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Key findings 

• This report describes results from a survey, which has delivered insights into 

how to improve the accessibility of the ‘evidence base’ of information about 

Scottish communities. 

• Stakeholders perceive economic, transport, housing and service access issues 

as most important to their local area, but also recognised issues related to 

community strength and personal wellbeing. The lower awareness of available 

local area-level data representative of the latter, and the broader interest in 

several issues, supports the need to publish small area-indicators related to 

several types of wellbeing, including more subjective issues. 

• Associations between respondents’ backgrounds, experience with data use 

and analysis, and awareness of local-level data representing key issues, 

emphasise the need for data publishers to seriously consider the accessibility 

and usability of resources, in addition to publishing large volumes of reusable 

information. Removing barriers to accessing and understanding information 

about communities is essential, in the context of place-based policies and 

local initiatives. 

• Online resources for accessing data should cater for users with diverse 

experience, and different needs: some users may need to view information for 

the location they are interested in, while others may need to retrieve data for 

more detailed analysis or produce maps. There is a need for improved 

communication, both in terms of interface design and the language used, and 

clarity over the areas which indicators have been calculated for. 

 

1. Purpose of document 

This report summarises the results of an online questionnaire, which was distributed 

as part of Objective 5 of research on ‘Place-based policy and its implications for 

policy and service delivery’, a research deliverable (RD3.4.2) within the 2016-2021 

Strategic Research Programme.  

2. Aims, background and survey methods 

The data analysis presented in this report was produced using the analysis of an 

online questionnaire ("Place-based policy and rural Scotland: evidence base survey") 

released in November 2018 and following research and knowledge exchange 

activities related to the ‘evidence base’ required for effective place-based policies 

(see Hopkins et al., 2018 for a more detailed description). These included two blogs 

and a policy workshop held at the 2018 Scottish Rural Parliament, following which 



2 
 

reflections on the main discussion themes, and implications for research, were 

described in another weblog. The broad aims of this survey are to identify: 

a) what stakeholders perceive to be the most important issues and subjects 

which affect Scotland’s rural areas and small towns, and whether data is 

available to measure them at the local level;  

b) how stakeholders use and analyse data about places and people, and how 

existing online resources for viewing and accessing data and maps can be 

improved. 

This knowledge supplements earlier research which developed small area-level 

indicators of diverse types of wellbeing in Scotland from existing small area datasets 

and other resources (Hopkins and Copus, 2018) and broader research on place-based 

policy in Scotland. It will contribute to the design of an online resource, which will 

enable stakeholders, practitioners and the wider public to access small area-level 

indicators related to wellbeing and socio-economic development. In addition to 

increasing the size of the available ‘evidence base’ of information about Scottish 

communities (through the publication of new indicators), this tool will aspire to 

improve the accessibility of this data through consideration of stakeholder priorities, 

experience and expertise, and preferences. The online questionnaire therefore 

contributes to the latter aspects, and collected data on the following topics: 

• Respondents’ backgrounds (employment, or other type of affiliation, with 

different types of organisation) 

• Past experience of using and analysing data, via viewing and calculating 

statistics and map creation   

• Respondents’ perceptions of the most important issues which affect their 

local area, and whether they are able to access data to measure them at the 

local level 

• Views of ways in which the online resources used by respondents, in relation 

to data access and analysis, could be improved  

The launch of the survey was publicised at the Scottish Rural Parliament workshop 

‘What is place-based rural policy, and what evidence base does it need?’ which took 

place in Stranraer on the 15th November 2018. The workshop was run twice, and was 

attended by 33 people. Following ethical approval from The James Hutton Institute 

and RESAS, and building the survey using LimeSurvey software1, the online survey 

                                                           
1 https://www.limesurvey.org/  

https://www.limesurvey.org/
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was released via the Institute’s Online Surveys portal2 on the 21st November. The 

survey was publicly accessible, but a conditional question structure prevented access 

to the later questions (on local issues and data availability, and online resources) for 

respondents who were not affiliated with a broad range of organisations, or those 

who had no relevant experience of using or analysing data3. This ensured that 

relevant stakeholders, with contributory expertise, were targeted. Information about 

the questionnaire is included in the Appendix at the end of this report, and more 

precise question wordings are included in the description of results. 

