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Delivering for All is a campaign led by
the Rural Services Network that sets
out our key policy asks of
Government.

This research project brings the
human element to that policy
language, setting out the lived
experiences of rural residents to bring
the statistics to life and demonstrate
what the inadequate services actually
mean to people living in rural
communities.

It is vital that the rural voice is heard,
almost 10 million people live in rural
England and we need to ensure that
policy makers from civil servants right
up to the Prime Minister understand
the challenges that our rural
communities face. 

Rural communities have so much to
offer this country, we know that the
rural economy has the potential to
add up to £19 Billion to the Treasury,
and it is time that we enabled our
rural communities not merely to
survive, but to thrive, and reach their
potential, for the good of the whole
nation.

April 2026

Cllr Roger Phillips, 
Chair of The Rural Services

Network

About the Rural Services Network

The Rural Services Network (RSN) is the national
champion for rural services, representing the

interests of rural service providers across England.
As an independent membership organisation, RSN

brings together almost 450 organisations
committed to improving rural life and services,

including rural local authorities, housing
associations, health trusts, transport providers, and
third-sector bodies delivering services in rural areas.

RSN exists because rural communities face distinct
challenges that are too often overlooked in national
policymaking. Delivering services across dispersed

populations costs more, yet rural councils
consistently receive less government funding than

their urban counterparts. Public transport is scarcer,
digital connectivity patchier, and access to

healthcare, housing, and employment opportunities
more limited. RSN works to ensure these realities

are understood and addressed and campaigns for
dedicated rural focused policy rather than a one size

fits all approach.

The RSN holds a unique position in the rural policy
landscape. It serves as a special interest group of the

Local Government Association and provides the
secretariat and support for the All-Party

Parliamentary Group on Rural Services, ensuring
that rural issues have a voice in Parliament. RSN
representatives sit on national working groups
covering rural crime, rural health and care, and
other key policy areas, and engage directly with

government ministers to advocate for rural
communities.

Through its work, RSN aims to ensure that the
needs and concerns of the millions of people who

live and work in rural England are heard in national
policy making – and that rural communities can

thrive, not merely survive.
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The Research
Two complementary research methods were used: a national questionnaire survey and a
series of focus groups with rural residents. 

The survey gathered views from 2,418 people living in rural areas across England, providing
robust quantitative data on experiences and attitudes across all seven topic areas. 

The focus groups allowed for deeper conversation, giving participants the opportunity to
share their stories in their own words and explore the connections between different issues
affecting their communities. 

Together, these methods combine statistical weight with lived experience, ensuring that the
findings presented in this report are both credible and grounded in the realities of rural life.

The Findings

Throughout, it is important to
remember that these topics do not
exist in isolation. Poor transport links
affect access to healthcare. Housing
costs push young people away,
undermining the rural economy. 

Lack of digital connectivity limits
opportunities for remote working and
access to services. The challenges
facing rural communities are deeply
interconnected, and effective solutions
will need to recognise this. We return
to these cross-cutting themes later in
the report.

The findings paint a picture of rural
communities under pressure – but also
of residents who care deeply about
where they live and want to see their
areas thrive. Their voices deserve to be
heard.

The following sections present the findings from both the questionnaire survey and the
focus groups, organised across the seven topic areas examined in this research:

Each section follows a consistent structure. We begin with the key findings from the survey
data, highlighting the most significant statistics and patterns. These are then brought to
life through quotes from the focus group discussions, illustrating what the numbers mean
in practice for people living in rural communities. Each section concludes by drawing out
the key issues identified.



Key Survey Findings

The survey revealed a mixed picture on rural connectivity, with broadband
generally performing better than mobile phone signal.
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Rural Connectivity

Digital connectivity has become essential infrastructure for modern life. 

From accessing healthcare and banking services to working from home, completing
homework and staying in touch with family, reliable internet and mobile phone signal are no
longer luxuries but necessities. 

For rural communities, good connectivity can help overcome some of the challenges of
distance and remoteness, enabling access to services that might otherwise require lengthy
journeys. 

Poor connectivity, by contrast, compounds existing disadvantages, leaving rural residents
unable to access the same opportunities as their urban counterparts.This also can limit the
potential of rural businesses to grow.



The focus groups revealed the real-world consequences of connectivity challenges, and the
frustration felt by those living with inadequate services.

