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Introduction 
The Statistical Digest of Rural Statistics is a collection of statistics on a range of social and 

economic subject areas.  The statistics are split by rural and urban areas, allowing for 

comparisons between the different rural and urban area classifications.  The Digest includes high 

level statistics which present an overall picture for England.  However, there is likely to be 

considerable variation in individual towns, villages and hamlets. 

The Digest starts with a section on the rural and urban populations in England.  This is followed 

by a rural economy section containing indicators on economic activity, earnings, productivity as 

well as a selection of indicators relating to economic growth. The Rural accessibility section 

includes data on transport, measuring accessibility to services and broadband.  The final section 

of the Digest includes a selection of rural living statistics on housing, household expenditure, 

poverty, education, health and crime. 

Sections of the Digest are updated throughout the year.  In this edition the following section(s) 

have been updated: 

¶ Businesses 

¶ Life expectancy 

¶ Potential years of life lost 

Official Statistics 
These statistics have been produced to the high professional standards set out in the Code of 

Practice for Official Statistics, which sets out eight principles including meeting user needs, 

impartiality and objectivity, integrity, sound methods and assured quality, frankness and 

accessibility.  

More information on the Official Statistics Code of Practice can be found at 

http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/index.html. 

This publication has been compiled by Rural Evidence (Statistics), within Rural Policy in Defra: 

Stephen Hall 

Sarah Harriss 

Beth Kerwin 

Martin Fowell 

rural.statistics@defra.gov.uk 

There is a special Census 2011 version of the Digest which looks at the data from the 2011 

census and where possible makes comparisons to the 2001 census results.  

This can be found at https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2011-census-results-for-rural-

england  

http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/index.html
mailto:rural.statistics@defra.gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2011-census-results-for-rural-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2011-census-results-for-rural-england
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Defining rural areas 

Wherever possible, the Rural-Urban Classification is used to distinguish rural and urban areas.  

The Classification defines areas as rural if they fall outside of settlements with more than 10,000 

resident population. 

Census Output Areas - the smallest areas for which data are available from the 2001 and 2011 

Censuses - are assigned to one of four urban or six rural categories: 

 

 
 

Those described as ñin a sparse settingò reflect where the wider area is remotely populated. 

A map is shown overleaf. 

When data are not available at a small enough geographical scale, it may be possible to apply the 

Rural-Urban Local Authority Classification.  This classification categorises districts and unitary 

authorities on a six-point scale from rural to urban.  It is underpinned by rural and urban populations 

as defined by the Classification.   

However, the Local Authority Classification also considers some urban areas as Hub Towns (with 

populations of between 10,000 and 30,000).  These Hub Towns have met statistical criteria to be 

considered hubs for services and businesses for a wider rural hinterland and their populations are 

therefore classified as effectively rural for the purposes of the Local Authority Classification.   
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Under the classification each Local Authority District is assigned to one of six categories on the 

basis of the percentage of the total resident population accounted for by the combined rural and 

Hub Town components of its population and its 'conurbation context'.   

The local authority categories are: 

 

 

The categories are frequently aggregated to óPredominantly Ruralô, óUrban with Significant Ruralô 

and óPredominantly Urbanô as shown. 

It should be noted that the classifications are based on populations and settlement patterns, not 

on how much countryside there is. Authorities classified as urban may have wide areas of 

countryside and may have sizeable rural populations.  The classification has been made 

according to the proportions of the population residing in urban settlements and outside urban 

settlements.  

A 2011-based Local Authority Classification was published in December 2014 based on the 2011 

Census and the detailed 2011 rural-urban classification of Census Output Areas (published in 

2013) and this replaces the previous 2001-based Local Authority Classification.  The Digest is 

not updated in its entirety according to the 2011-based classification.   Some sections will refer to 

the previous 2001-based classification.  

The 2011-based Rural Urban Local Authority Classification, or RUCLAD11, has fewer Local 

Authorities categorised as being Largely or Mainly óruralô.  This is due to an overall increase in 

population, plus an expansion of certain settlements and the density of those built up areas.  The 

classification is based on the proportion of people living in settlements defined as óruralô (below 

10,000 population), or living in certain óhub townsô (populations between 10,000 and 30,000) that 
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have been identified as having the potential to serve the wider rural areas.  The impact of 

population changes and settlement patterns is that fewer settlements are defined as óruralô when 

compared with the previous Census, and hence proportionately fewer people are regarded as 

living in rural areas.  In some cases, this means that Local Authorities which were regarded as 

óruralô in the previous classification are no longer classed as óruralô. 

The table below shows the 2001-based Local Authority Classification and its categories on the 

left, and the 2011-based Local Authority Classification 2011 on the right to show how the 

categories align for comparison of figures.   

2001-based Local Authority 
Classification  

Broader classification 2011-based Local Authority 
Classification 

Broader classification 

London London London London 

Major Urban 
Predominantly Urban excl. 
London 

Urban with Major Conurbation 
Predominantly Urban excl. 
London 

Large Urban Urban with Minor Conurbation 

Other Urban Urban with City and Town 

Significant Rural Significant Rural Urban with Significant Rural Urban with Significant Rural  

Rural-50 
Predominantly Rural 

Largely Rural  
Predominantly Rural 

Rural-80 Mainly Rural  

England England England England 

More information on the classifications can be found at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-environment-food-rural-

affairs/series/rural-urban-definition 

 

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-environment-food-rural-affairs/series/rural-urban-definition
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-environment-food-rural-affairs/series/rural-urban-definition
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2011 Rural-Urban Classification for Census Output Areas in England 
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2011 Rural-Urban Classification for Local Authorities in England 
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Rural population and migration 
Mid-year population 2020 

¶ In 2020 the mid-year population estimate (based  

on Lower Super Output Areas, LSOAs) for 

England was 56.6 million, of which 9.7 million 

(17.1 per cent) lived in rural areas and 46.9 

million (82.9 per cent) lived in urban areas.  