The survey was publicised at the Scottish Rural Parliament workshop mentioned 

above, several times on Twitter4, and via news items published at the James Hutton 

Institute website (“Views sought on local issues and quality of life in Scottish 

communities”5), the Scottish Rural Network website (“Views from rural communities 

sought”6) and an article in Farming Scotland magazine (“We need your views about 

local issues in rural Scotland”7). It was also mentioned on the website of the Scottish 

Rural Health Partnership (University of the Highlands and Islands)8. Originally, it was 

planned to close the survey in December 2018, but the timing of further publicity 

and opportunity for further responses meant that this was delayed. Public access to 

the survey was withdrawn on the 31st January 2019, meaning that the survey was 

open for just over two months. Completed surveys were downloaded. Only 

respondents who had given full informed consent (i.e. those who had agreed to six 

provided statements: see Appendix) were retained for analysis. Comment (free text) 

responses were redacted where identifiable items (e.g. locations) were mentioned, 

and these were replaced with less specific descriptions. The final dataset for analysis9 

included 40 cases, although due to survey structure and ‘non-compulsory’ questions, 

the numbers of responses for individual questions varied.   

                                                           
2 http://surveys.hutton.ac.uk/  
3 Out of 40 respondents, three were not associated with one of the organisation types provided in question 1. 
Question 2 (on experience of data use and analysis) was made available to all other respondents: 34 of these 
had done at least one of the four activities presented in question 2, and questions 3 and 4 were thus made 
available to them. 
4 Accounts used to publicise the survey include The James Hutton Institute (@JamesHuttonInst), Social, 
Economic and Geographical Sciences group at the Institute (@HuttonSEGS), the Rural Policy Centre at 
SRUC (@RuralPolicySRUC), and the Scottish Environment, Food and Agriculture Research Institutes 
(@SEFARIscot) 
5 https://www.hutton.ac.uk/news/views-sought-local-issues-and-quality-life-scottish-communities  
6 https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/news-and-events/news/views-rural-communities-sought  
7 https://issuu.com/atholedesign/docs/issuu_farmingscotlmagfeb2019/18  
8 https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/res-themes/school-of-health-social-care-and-life-
sciences/srhp/news/  
9 Data analysis was carried out using R (R Core Team, 2018) 

http://surveys.hutton.ac.uk/
https://www.hutton.ac.uk/news/views-sought-local-issues-and-quality-life-scottish-communities
https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/news-and-events/news/views-rural-communities-sought
https://issuu.com/atholedesign/docs/issuu_farmingscotlmagfeb2019/18
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/res-themes/school-of-health-social-care-and-life-sciences/srhp/news/
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/research-enterprise/res-themes/school-of-health-social-care-and-life-sciences/srhp/news/
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3. Results 

3.1 Respondents’ backgrounds 

Survey respondents were firstly asked which type(s) of organisation they were 

employed by, or affiliated with, with six options to choose from. Overall, 37 people 

were associated with at least one of the organisation types given, of which 29 were 

linked to one organisation and eight were linked to more than one. Survey 

participants were drawn from several types of organisations (Table 1), but it is 

noticeable that many people had backgrounds in third sector and community 

organisations. Indeed, 17 out of 37 respondents were employed by or affiliated with 

organisations in the third sector and/or community, and were not associated with 

government, public sector or private sector organisations. The other 20 respondents 

were associated with government, public or private organisations; seven of this 

group had an additional link to third and/or community organisations. 

Table 1: Summary of responses: “Are you employed by, or affiliated with, any of 
the following types of organisation?” 

Type of organisation n %* 

Local government 5 13.5 
Scottish or UK Government 2 5.4 
Public sector organisations (other than government) 7 18.9 
Private sector 9 24.3 
Third sector (e.g. charities, campaigning organisations, not-for-
profit organisations) 

16 43.2 

Community organisations 14 37.8 

*out of 37, to one decimal place 

3.2 Experience of data use and analysis 

Respondents who were associated with at least one type of organisation mentioned 

in the first question were asked how they had used and analysed data in the past, by 

considering four tasks related to accessing summary statistics and producing maps. 

The term ‘data’ was defined as “…any information about the population, social and 

economic characteristics, services and infrastructure, land and the environment, or 

any other issues which affect people”. In total, 34 respondents had done at least one 

of the four activities cited; most had done one (14) or two (10) activities, but eight 

people had experience of all four tasks.  