For many, particularly those working from home, inconsistent internet access directly affects
their ability to work. Participants also reported paying high costs for relatively slow speeds,
often in contrast to faster, cheaper services available elsewhere.

Mobile coverage remains uneven, with noticeable gaps even within short distances and
limited access to newer technologies such as 5G.

The transition to digital Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) systems raised concerns about
reliability, particularly for older residents and those with additional needs. A recurring theme
was that services may be technically available but not always usable in practice.

Participants also highlighted risks around telecare devices and the impact of power cuts,
which can disrupt internet, phone access, and essential daily activities, including running
businesses.

As physical services decline in rural areas, digital connectivity is becoming increasingly
essential. Without it, residents face barriers to accessing basic services and support.

Frustration was also expressed about the lack of accessible human support from
telecommunications providers, particularly for those less confident online. Affordability
remains a significant challenge. Connectivity is increasingly a necessity, yet costs can be
prohibitive for lower-income households, reinforcing digital exclusion.
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Rural Connectivity - The Lived Experience
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Rural Economy

A healthy local economy is fundamental to the vitality of rural communities. It provides
employment, supports local services, and gives young people a reason to stay. 

Yet rural economies face distinctive challenges: limited diversity of employment
opportunities, reliance on seasonal industries, difficulties attracting investment, and the
constant pull of towns and cities that offer more choice and better wages. 

Understanding these challenges – and their consequences for rural communities – is
essential to developing policies that genuinely support rural economic prosperity.

Key Survey Findings
The survey collected data on respondents' financial circumstances and economic
situation, revealing a picture of economic pressure for many rural households.



The focus groups highlighted rural economies under sustained pressure, with participants
pointing to limited opportunities, barriers to growth, and a strong sense of being
overlooked.

While there are examples of individual success, many described an economy that is
struggling overall. Efforts to diversify are often constrained, with planning restrictions
consistently identified as a significant barrier to business development, innovation, and
local job creation.

A heavy reliance on sectors such as hospitality and tourism was seen as a key structural
weakness. While these industries provide important sources of employment, they are often
associated with low pay, seasonal demand, and limited career progression, making it
difficult to retain younger people. This contributes to a cycle in which younger residents
leave in search of better opportunities elsewhere, leading to ageing populations and
reduced economic vitality within rural communities.

Challenges in attracting and retaining skilled professionals were also widely highlighted,
particularly in sectors such as healthcare and education. Career progression within rural
areas was described as limited, with few clear pathways for advancement without
relocating, further compounding workforce shortages.

Planning policy emerged as a consistent and significant concern. Participants described
difficulties in securing approval for developments that could support local economies,
including business expansion and diversification. This was seen as restricting growth and, in
some cases, forcing businesses to relocate to urban areas where opportunities to develop
are perceived to be greater.

Rising costs are placing additional strain on rural businesses, with increasing overheads and
limited ability to pass these costs on to customers. This financial pressure is compounded by
smaller customer bases and reduced footfall compared to urban areas. At the same time,
participants pointed to a lack of long-term, strategic thinking in policy and funding, with
short-term approaches seen as hindering sustainable economic development and limiting
confidence for future investment.

Looking ahead, many expressed concern about continued economic stagnation and a
gradual drift towards towns and cities, both in terms of people and investment. 

There was a clear and consistent call for more coordinated, long-term planning and a more
joined-up approach to supporting rural economies, with policies that better reflect the
specific challenges and opportunities facing rural areas.
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Rural Economy - The Lived Experience
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Rural Health & Social Care

Access to healthcare is a fundamental concern for rural communities. With older-than-
average populations, dispersed settlements, and often considerable distances to hospitals
and specialist services, rural areas face distinctive challenges in ensuring residents can access
the care they need, when they need it. 

The closure of local facilities, difficulties in recruiting healthcare staff to rural areas, and the
increasing reliance on digital booking systems all compound these challenges. For those
without access to a car, or too unwell to drive, getting to a GP appointment, let alone a
hospital, can become a major obstacle to receiving care.

Social care faces similar pressures. Providing domiciliary care in areas where clients may live
miles apart is inherently more costly and time-consuming than in urban areas, yet funding
formulas often fail to reflect this. The result is a care sector struggling to recruit and retain
staff, leaving some of the most vulnerable rural residents without the support they need.