¶ In 2011 the more detailed Census output area-

based rural population was 9.3 million (17.6 per 

cent) while the mid-year population estimate 

based on LSOAs was 9.1 million (17.2 per cent). 

Further explanation can be found in footnote 1 

¶ In comparing population estimates at LSOA level there was an increase in the rural 

population from 9.1 million in 2011 (LSOA-based) to 9.7 million in 2020 (LSOA-based), 

however the proportion of the total population has fallen from 17.2 per cent to 17.1 per cent 

over the same time period, as the urban population has increased at a faster rate. 

¶ Within rural areas, 0.5 million people lived in sparse settings in 2020. 

  2019 Mid-year population estimates 

 Population Proportion (%) 

Rural 9,683,300 17.1 

  Rural Town and Fringe 5,240,300 9.3 

- those in a sparse setting 197,600 0.3 

  Rural Village and Hamlet 4,443,000 7.9 

 - those in a sparse setting 304,600 0.5 

   

Urban 46,866,800 82.9 

  Urban Major Conurbation 20,275,900 35.9 

  Urban Minor Conurbation 2,031,500 3.6 

  Urban City and Town 24,559,400 43.4 

- those in a sparse setting 91,700 0.2 

   

England 56,550,100 100.0 

¶ 9.7 million people, or 17.1 per cent of the population, lived in rural areas in 2020. 

¶ Around 502,200 people, or 0.9 per cent of the population lived in rural settlements in a sparse 

setting. 

¶ A further table of the mid-year population estimates broken down by detailed rural-urban 

classification covering 2011 to 2020 is available in the rural living supplementary data tables. 

фΦт Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΤ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ мт҈ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/statistical-digest-of-rural-england
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Population by age 

Percentage of population within age bands by rural-urban classification (LSOA) in 

England, 2020  

 

¶ The population in rural areas has a higher proportion of older people compared with urban 
areas. 

¶ In 2020, the most prominent age groups in rural areas are 50 to 54 and 55 to 59 with 7.7 
per cent and 8.0 per cent of the rural population, respectively, while the most prominent 
age groups in urban areas are 25 to 29 and 30 to 34 with 7.2 per cent and 7.2 per cent of 
the urban population, respectively.  

¶ A table of 2020 mid-year population estimates broken down by age band and detailed 
rural-urban classification is available in the rural living supplementary data tables.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/statistical-digest-of-rural-england
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Percentage of population aged 65 and over by rural-urban classification (LSOA) in England, 2020 

 

¶ The rural population has a higher proportion of those aged 65 and over, at 25.4 per cent, 

compared with the urban population where 17.1 per cent are 65 and over. 

 

 

 

¶ The population of areas in a sparse setting have the highest proportion of those aged 65 

and over, particularly settlements that are rural village and dispersed in a sparse setting 

which have 30.7 per cent of the population aged 65 and over. 

Population aged 65 and over as a percentage of total 2020 mid-year population 

  Population aged 65 and over Proportion aged 65 and over (%) 

Rural  2,454,800  25.4 

  Rural town and fringe  1,238,200  24.6 

- those in a sparse setting  57,900  29.3 

  Rural village and hamlet  1,065,200  25.7 

 - those in a sparse setting  93,500  30.7 
    

Urban  8,009,200  17.1 

  Urban major conurbation  2,958,900  14.6 

  Urban minor conurbation  346,800  17.1 

  Urban city and town  4,676,400  19.1 

- those in a sparse setting  27,200  29.7 
    

England  10,464,000  18.5 

нрΦп҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƎŜŘ 

ср ƻǊ ƻǾŜǊ 

мтΦм҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǊōŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƎŜŘ 

ср ƻǊ ƻǾŜǊ 
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Maps showing the geographic relationship between the rural and urban populations at lower super output area level (LSOA) and areas 

where the percentage of population of over 65-year olds are most concentrated 

Lower super output area classification of England (2011)              Percentage of population over the age of 65 years (2020) 

                                            
Source: ONS, Defra , RUC2011                                                                                     Source: ONS, Defra, Mid-year population estimates for 2020 at LSOA level 

© Crown Copyright and database rights 2022, Defra, No. 10002286
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Average age of the population 

Average age in rural and urban areas in England, 2002 to 2020 

 

¶ The average age in rural areas is higher and has increased faster than in urban areas. 

¶ In 2020, the average age of the population in rural village and dispersed areas was 45.9 

years and in rural town and fringe areas it was 44.3 years, compared with the average for 

England of 40.3 years. 

¶ The average age was lowest in urban major conurbations at 37.8 years. 

¶ The average age in rural areas was 45.1 years in 2020, 5.7 years older than in urban areas.  

The gap in average ages between rural and urban areas widened from 3.4 years in 2002. 

¶ The average age in England increased by 1.6 year between 2002 and 2020, but in rural town 

and fringe areas it increased by 3.2 years and in rural village and dispersed areas by 4.0 

years.  

¶ A table of average age broken down by detailed rural-urban classification covering 2002 to 

2020 is available in the rural living supplementary data tables. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/statistical-digest-of-rural-england
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Population change 

Index of population change, 2011 to 2020, 2011 = 100 

 

 

Index of population change in rural areas, 2011 to 2020, 2011 = 100 






























































































































































































































































































































