Considering the activities provided to respondents in the question, two described the 

use of online resources to access summary statistics and create maps, while the 

other two tasks involved downloading data and then calculating statistics for areas of 

interest, and creating maps in GIS software. The latter pair of tasks involved a 
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comparatively higher level of technical skill. All of the people who had carried out at 

least one of these activities had viewed statistics online, while only slightly more than 

half had downloaded small area data and calculated the statistics of interest (Table 

2). Experience of map creation was less common, but equal numbers had produced 

maps online, and by using downloaded data in a GIS program. Taking all four 

activities into consideration, 15 respondents had experience of one or both of the 

less technical activities, but had no experience of the more technical tasks; 19 others 

had carried out at least one of the two more technical activities. Considering the two 

activities related to accessing statistics, 18 people had experience of the more 

technical of the two activities (e.g. downloading small area data and calculation of 

figures), while 16 had viewed figures online, only. 

Table 2: Summary of responses: “How have you used and analysed data in the 
past?” 

Activity n %* 

Used online resources to view summary statistics for an 
area/areas of interest 

34 100 

Downloaded data tables/spreadsheets for small areas (such as 
Data Zones), and used these to calculate summary statistics for 
an area/areas of interest 

18 52.9 

Created maps using online resources 10 29.4 
Created maps using downloaded data and GIS software 10 29.4 

*out of 34, to one decimal place 

3.3 How could online resources used for these activities be improved? 

Question 4 in the survey asked respondents if they could “…describe any ways in 

which the online resources which (they) have used for the activity (or activities) in 

Question 2 could be improved?”. This question was asked if people had carried out at 

least one of the four tasks related to data use and analysis in Question 2. In total, 22 

comments were received, and a review of these comments revealed some common 

themes, which suggest the following limitations or problems with available internet 

resources for data viewing, download and mapping (the comments, or extracts from 

comments, are shown as examples): 

• Website design hindering ease of access to data, or limited information 

available on websites  

o “Some websites are easier to navigate than others, Scottish government 

sources vary in quality and ease of use, eg ones that require you to use a 

data cart are pretty awful…”  
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o “[Scottish local authority] website should be vastly improved, what little 

information I am able to find mostly comes from them, but there are huge 

gaps and they should be providing so much more.” 

• Problems of scale: data is not available at a small enough scale, relevant to 

local communities, or hinders the accurate measurement of issues  

o “Official data (Eg: Scottish Gov SMID etc.) often not fine-grained enough 

down to local level. Data areas too large to be relevant to rural 

communities at very local level” 

o “I live on an island. Quite often data is only available for the entire island 

region and not broken down by island.” 

o “Data needs to drill down to relevant data zones, which it does not 

currently...” 

o “…Even at Community Council level, there's a vast difference between in 

income/standards between holiday homers and wealthier retired people 

buying in to the area and local younger workers trying  to raise families. 

When averaged out, the problem areas tend to be hidden in a way that is 

generally not the case in cities” 

• Data being distributed across several different resources, rather than being 

centralised in a preferred location  

o “Perhaps all data relating to a particular geographic place could be made 

available in the same place, however who could do this?” 

o “would be good if more statistical info was available in a single place” 

o “more easily available e.g. through easily accessible local authority 

website” 

• Communication and usability issues, including unhelpful jargon/technical 

language  

o “by not using any words like mean or standard deviation but using clear 

figures and/or %” 

o “Have used the SIMD resources and the public health portal. Not always 

easy to drill down to the locality. You really need an understanding of the 

jargon and context to make sense of them…” 

It is notable that some comments mentioned types of ‘small area’ other than Data 

Zones (community council area, ward, island) as preferred scales for access to 

information. This may suggest that while Data Zones are well understood and 

frequently used, other types of area may be more meaningful or appropriate to 

people who wish to access data. 
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3.4 Perceptions of important local issues and access to relevant local-level 

data    

Respondents who had responded to question 2 were presented with a list of 20 

descriptions of issues, which could potentially affect their local area (i.e. “the town, 

village or rural place where (respondents) live”). These issues were derived from two 

sources: a) the dimensions of wellbeing defined by the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) (also drawn on in earlier work within this 

project: see OECD (2016a, 2016b) for reports), and b) the ‘Manifesto for Rural 

Scotland’ produced after the 2016 Rural Parliament (Scottish Rural Action, 2016). The 

twentieth option was ‘other issue’, for any not covered in the categories. Survey 

participants were then asked to select up to five of these issues as important. If an 

issue was selected, a second question was made available, asking whether 

respondents could access data to measure this issue at the local level: this could be 

answered with one of four response options (‘No data is available’; ‘Data is available, 

but is difficult to find’; ‘Data is available, and is easy to find’; ‘Unsure whether data is 

available’). Therefore, this question aimed to collect data on the issues perceived to 

be most important at the ‘local level’, and whether people can access detailed data 

to measure them. 

