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Introduction 
 
In policy, there are ‘place-less’ approaches operating 
throughout Scotland, designed neither for ‘urban’ or ‘rural’; 
there are also policies designed specifically for urban and 
rural places, as well as spaces in between. Researchers 
tend to focus on either rural or urban rather than look at 
interconnections between the two.  This event took place 
on 30th June 2015, and provided the chance for people 
from different backgrounds and sectors to discuss: (1) 
whether “rural” and “urban” Scotland exist as separate 
spaces and places in research and policy fields, or are 
they interdependent; (2) why this matters; and (3) what 
needs to change in research and in policy. The discussion 
will inform SRUC’s biennual publication, Rural Scotland in 
Focus 2016.  
 
There were 21 participants in attendance from policy, practice and research backgrounds. Each 
participant was asked to write a short ‘think piece’ reflecting on four questions and these were 
circulated prior to the event. This briefing highlights the main issues discussed, summarising the views 
of participants through some key messages, and finishes with a set of next steps.   
 

Definitions and perceptions of place 

 Dynamic understanding of urban and rural is needed: Participants agreed that rural and urban 

are on a spectrum and that individuals relate to and identify with place in a dynamic way, whereas 

definitions of rural are static. One way to understand rural/urban is to use a spectrum or typology 

approach; another to acknowledge that definitions or understandings of rural/urban are fluid and 

depend who you are and what you are doing at a particular time, e.g. working, trading, home life, 

recreation. It may be the case that urban areas can learn from rural areas, and vice versa, despite 

the distinctive characteristics of individual places. Moreover, participants acknowledged the need 

to take into account the global context in which local places operate.  

 Perceptions and narratives of place matter: Policy makers and researchers need to understand 

that “People make place and place makes people”, and that narratives of place can be challenged 

and retold through different mediums (e.g. data tools such as the Understanding Scottish Places 

toolkit or through storytelling).  
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 Rural and urban are valued differently: The different values placed on different places were 

highlighted. For example, participants highlighted the higher values that are generally placed on 

Scotland’s rural areas and islands than on its small towns, which may have contributed to 

underinvestment in the latter. In reality, however, much of Scotland is covered by a network of 

small towns.   

 Should struggling places be supported or left to die? The differences between rural areas 

were highlighted, however, with some having high levels of net (i.e. both in and out) migration and 

others having more static populations, as the Rural Scotland in Focus 2014 report illustrated. 

Successful places were felt to attract people back which prompted a discussion about “Darwinian 

development” and whether some places should “be left to die” or whether more targeted resource 

should be given to those (rural or otherwise) areas which need support, as in the Nordic model of 

rural development. 

 Differing perspectives on rural development: Different perceptions of how rural areas could and 

should develop were expressed: some felt that rural areas are an important ‘breathing space’, for 

recreation and a resource for all; others suggested that rural areas could (and need to) grow. 

However, examples were cited of urban people moving to a rural smallholding without the requisite 

experience to make it a success, and some suggested that there is a “misconception about what 

rural is” which is often based on outdated romantic notions of the ‘rural idyll’ 

Interlinkages and connections between rural and urban  

 Changing but not necessarily increasing: Linkages between rural/urban were felt to be 

changing but not necessarily increasing, and multidisciplinary research is needed to unpack the 

linkages and changing networks and to understand the drivers of change. The importance of 

including the rural hinterlands in regional research, and in analysing flows of people and local 

energy systems - a ‘new’ interdependency - was felt to be important. Often these 

interdependencies can be capitalised on to build positive growth strategies, but to fully understand 

them researchers need to take a long term ‘lifecycle’ approach. At the same time, we need to 

recognise that places may sometimes need be defined in their own right, not necessarily always in 

relation to their interdependencies with other places.  

 Digital connectivity is vital: Broadband connections are critical for business and social 

connections in many rural areas, and in turn affect 

networks and interdependencies. Digital 

connectivity is about more than availability of 

broadband given the numbers of people who could 

access broadband but who do not: it is also about 

people having the skills to use new technologies; 

which many do not. Tackling digital exclusion, 

however, is very resource intensive.  

 Rural growth sectors: In terms of wealth 

generation, increasingly there are growth sectors 

which are especially important beyond the city, 

e.g. renewables and food and drink. These sectors 

create new interdependencies between rural and 

urban. 

 Need to be policy context-specific: The types of interlinkages between rural and urban will 

depend on the policy issue at hand, and will be more apparent in some areas over others. Global  

challenges of climate change and global food security, for example, may be more suited for 

research and policy to consider rural/urban linkages than other policy areas.  

 

http://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120428/rural_scotland_in_focus/1265/2014_rural_scotland_in_focus_report
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Role of evidence and data in supporting connections between rural and urban Scotland  

 Evidence to support local-level decision-making: Participants suggested that we need to 

understand place through local and national evidence so that responses (e.g. policy design or 

service interventions) can be tailored at a local level. It was felt that the Scottish Government’s aim 

for the National Performance Framework was to help enable and empower place; as well as the 

Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill by making it easier for rural and urban communities to 

take ownership of land and buildings. Participants agreed that involving communities, in which 

people often have diverse perspectives, in decisions about place is critical.  

 User-friendly tools already exist: Data tools such as the Understanding Scottish Places Toolkit 

and the Mapping Rural Socio Economic Performance  work of the James Hutton Institute are 

intended to be user-friendly tools which can aid local level decisions – be this a local business 

person deciding where to set up, or a parent deciding which area to base themselves in for good 

schools.  

 Much data exists but is not disaggregated: There is much available data at the Scottish 

Government level, e.g. roughly three quarters of National Performance Framework data can be 

disaggregated into rural/urban but this work is not often done. Yet this is critical to challenging 

outdated and false perceptions about rural, such as the limited economic contribution of rural 

businesses, or their lack of innovative activity.    

 Importance of qualitative data: Building detailed local narratives was felt to be important and 

valuable in explaining the ‘hard’ statistical ‘big data’ about place. Ultimately different types of 

evidence are required for different end users.  

Next steps 

 Two suggested actions emerged in relation to policy and research. First, more evidence of 

appropriate rural development could be gathered and showcased so that policy recognises that 

rural Scotland is changing and indeed needs to change (i.e. grow). However, given the 

emphasis on rural areas as places for recreation and ‘breathing space’, this could be 

challenging and illustrates the potential conflict about appropriate types of development in rural 

areas. The Scottish Rural Parliament was suggested as a potential help to “updating people’s 

reality” in order to be ambitious for rural Scotland. Second, a suggestion was proposed that 

each policy issue should be “stress tested” according to equalities and geography.   

 Participants cited other developments that were felt to be important in the wider context of the 

roundtable discussion, including: the launch of Fairer Scotland; a Democratic Renewal paper 

soon going to the Scottish Cabinet; the Urban Land Assembly as part of the Land Reform 

Review; and a forthcoming SCRR, University of the Highlands and Islands and University of 

Dundee seminar on land reform. 

 In terms of next steps, participants agreed that the roundtable was useful and that there is an 

appetite for future conversations, providing a clear rationale for doing so is provided. The 

window of opportunity for such conversations was felt to be open given the current desire in 

Scottish Government policy making for new ideas and an open dialogue and debate.  

 
 

 

                                                             
 
 
 

http://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/groups/social-economic-and-geographical-sciences/mapping-rural-socio-economic-performance
http://news.scotland.gov.uk/News/-Creating-a-fairer-Scotland-1a45.aspx
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For more information on the work of SRUC’s Rural Policy Centre, please contact the team:  
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