Key Survey Findings
The survey explored respondents' experiences of accessing healthcare and asked
respondents for a number of priority areas for improvement.
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Rural Health & Social Care - The Lived Experience 

The focus groups highlight significant barriers to accessing healthcare in rural areas, bringing
the data to life through lived experience.

Distance and limited transport options were consistently identified as key challenges, with
many relying on private cars and facing long journeys to reach services. Access is particularly
difficult for those without a vehicle, or where public transport is limited or poorly connected.
Participants reported growing pressure on primary care, including long waits for
appointments and the decline of home visits. The shift to digital-first systems was also seen
as a barrier, particularly for older residents and those with limited digital access.

Concerns were raised about emergency response times, workforce shortages in social care,
and delays in accessing care packages. Specialist and mental health services are increasingly
centralised, requiring travel over longer distances and contributing to delayed or unmet
need.

A lack of coordination between services further compounds these issues, with participants
describing fragmented care and limited follow-up.

Overall, these challenges are leading some individuals to delay or avoid seeking care.
Participants emphasised the need for more accessible, locally delivered, and better
coordinated services, alongside a more holistic approach that reflects the realities of rural life.
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Key Survey Findings
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Rural Housing

The survey explored respondents' views on housing affordability, the impact of second
homes, and the types of housing most needed in their areas.

Housing lies at the heart of whether rural communities can thrive or merely survive. Without
homes that local people can afford to buy or rent, villages and small towns face an uncertain
future – losing their young people to urban areas, becoming dormitories for commuters or
enclaves of retirees, and struggling to maintain the working-age population needed to
sustain local services and businesses. 

The issues are well-documented: house prices that far outstrip local earnings, a shortage of
social and affordable housing, the loss of long-term rental properties to the holiday let
market, and new developments that can cater to buyers from elsewhere rather than local
need. What is less often heard is the lived experience of those trying to navigate this market,
and the consequences for the communities left behind.
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Rural Housing - The Lived Experience

The focus groups highlight a rural housing market increasingly out of reach for local people,
with house prices outpacing local earnings and limiting access to affordable homes.

As a result, rural populations are shifting, with more wealthier incomers and fewer younger
people and families. Participants described ageing communities and the loss of working-
age residents, with implications for community sustainability and local services.

New housing was widely seen as failing to meet local need, often targeting external buyers,
including second home owners and holiday lets. There is a shortage of smaller, lower-cost
homes, while higher-value properties are prioritised. Existing homes can also become
unaffordable over time, further reducing options for first-time buyers.

Young people are particularly affected, often pushed into private renting or forced to leave.
The growth of second homes adds further pressure, with wider ripple effects on
surrounding areas.

These issues also affect local economies, with employers struggling to recruit due to a lack
of affordable housing. Participants noted that housing numbers alone do not reflect who
homes are built for, and that delivery can face local resistance.

There was a strong call for planning to better prioritise local need and for more effective use
of existing housing stock. More broadly, participants questioned whether national policy
fully reflects the realities of rural housing.

Overall, the findings point to a housing system misaligned with local needs, with
consequences for communities, economies, and long-term sustainability.



Delivering For All: Rural Realities Delivering For All: Rural Realities Delivering For All: Rural Realities 
Rural Housing - The Lived Experience



Delivering For All: Rural Realities 

The planning system shapes what gets built, where, and for whom. In rural areas, planning
decisions can make the difference between communities that thrive and those that slowly
decline – determining whether new homes serve local need or outside investors, whether
local businesses can expand, and whether the character and environment that make rural
areas special are protected or eroded. 

Yet rural residents often feel that the planning system does not work in their favour. The
result is a system that, whatever its intentions, too often fails rural communities.

Key Survey Findings

Delivering For All: Rural Realities Delivering For All: Rural Realities 
Rural Planning

The survey explored respondents' views on local development and the effectiveness of the
planning system.
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Rural Planning - The Lived Expereience

Participants expressed strong frustration with the planning system, feeling it often favours
those with greater financial resources while disadvantaging local people.

