
TAKING ACTION ON RURAL POVERTY



In Taking Action on Rural Poverty, we often hear from rural organisations 
that they struggle to attract funding for anti-poverty work. As part of a 
networking and learning event themed around funding, attendees shared 
their experiences and what they would like funders to know about working 
in a rural context. Here are the key messages shared.
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•	�The nature of our communities 
means we tend to work with 
smaller numbers of people than 
organisations based in densely 
populated urban areas. This doesn’t 
mean that our service is any less 
needed.

•	�Known faces and trust mean we 
can react fast to a need; mobilise; 
communicate; collaborate.

•	�In Argyll and Bute, the third sector 
has a strong role in delivering 
commissioned public services, 
because national organisations 
don’t have reach in rural and island 
communities.

•	�It’s important to recognise the skill, 
time and resources needed to build 
and maintain trusting relationships 
in and across small communities.

Organisations mentioned being ineligible or unsuccessful with funding bids because 
of their reach: they may serve relatively small numbers, or can’t demonstrate that 
the people benefiting from their work meet specific income thresholds or SIMD 
classification (which is less robust in rural areas).
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It’s difficult proving your organisation is ‘targeted’ within a rural context, because 
providing a broad range of services is often necessary for viability. Rather than 
expecting rural organisations to more tightly target their offer, this breadth should be 
understood as an adaptation to local conditions. In some cases it brings additional 
value by linking multiple services or supporting independent living but this can be very 
hard to quantify.

•	�Stigma works differently in rural 
areas where everyone knows each 
other. Offering services to a whole 
community is often the only way to 
ensure the people most in need will 
take up support.

•	�Rural workers tend to be skilled 
generalists, hopping between roles 
and organisations over time to stay 
within their communities.

•	�Services such as community 
transport often span access to 
healthcare and daycare, assisted 
shopping, and social opportunities 
such as support groups and lunch 
clubs. The additional costs of 
rural living mean that while these 
organisations may not always 
frame their work as anti-poverty, 
they are essential parts of poverty 
prevention.

•	�Funding feels biased towards 
novelty and perceived innovation. 
It’s extremely hard to fund ongoing, 
successful work – but many rural 
challenges are persistent, and in 
many cases we already know what 
works and what is viable.
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•	�Rural and island organisations 
face a range of higher costs, which 
funders should be aware of when 
contributing to running costs. While 
the ‘rural premium’ on travel and 
energy spend is well documented, 
other excess costs may be less 
obvious. For example, limited 
local availability increases the 
price of food provision and costs 
of importing materials can inflate 
building or vehicle maintenance 
and repairs. For areas reached by 
ferry or air, limited transport options 
can lengthen contractors’ visits and 
associated costs.

•	�Funding that excludes capital 
costs has particularly serious 
consequences rurally. This can 
make it impossible to retain, repair 
or develop what may be the only 
resource (e.g. community building) 
in the area. 

•	�Digital engagement is very valuable. 
However, digital exclusion can be 
high for various reasons including 
lack of infrastructure, cost and 
population characteristics. Face 
to face contact – vital for more 
complex or sensitive engagement – 
can be costly and time consuming 
in dispersed populations.

•	�Some organisations, commissioned 
to deliver statutory services, report 
that they are struggling to retain 
crucial services for vulnerable 
people, because of the high costs 
of face to face delivery across a 
wide region.

 

Attendees described how the complex logistics and higher costs of rural service 
delivery can be overlooked, and shared examples. 
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Relatively small rural organisations can have extensive portfolios and be responsible 
for delivery of complex, high value projects. For example, several island development 
trusts’ portfolios include significant housing and community energy projects. Fund 
inflexibility can create unique difficulties in compliance for small communities.

•	�Large funds may be too inflexible to 
work around lack of local options, 
e.g. accreditation level required of 
delivery agents or client advisors.

•	�Holding large capital grants pushes 
up notional income, which can 
exclude recipients from other funds 
restricted to ‘smaller’ organisations.

•	�In sparse populations, it’s often 
pragmatic for a founder or board 
member to undertake paid work 
for their organisation when needed. 
This can be at odds with some 
funding schemes’ rules precluding 
paid employees being board 
members.
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Attendees shared positive experiences of funder good practice and ideas for how 
funding practice could be made more rural-friendly.

•	�“Foundation Scotland have been 
very open and very easy to talk to.”

•	�“Reporting requirements for 
The Veterans’ Foundation are 
straightforward.”

•	�“Scottish Power brought successful 
grantees together at the start 
of funding to talk through the 
reporting.”

•	�“Some funders allow submission of 
an existing report rather than create 
a bespoke one.”

•	�The cost of living crisis has seen a 
limited but welcome shift towards 
funding core running costs. Some 
funders remain very reluctant to 
fund staff time and addressing 
this would be hugely helpful to 
sustainability.

•	�“We would like funders to come to 
us”: an opportunity to present the 
project once rather than multiple 
applications; or funders reach out 
to organisations or collectives with 

proven expertise, allowing greater 
community power over how funding 
is spent. More use could also be 
made of platforms showcasing 
local projects to attract funding 
(e.g. the A&B Aspiring Places 
website).

•	�Harmonising and simplifying 
applications and reporting would 
avoid duplication. It could also help 
funders to spot patterns and use 
these to inform policy.

•	�An approach where applications 
were filled out in conversation 
with an advisor (similar to Social 
Security Scotland’s approach) 
could increase efficiency and 
project quality.

•	�Predictability and stability 
would strengthen community 
organisations’ resilience. 
Organisations call for longer-term 
funding; longer notice of scheme 
availability and deadlines, and 
faster decision making.
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