As a summary, 34 respondents chose at least one issue. Most (18) chose five issues, 

although eight respondents chose more issues than this: all are included in the 

analysis. For each issue, the proportion (%) of the 34 respondents who chose the 

issue provides a simple measure of perceived importance. Additionally, a ratio was 

calculated of the number of people who responded that local-level data was 

available to measure the issue (whether considered easy or difficult to find) to the 

number who considered no data to be available, or who were unsure whether data 

were available or not. This statistic forms an estimate of perceived data availability 

for each issue (Table 3, Figure 1).  
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Table 3: Estimates of perceived importance and data availability for twenty issues. 

Issue % 
chose 
issue* 

n: local level data available –  
n: no data available or unsure 

economic issues (e.g. income and wealth, 
jobs) 

70.6 12 - 12 

transport issues 64.7 11 - 10 
housing issues (e.g. cost, access, quality) 47.1 7 - 9 
access to services 44.1 8 - 7 
communications issues (e.g. broadband) 44.1 14 - 1 
education and skills 35.3 7 - 5 
community strength 35.3 2 - 10 
civic engagement 29.4 2 - 8 
issues related to life satisfaction and 
mental health 

29.4 3 - 7 

the health of people 20.6 2 - 5 
population change (decline or growth) 20.6 5 - 2 
environmental issues 17.6 3 - 3 
land issues (e.g. land ownership, access to 
land) 

17.6 2 - 4 

effects of tourism 14.7 1 - 4 
access to arts and/or culture 11.8 1 - 3 
crime and safety 8.8 0 - 3 
work and life balance 8.8 0 - 3 
access to energy 8.8 2 - 1 
access to food 8.8 1 - 2 
other issue 5.9 1 - 1 

*% out of 34, to one decimal place; table is ordered based on this value.  
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Figure 1: Visualisation of estimates of perceived importance and data availability 
for twenty issues. 

 

Note: colour shading based on ‘estimated importance’. The meaning of the two 

variables is described in the text above. The data points for issues of work-life 

balance and crime and safety (bottom left corner) overlap. The data point for 

communications issues (e.g. broadband) (ratio: 14) is not shown, but the estimated 

importance is shown (dotted line). 

The data (Table 3, Figure 1) shows that issues related to the economy, transport, 

housing, access to services and communications were most frequently chosen as 

important issues, with the economy and transport selected by more than 60% of 

respondents, and the others chosen by more than four out of ten respondents. 

Compared with the number of people who chose issues as important, not all 

responded on the perceived availability of local-level data to measure these issues. 
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However, local-level data availability to measure the five issues described above (and 

education and skills) was good, in comparison with others. As an extreme value, 

almost all who provided a view of data availability for communications issues (14 out 

of 15) thought that small area data were available; for other issues, the number of 

respondents who felt that data were available was approximately the same as the 

number who thought no data were available, or who were unsure. Figure 1 shows 

these issues clustered from the centre of the diagram to the right hand side.  

The next few issues on Table 3: community strength, civic engagement, and life 

satisfaction and mental health, cluster closely together on Figure 1. They were 

perceived as important by approximately three out of ten people (slightly fewer than 

most issues mentioned above) but the perceived availability of local-level data to 

measure them was much lower. These issues can be broadly summarised as more 

'subjective' and perception-based than others, which potentially accounts for the 

lower estimated data availability. Other issues in Table 3 were less frequently 

marked as important (by approximately one in five respondents, or less) with some 

variation in the perceived availability of relevant local data; however, there is far 

more uncertainty in these figures as the numbers responding on data availability 

were small. 

