
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What do we mean by ‘rural’? 
 
Everyone thinks their community is unique – and they are right!  
 
No two rural communities are the same. The Highlands of Scotland, the west coast of Wales and the uplands 
of Cumbria and Teesdale are as different from the Fens, the Somerset Levels or the coast of Fife, as feta 
cheese is from cheddar cheese. The ingredients are similar but the look, taste and experience of the finished 
product are very different.  
 
Every community is subtly different from every other community. This applies in towns and cities too, rows 
of terraced houses and large estates are as different and diverse as individual rural hamlets and villages. It is 
tempting though, to see different urban, suburban and rural areas as somehow inherently the same, because 
they are all described with one overarching term. This is to miss the nuances of geography, history, place, 
industry, agriculture, community, people and, indeed, churches, that have shaped and still influence life in 
that place today.  
 
The four countries of the United Kingdom define their rural areas using different methods. Wales and 
England use the same definition of population size and density. Rural areas are determined to have a 
population of 10,000 people or fewer (which enables rural market towns to be included). Population density 
is then used to determine whether a settlement is a town, village or hamlet in sparse or less sparse settings.  
 
Scotland uses a more nuanced definition with rural areas defined as having a population of less than 3000 
people, with small towns having populations of 3,000 to 9,999. Rural areas are then further defined by how 
accessible they are from an urban area. Accessible rural areas are within a 30 minute drive time of an urban 
settlement, remote areas are within a 30 -60 minute drive time and very remote areas more than a 60 
minute drive time.  
 
The majority of the land area of Northern Ireland is classified as rural with settlements of less than 1000 
people and open countryside. Villages are considered to have a population size of up to 2250 people and 
small towns up to 4500 people.  
 
Why do the four nations have such different approaches to defining rural areas? Because the nature of 
community, population size and geographical features of those areas are so different. It is important never to 
think of ‘rural’ as a homogenous whole but to understand that every settlement and community has 



 

different characteristics. It is easy to see the division between urban and rural as binary, but recent research 
has emphasised that distinguishing between urban and rural areas based solely on population density does 
not help us understand real differences in living conditions and quality of life. The inherent diversity within 
rural areas means that some rural regions are thriving, whilst others are not.1  
 
Rural areas can also be unconsciously perceived, by urban and rural dwellers alike, as a cultural concept; the 
idea of a rural idyll, the cherishing of green space, open land, trees, mountains and rivers is particularly 
familiar in relation to sparsely populated areas or national parks. It is easy to see rural areas even with all 
their diversity and complexity, as set in aspic, as the destination rather than the starting point.  
 
Yet the countryside is a living, breathing environment, an increasingly contested space with competing 
interests of agriculture, businesses, community development, housing and environmental protection, with 
long-term and short-term residents vying for prominence and for policies to reflect their needs.  
 
In contemporary society the proximity, connectivity and networks of relationships in many rural areas that 
are within accessible travelling distances and times from towns and cities, means that there is significant 
integration with urban areas in terms of economies and employment, education and leisure. Those rural 
communities in sparsely populated areas, are often disconnected from other rural as well as urban places, 
and have to be much more self-reliant in terms of employment and income generation, community life and 
mutual care and support.  
 
We need to be able to see each rural community for what it really is; developing the ability to read and 
understand the difference within rural communities contained within one small area is crucial. Asking 
ourselves how landscape, history and current pressures influence a rural community is a key part of 
understanding the opportunities for ministry and mission.  
 
Whilst understanding something of the place and landscape is important, we also need to engage with the 
wide range of people who live in contemporary rural communities. Bishop David Walker offers a useful 
overview.2  
 

• Established rural residents are likely to have lived in the rural community for a long time, perhaps for 
many generations and have a strong sense of belonging to that place. They will have strong family ties in 
the locality and have formed friendships of many years standing. 

• Full-time dwellers are a broad group of people encompassing parents at home with children, the retired, 
as well as home-workers. A school is an important network within any community and much activity will 
revolve around it, bringing parents and children out of their homes. Older, less mobile residents may be 
isolated.  

• There are commuters – individuals and family groups that commute out of the settlement for work and 
increasingly for all aspects of their lives and life style shifters who move to the countryside to change 
their style and pace of life.  

 
1 Erin Sherry and Sally Shortall (2019) Methodological fallacies and perceptions of rural disparity: How rural proofing 
addresses real versus abstract needs. Journal of Rural Studies 68, pp. 336-343 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2018.12.005  
2 David Walker, Belonging to rural church and society: theological and religious perspectives. Rural Theology, 2006 
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• Then there may be privacy seekers who just want quiet with no intrusions and trophy owners whose 
home is a symbol of success. Second home owners may fall into either of these two categories.  

• The missing vulnerable are people who have reached a crisis in their lives such as unemployment, family 
break-up or ill-health and are forced out of their local communities at times of greatest need. There are 
also the arriving vulnerable looking for networks of support and groups that they can be part of to help 
them and to help them belong to the community. Rural communities also contain travellers and gypsies, 
often the most marginalised group in any community.  

• Migrant workers are present in the countryside working in the agricultural industry, hospitality, tourism 
and care homes, as well as car washes and factories. Absent friends have a sense of belonging and even 
ownership of a place where they do not live.  

• Finally there are those who are passing through: tourists and visitors who come to look at the village, 
visit its pub or even the local church or to walk in the countryside. Whatever they are there for they take 
possession of the countryside – it belongs to them for the time that they are there.  

 
Who is present in your rural community? 
 
There is no such thing as a single rural context but multiple rural contexts. Cherishing diversity and 
uniqueness of every rural community will help us to know how to engage deeply with them.  
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