Concerns were raised about affordable housing commitments not being upheld, and about
the limited influence of neighbourhood plans despite significant community effort. Changes
to rural housing were also highlighted, with smaller homes being expanded or redeveloped
in ways that reduce affordability and limit access for local residents. Many felt the system
does not adequately reflect rural needs, applying approaches better suited to urban areas.
There were also concerns about reduced transparency and local oversight in decision-
making.

The impact on communities was clear, particularly the loss of younger households and the
knock-on effects on local services. The growth of second homes and holiday lets was seen as
further restricting long-term housing availability.

Overall, participants called for stronger controls to prioritise local need and make better use
of existing housing stock.
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Rural Planning



The transition to net zero presents rural areas with both distinctive challenges and significant
opportunities. Many rural homes are off the gas grid, reliant on oil, solid fuel, or expensive
electric heating – and often housed in older, harder-to-insulate buildings. Electric vehicle
charging infrastructure is sparse, while car dependency remains high due to limited public
transport. Yet rural areas also possess natural advantages: space for renewable energy
generation, potential for community-scale heating schemes, and agricultural land that could
contribute to carbon sequestration through changed practices. 

The question is whether policy and investment will enable rural communities to participate in
the net zero transition, or whether they will be left behind, facing the costs of decarbonisation
without sharing in its benefits.
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Rural Net Zero

Key Survey Findings
The survey explored respondents' home heating arrangements, views on renewable
energy, and access to electric vehicle charging.
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Rural Net Zero - The Lived Experience

Participants showed strong support for environmental action, but highlighted significant
practical barriers to achieving net zero in rural areas.

Older housing stock was a major challenge, with many properties unsuitable for insulation or
renewable technologies, and additional constraints created by planning requirements. Even
where improvements were possible, high upfront costs limited uptake, particularly for those
without access to financial resources.

Infrastructure barriers were also evident. Limited access to charging points made electric
vehicle adoption difficult, while grid capacity restricted both individual and community-scale
renewable energy solutions.

Despite these challenges, there was clear enthusiasm for local and community-led energy
initiatives, alongside a strong view that rural communities should directly benefit from
nearby developments. Examples of progress were noted, including community projects and
engagement with sustainable farming practices. However, participants highlighted
inequalities in who can afford to invest in green technologies.

More broadly, rural areas were seen as overlooked in national net zero policy, with issues such
as unreliable power supply and inefficient delivery systems adding to the challenge.
Overall, participants emphasised the need for more practical, locally tailored approaches that
reflect the realities of rural life.
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Rural Transport

Transport is the thread that connects rural residents to employment, education, healthcare,
and social life. When that thread is frayed or missing entirely, the consequences ripple
through every aspect of daily existence. Yet rural transport has experienced decades of
decline: bus services cut or withdrawn altogether, and a growing assumption that car
ownership is the only viable option. 

For those who cannot drive,  the young, the elderly, those with disabilities, and those who
simply cannot afford a vehicle – this assumption translates into isolation. Even for car owners,
the dependency brings costs: financial, environmental, and in terms of the time spent behind
the wheel simply to access basic services. 

The result is a transport system that increasingly fails to meet rural needs, with consequences
for economic opportunity, community sustainability, and individual wellbeing.

Key Survey Findings
The survey explored respondents' primary transport methods, the challenges they
face, and their ability to access the places they need.



Delivering For All: Rural Realities Delivering For All: Rural Realities Delivering For All: Rural Realities Delivering For All: Rural Realities 
Rural Transport - The Lived Experience

Participants described significant challenges with rural transport, with many experiencing
reduced services or no public transport at all.

Access to essential services, including healthcare, was seen as heavily dependent on car
ownership, leaving those without vehicles, particularly older residents, at risk of isolation. In
response, communities have developed informal support networks, but these are not a
substitute for reliable transport provision.

Limited transport options were also seen to restrict access to employment and education,
particularly for younger people, contributing to longer-term demographic change as younger
residents move away.

Inequalities in provision were highlighted, including variations in fares and service levels
across nearby areas. Alternative modes such as cycling were often not considered safe or
practical due to road conditions and infrastructure limitations. There was a strong perception
that rural transport needs are not fully understood or prioritised at a national level.
Participants called for basic improvements, such as minimum service levels, alongside more
flexible, locally tailored solutions.

Overall, sustained funding for community-led initiatives and recognition of the diverse needs
of rural areas were seen as essential to improving transport access.
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The Cross Cutting Themes
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