3.5 Associations between respondents’ backgrounds, experience of data 

use and analysis, and perceived local-level data availability 

Finally, it is important to gain an understanding of how respondents’ backgrounds 

and experience of data use and analysis affects their awareness of local data 

availability. Therefore, these variables were cross-tabulated. Respondents’ 

backgrounds were summarised within two categories (“Third and/or community 

sector background, none in public/private sectors”, “Public and/or private sector 

background”). Experience of data use and analysis was summarised into two 

variables, with two categories each. The first split respondents based on their 

experience of the activities related to accessing and using statistics (Table 2) – people 

who only had experience of the less technical activity (i.e. viewing statistics online), 

and people with experience of the more technical of the activities (downloading 

small area information and calculation of statistics). The second variable created the 

same two categories from all four activities cited in Table 2. Finally, perceived local-

level data availability for the issues most frequently selected (economic issues, 
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transport issues, and housing) was summarised (“Data is available”, “No data is 

available or unsure”) in three variables10.   

Cross-tables based on the background of respondents (Table 4) show that people 

with a background in the public or private sector were more likely to have experience 

with more advanced types of data use and analysis, than respondents affiliated with 

third and/or community sector organisations and no affiliation with public/private 

sector organisations. For example, nearly two-thirds of respondents with a public or 

private sector background had calculated statistics for location(s) of interest, using 

downloaded data; however only c. 36% of other respondents had experience with 

this task. In addition, respondents associated with public/private sector organisations 

were more likely than others to be aware of available local-level data to represent 

some important issues. Considering economic issues, around seven out of ten 

public/private sector respondents were aware of relevant local-level data. By 

contrast, less than a third of respondents affiliated with the third and/or community 

sectors (but no affiliation with public/private organisations) were aware of local-level 

data. Furthermore, the association between respondents' background and perceived 

availability of local-level data to represent transport issues lies just outside statistical 

significance at the 95% confidence level11 (p = 0.086, or at the 90% confidence level: 

highlighted on Table 4). Again, people affiliated with public and/or private 

organisations were more likely to be aware of relevant local-level data than other 

respondents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Note that access to services and communications issues were also considered in the analysis, but these 
results are not presented (all p values >= 0.608). 
11 Association between variables assessed using Fisher’s Exact Test. For a description of this test, see Freeman 
and Campbell (2007)  
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Table 4: Five cross-tables - respondents' backgrounds 

  Respondents’ backgrounds  
Variable Response Public and/or 

private sector 
Third and/or 
community 
sector, none in 
public/private 

n  
p-value 

Experience of 
data use and 
analysis: 
accessing 
statistics 

Less technical 
activity only 

35.0 64.3 34  
0.163 

More technical 
activity 

65.0 35.7 

Experience of 
data use and 
analysis: all 
activities 

Less technical 
activity only 

35.0 57.1 34 
0.296 

More technical 
activity 

65.0 42.9 

Perceived data 
availability: 
economic 
issues 

Data is available 69.2 27.3 24 
0.100 No data is 

available/unsure 
30.8 72.7 

Perceived data 
availability: 
transport 
issues 

Data is available 72.7 30.0 21 
0.086 No data is 

available/unsure 
27.3 70.0 

Perceived data 
availability: 
housing issues 

Data is available 50.0 37.5 16 
1.000 No data is 

available/unsure 
50.0 62.5 

Cross-tabulated figures show percentages to one decimal place. n shows number of 

cases, p-value (to three decimal places) from Fisher’s Exact Test. 

The effect of experience in data use and analysis on awareness of local-level data is 

further emphasised by additional bivariate comparisons (Tables 5, 6). These analyses 

show that respondents with more advanced experience of using and analysing data 

are more likely to be aware of local-level data for measuring important issues. Less 

than a quarter of respondents with experience of viewing summary statistics online, 

but without experience of calculating statistics from downloaded small area 

information, were aware of local-level data for measuring economic issues. By 

contrast, two-thirds of respondents with experience of the latter (more technical) 

activity were aware of such data. This association (highlighted in table 5) fell just 

outside the threshold of statistical significance at the 95% confidence level (p = 

0.089). If experience with data use and analysis is defined using these tasks and two 

additional means of creating maps, only 12.5% of respondents with experience of a 
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less technical activity only perceived local data on economic issues as available, 

compared with over two-thirds of those who had carried out a more technical task in 

the past. This association was statistically significant (p = 0.027, Table 6). Patterns of 

responses are similar for transport and housing issues, as people with more 

advanced experience with using and analysing data were more likely to be aware of 

local-level data. 

