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The Rural Scotland Business Panel was established to measure and monitor the economic health of rural 
Scotland through capturing the experiences and opinions of rural businesses and social enterprises.
 
This briefing presents the highlights of the third survey, with data collected in June/July 2022. Each wave 
of the survey interviewed c. 2,700 rural businesses across Scotland by telephone. Three geographic areas 
were covered: Highlands and Islands, South of Scotland, and areas in the rest of rural Scotland, excluding 
large urban areas.
 
The Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) and South of Scotland Enterprise (SOSE) Business Panel 
surveys are distinct components of the overall survey, with findings reported on separately as well as 
within the larger report. The Rural Scotland Business Panel builds on two existing business surveys: the 
HIE Business Panel survey, running since 2014, and the SOSE Business Panel survey, running since 
June 2021.
 
In this round, businesses were asked their opinions on a range of issues, including optimism and 
performance, growth aspirations, viability, workforce, and responding to change.

Above: Lothian Larder - Midlothian's first farm shop vending machine
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Confidence in the economic  
outlook for Scotland over the 
next 12 months was lower than 
in the previous survey. 

Economic optimism

For the first time since the survey 
began, more businesses were not 
confident than were confident.

In the previous survey (Feb/Apr 2022) 
53% of rural businesses were confident 
and 44% were not.

42% 56%

Very/fairly confident

Not very/not at all confident

Economic optimism over the 
past 6 months had decreased 
from the previous survey.

Over half of businesses said that their 
confidence had decreased in the past 
six months. 

Net confidence was higher among 
businesses in the Highlands and 
Islands than in the South of Scotland 
and rest of rural Scotland. 

Oct 2022

Jun 2022

Feb 2022
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35% 57%

13% 45% 42%

17% 48% 35%

Increased Stayed the same

Decreased

Has your confidence level increased, decreased or 
stayed the same?

How confident are you in the economic outlook 
for Scotland over the next 12 months?

Levels of operation were 
similar to those reported at in 
Feb/Apr 2022.

Over and above the level 
we were before COVID-1920%

43% At much the same level as 
we were before COVID-19

36% Below the level we were 
before COVID-19

Performance

As seen in the previous two waves, 
businesses in the rest of rural 
Scotland were more likely to be 
operating below their former levels 
(38%) compared with those in the 
Highlands and Islands (32%) and 
South of Scotland (29%).
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When thinking about their 
business, the factor most 
associated with 'growth' was 
an increase in sales or 
turnover.

What are your current aspirations for your 
business?

Striving for
growth

Aiming to retain
current level of

performance

Wanting to
downsize

43%

43%

43%

45%

13%

11%

June/July 2022 Feb/March 2022

Factors most commonly associated with 'growth'

Just over four in ten 
businesses were striving for 
growth.

Around the same proportion were content 
with their current level of performance, 
whilst around one in ten wanted to 
downsize. These aspirations were in line 
with those seen in February/March 2022. 

Businesses more likely to strive for 
growth included tourism businesses and 
those in small towns. Those more likely to 
want to downsize included those in 
remote rural areas.

External factors

Rising costs

COVID-19

UK's exit from
EU

Russia-Ukraine
conflict

94%

74%

63%

58%

Other factors impacting businesses 
included COVID-19, EU Exit, and the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict. 

The vast majority of 
businesses were impacted by 
rising costs to at least a small 
extent.

Businesses being impacted by external factors 
to at least a small extent

Growing 
customer 

base
74%

Increase 
in sales or 
turnover

79%

New 
products 

or services
48%
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Growth 

Other characteristics mentioned were 
growing customer base, new products 
or services, and creating new jobs. 
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The majority of businesses 
were confident that their 
business would be viable over 
the next 6 months.

Viability

Confidence in business viability was 
lower than average among micro-
businesses with 0-4 staff, and 
businesses in remote rural areas.

The biggest perceived risk to 
viability was rising costs.

This was followed by reduction in 
customer demand and ability to access 
supplies.

However, 88% of businesses felt 
equipped to respond to risks. Only 11% 
did not feel equipped.

Risks to viability (Top 5)

Rising costs (83%)1

Over half of employers felt that 
the ability to attract new talent 
was a risk to their business.

Reduction in customer demand (62%)2

Ability to access supplies (57%)3

Ability to attract
new talent

Staff working at
capacity

Skills shortages

Ability to pay
competitive wages

Lack of permanent
staff
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55%

54%

49%

48%

45%

Workforce
Workforce-related risks to business (Top 5)
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Other workforce-related risks 
included staff working at capacity, 
and skills shortages amongst rural 
businesses.

Again, however, the majority of 
businesses (84%) felt equipped to 
respond to these workforce-
related risks. 15% did not feel 
equipped.

Very confident
(55%)

Fairly confident
(34%)

Not very confident
(8%)

Not at all
confident (3%)

Workforce challenges (46%)4

Low levels of stock (44%)5
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Businesses had mixed 
outlooks for the 12 months 
ahead.

Responding to change

41% of businesses were minimising 
change and hoping to continue as 
they were. These included micro-
businesses and those in accessible 
rural areas.

A quarter of businesses were actively 
seeking out new ways of doing things. 
These included larger businesses, 
and those importing from and selling 
outside of the UK.

Outlook for the next 12 months

Despite this mixed outlook, most businesses were taking at least one 
action in response to changes in their working environment.

Using grener supply chains

Upskilling or reskilling staff

Using more locally sourced
supplies

Collaborating or sharing
resources

Diversifying our products and
services

Offering our expertise to other
businesses

Recruiting graduates or other
new talent

Offering apprenticeships

None of these
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45%

41%

40%

36%

35%

35%

24%

24%

18%

Which of the following actions are you taking or planning to take?

Minimising change and 
hoping to continue as we 
are

41%

31%
Open to changing our ways 
of working but not seeking 
to do so

25% Actively seeking out new 
ways of working
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