography levels (e.g., Local Authorities).

These typically are represented by Local Authority-level maps within the full 

PDF report.
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Summary 

of latest 

updates

Example:
Rural Economic Bulletin



34

• Rural Economic Bulletin was originally a 

standalone publication alongside the 

Statistical Digest.

• The bulletin was originally set up at the 

request of the Secretary of State as a set of 

indicators to monitor the rural economy 

following the economic downturn in 2007.

• Original bulletin content merged with other 

sections relevant to the Rural economy to 

create the economic report forming part of the 

overall Digest publication.
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Rural Economic Bulletin
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Employment rates have been consistently higher in Rural areas than in Urban 

areas since 2007, while rates for unemployment and economic inactivity have 

been consistently lower in Rural areas.

   

   

   

   

   

                    

Rural

 rban

Employment rate

Data source:

Labour Force Survey run by the 

Office for National Statistics

The achieved sample size for the UK Labour Force 

Survey (LFS) during October to December 2023 

(OD23) was 44,338 individuals in 20,324 

households

Employment as a % of working age population
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Latest estimates show the productivity of Predominantly Rural areas (measured 

using GVA per workforce job) was around 84% of that for England as whole. 

There has been little change over recent years.

Data source:

Gross Value Added estimates published by the Office 

for National Statistics at ITL3 and Local Authority level.

GVA per workforce job (£) compared with England as a whole
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 rban (e )

 rban with 
Significant Rural

(e)   e cluding  ondon
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While Predominantly 

Rural areas account 

for 21% of the 

population, they 

contribute around 

15% of England’s 

economy
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In 2021/22, there were 554,100 businesses registered in Rural areas, accounting 

for 23% of all registered businesses in England.

Data source:

Inter-Departmental Business Register 

(IDBR) compiled by the Office for National 

Statistics. It is a comprehensive list of UK 

businesses used by government for 

statistical purposes.

Two main data sources are Value Added Tax (VAT) and Pay 

As You Earn (PAYE) records from HMRC. The IDBR covers 

around 2.7 million businesses in all sectors of the economy, but 

since the main two tax sources have thresholds, very small 

businesses operating below these will, in most cases, not be 

included.
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Businesses
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Recent updates
We plan updates based on when data is published, if it is of current interest, 

when we last updated our analysis (if at all), and if there are other similar 

topics that could be updated.

Last Tuesday we published:

• Secondary education

• Progression to higher 

education

In March we published:
 

• General Practices

• Employment

• Redundancies

• Claimant count
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Secondary Education – Digest update

Previously, we only had statistics for the proportion of pupils passing their 

English and Maths GCSEs, by pupil residence, school location, and IDACI 

decile.

We have now developed the section to reflect the headlines used by DfE:



Statistical Digest of Rural England – Rural Economy Seminar 49

Key facts
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New addition
To support understanding of the new metrics, we have added in a background 

information section right after the summary.

This will help to ensure users understand the differences between the new statistics, as 

well as what they actually mean.
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New addition
To support understanding of the new metrics, we have added in a background 

information section right after the summary.

This will help to ensure users understand the differences between the new statistics, as 

well as what they actually mean.

Subjects that keep 

students’ options open
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New addition
To support understanding of the new metrics, we have added in a background 

information section right after the summary.

This will help to ensure users understand the differences between the new statistics, as 

well as what they actually mean.
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their GCSEs
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New addition
To support understanding of the new metrics, we have added in a background 
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New addition
To support understanding of the new metrics, we have added in a background 

information section right after the summary.

This will help to ensure users understand the differences between the new statistics, as 

well as what they actually mean.

How well a student did at 

secondary school
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Proportion of pupils passing their GCSEs

Urban Local 

Authorities

Rural Local 

Authorities
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Proportion of pupils passing their GCSEs
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Proportion of pupils passing their GCSEs

71%

67%
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Proportion of pupils passing their GCSEs

5%

4%
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Proportion of pupils passing their GCSEs
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Proportion of pupils studying the English 
Baccalaureate subject combination
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Proportion of pupils studying the English 
Baccalaureate subject combination

36%

40%
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Proportion of pupils studying the English 
Baccalaureate subject combination

Crossover 

in 2018/19
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Proportion of pupils studying the English 
Baccalaureate subject combination
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Attainment 8

Expressed as a proportion of the 

maximum score for indicated year
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Attainment 8

53%

51%

Expressed as a proportion of the 

maximum score for indicated year
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Attainment 8

Expressed as a proportion of the 

maximum score for indicated year



Any questions?
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