Table 5: Three cross-tables - Experience of data use and analysis (1) 

  Experience of data use and 
analysis: accessing statistics 

 

Variable Response Less technical 
activity only 

More technical 
activity 

n  
p-value 

Perceived data 
availability: 
economic 
issues 

Data is available 22.2 66.7 24 
0.089 No data is 

available/unsure 
77.8 33.3 

Perceived data 
availability: 
transport 
issues 

Data is available 45.5 60.0 21 
0.670 No data is 

available/unsure 
54.5 40.0 

Perceived data 
availability: 
housing issues 

Data is available 22.2 71.4 16 
0.126 No data is 

available/unsure 
77.8 28.6 

Cross-tabulated figures show percentages to one decimal place. n shows number of 

cases, p-value (to three decimal places) from Fisher’s Exact Test. 
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Table 6: Three cross-tables - Experience of data use and analysis (2) 

  Experience of data use and 
analysis: all activities 

 

Variable Response Less technical 
activity only 

More technical 
activity 

n  
p-value 

Perceived data 
availability: 
economic 
issues 

Data is available 12.5 68.8 24 
0.027 No data is 

available/unsure 
87.5 31.3 

Perceived data 
availability: 
transport 
issues 

Data is available 40.0 63.6 21 
0.395 No data is 

available/unsure 
60.0 36.4 

Perceived data 
availability: 
housing issues 

Data is available 22.2 71.4 16 
0.126 No data is 

available/unsure 
77.8 28.6 

Cross-tabulated figures show percentages to one decimal place. n shows number of 

cases, p-value (to three decimal places) from Fisher’s Exact Test. 

4. Discussion and summary 

The first aim of the survey was to identify what stakeholders perceive to be the most 

important issues and subjects which affect Scotland’s rural areas and small towns, 

and whether data is available to measure them at the local level. Collectively, survey 

participants most frequently selected economic, transport and housing issues, access 

to services and communications issues, with the former two categories selected by 

over 60% of respondents. These issues (and education and skills, the joint sixth most 

important issue) represent particularly salient subjects and/or areas of major policy 

focus for the Scottish Government. However, a set of issues which reflect subjective 

judgements, and personal and local experiences (community strength, civic 

engagement, issues related to life satisfaction and mental health) were regularly 

mentioned but have far lower perceived data availability. This corresponds extremely 

closely with the detailed review of available small area-level datasets in Scotland 

which was undertaken as part of this project, which found that “…data availability is 

low for environmental wellbeing, and aspects of wellbeing related to personal 

judgements and perceptions” (Hopkins and Copus, 2018: 1).  

Similarly, other work on local wellbeing indicators has identified differences between 

‘currently available’ and ‘ideal’ groups of indicators, recognising the key question of 

how public bodies “…begin to effectively and efficiently collect subjective data on 

social capital and social relationships on a large scale at a local level” (Brown et al., 
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2017: 38). The Office for National Statistics has published estimates of personal 

wellbeing for local government bodies in the UK, but these are not ‘small area’ in 

scale (n = 32 in Scotland) (Office for National Statistics, 2018). The review of Scottish 

datasets and indicators (cited above) also noted the need to consider stakeholder 

priorities when selecting indicators, and suggested that quantitative measurement of 

all dimensions of wellbeing may not be desirable or beneficial: proxy indicators to 

measure perception- and lifestyle-related issues at the level of small areas are harder 

to calculate and are relatively weak, compared with economic and other indicators 

(Hopkins and Copus, 2018: 63-4). As the survey suggests that issues related to 

community strength, engagement and life satisfaction are important, there is a need 

for researchers and analysts to revisit datasets and resources relevant to these 

concepts, and use creative methods to construct small area-resolution measures to 

reflect them.  

As described in the ‘Aims, background and survey methods’ section, the survey 

which has been analysed in this report was released following a period of knowledge 

exchange activities, including a workshop attended by several people with an 

interest in place-based rural policies and the related evidence base. A good quality, 

‘local’ or ‘small area’ evidence base is required to inform place-based policies, and 

also evaluate their progress and success. The workshop aimed to encourage 

discussion of these issues (Hopkins et al., 2018) and it is notable that some of the 

themes of the workshop discussions (Wilson, 2019) are supported by the results 

summarised above. In particular, the analysis above suggests that people with 

backgrounds in the public and/or private sector(s) are more likely have experience of 

more technical types of data use and analysis, than others outside of the public 

and/or private sector(s). Crucially, the survey results also found that people with 

experience of more technical forms of data use and analysis were more likely to be 

aware of small area-level data to measure important issues.  

This point is a very important finding, if access to good quality data is associated with 

informed local decision-making, stronger planning and funding applications, and 

ultimately community empowerment (Wilson, 2019). Similarly, as noted by 

Crittenden (2013), “Making public data more accessible is an important goal and 

offers enormous potential to increase civic engagement. To make the most effective 

and equitable use of this resource for the public good, cities and other government 

entities should invest in the personnel and equipment — hardware and software — 

to make it universally accessible.” This is further recognised by the OpenData Charter 

(2015: 7), which acknowledges “…the existence of a global digital divide in regard to 
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technological tools and expertise” and recognises that simply publishing data is not 

sufficient: 

“Governments must also play an active role in supporting the effective and 

innovative reuse of open data, and ensuring government employees, citizens, and 

civil society and private sector organizations have the data they need and the tools 

and resources to understand and use that data effectively.” 

Therefore, the survey results support the contentions that a) the current resources 

available for accessing and analysing fine-grained data about Scotland’s communities 

are not fully meeting the needs of stakeholders and practitioners involved in place-

based policies and initiatives, and related end users; and b) the benefits of OpenData 

are not reaching everyone. The survey comments from stakeholders on Scotland’s 

online resources for using and analysing data, which described issues with website 

design, resources being scattered across several locations, and communication and 

jargon problems, would further support these arguments. Indeed, researchers 

interested in acquiring small area-level data on diverse aspects of wellbeing have to 

use several websites, from different providers, with considerably different 

functionality (Hopkins and Copus, 2018). In addition, a ‘digital skills divide’ in the UK 

has been recognised: in 2018, more than 11 million people cannot carry out tasks 

related to five ‘basic digital skills’, with differences in skills between socio-economic 

and demographic groups (Lloyds Bank, 2018). Given an increased policy emphasis on 

place-based and community-led approaches, removing barriers to accessing and 

understanding information about communities is particularly important.   

Furthermore, survey respondents also commented on scale issues, which could 

hinder the accurate measurement of issues at a meaningful ‘local’ level. These issues 

are related to the modifiable areal unit problem, where the size and boundary shape 

of geographical areas influence indicator values (see Fotheringham and Wong, 1991: 

1025).  This may also be a cause of the mismatch between local experience and 

observations and recorded statistics, and the known limitations of quantitative 

indicators, including their simplicity (Wilson, 2019). In Scotland, Data Zones are 

widely used for the publication of socio-economic statistics, and provide a very high 

level of detail, with nearly 7,000 covering Scotland. However, the large difference in 

size between the small Data Zones within built up areas, and the much larger units in 

rural areas, means that statistics for the latter may result from aggregation of data 

from spatially distant settlements. It is notable that the first definition of the initial 

set of Data Zones found substantial variation in ‘compactness’ of Data Zones across 

Scotland’s local authorities: with low average compactness in remoter/island local 
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authorities with complex coastlines, and high average compactness in areas with a 

higher population density (Flowerdew et al., 2004). It is reasonable to suggest that 

stakeholder ‘trust’ in published statistics and data could be reduced by larger and/or 

less ‘contained’ spatial units which are less likely to represent meaningful local areas 

or communities. Although Data Zones are likely to remain a standard for a range of 

official socio-economic statistics and indicators, as well as in research, their 

limitations should be recognised. 
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Appendix: Online Questionnaire 

This appendix shows the online questionnaire which was used to collect data which 

has been analysed in this report. The survey contained three question groups: a 

research consent form and privacy notice, the questionnaire questions, and an 

optional feedback form. This document does not show the questionnaire as it 

appeared on screen. Note: 

• Question 1 was made available if a respondent agreed to all six statements on 

the research consent form. 

• Question 2 was made available if a respondent chose at least one option in 

question 1. 

• The first part of question 3 was made available if a respondent chose at least 

one option in question 2. 

• The comment box for ‘other’ issues in question 3 only appeared if the ‘other 

issue’ option was chosen in the first part of the question. 

• The “Can you access data…” subquestions only appeared if the relevant box 

was chosen in the first part of question 3. The ‘other issue’ subquestion only 

appeared if the ‘other issue’ option was chosen and data were added to the 

comment box. 

• Question 4 was made available if a respondent chose at least one option in 

question 2. 

• The feedback section was available to respondents who agreed to all six 

statements on the consent form. 
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