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Abstract

Rural human-settlement planning faces persistent theoretical and methodological
challenges that weaken policy design and implementation. Despite extensive
scholarship, the field remains fragmented by inconsistent definitions of ‘rural’, limited
theoretical integration, and methodological heterogeneity, all of which constrain
comparative analysis and evidence-based decision-making. This review of literature
(2010-2025), based on a qualitative desktop approach and thematic analysis,
identifies four critical gaps. First, definitional ambiguity produces widely divergent rural
population estimates, complicating programme targeting and evaluation. Secondly,
theoretical fragmentation prevents the development of integrated frameworks
that address social, economic, and environmental priorities collectively. Thirdly,
methodological practice is dominated by single-case studies, limiting cross-context
learning and the transferability of findings. Fourthly, environmental and governance
dimensions are unevenly incorporated into sustainability research, reducing its
relevance for resilience building and institutional reform. These shortcomings have
practical consequences, namely unclear classifications risk excluding intended
beneficiaries, siloed theory undermines coordination, and narrow methods weaken
the evidence base for scaling interventions. Advancing the field requires context-
sensitive rural classifications, integrated socio-ecological-governance frameworks,
and methodological innovation — particularly comparative, longitudinal, and mixed-
methods designs — to enable systematic leaming across diverse rural settings
and respond effectively to pressures such as climate change, urbanisation, and
technological transformation.
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spatial heterogeneity, place-based development, interdisciplinary research

HERBESINNING OOR LANDELIKE ONTWIKKELINGSNAVORSING:
GAPINGS EN NUWE RIGTINGS

Beplanning van landelike nedersettings staar steeds teoretiese en metodologiese
uitdagings in die gesig wat beleidsontwerp en implementering verswak. Ten spyte
van uitgebreide navorsing bly die veld gefragmenteer deur inkonsekwente definisies
van ‘landelik’, beperkte teoretiese integrasie en metodologiese heterogeniteit, wat

vergelykende analise en bewysgeba-
seerde besluitneming belemmer. Hierdie
literatuuroorsig (2010-2025), gebaseer
op 'n kwalitatiewe lessenaarbenadering,
identifiseer vier kritieke gapings. Eerstens
lei definisionele dubbelsinnigheid tot
uiteenlopende skatting van landelike
bevolkings, wat programteikening en
evaluering bemoeilik. Tweedens verhin-
der teoretiese fragmentasie die ontwik-
keling van geintegreerde raamwerke wat
sosiale, ekonomiese en omgewingsprio-
riteite kollektief aanspreek. Derdens word
metodologiese praktyk oorheers deur
enkelgevalstudies, wat kruis-konteksleer
en oordraagbaarheid van bevindings
beperk. Vierdens word omgewings- en
bestuursdimensies ongelyk geintegreer
in volhoubaarheidsnavorsing, wat die
relevansie vir veerkragtigheid en institu-
sionele hervorming verminder. Hierdie
tekortkominge het praktiese gevolge,
naamlik onduidelike klassifikasies kan
begunstigdes uitsluit, gesiloieerde teorie
ondermyn kodrdinering, en beperkte
metodes verswak die bewysbasis vir
grootskaalse intervensies. Om die veld te
bevorder, is konteks-sensitiewe landelike
klassifikasies, geintegreerde sosio-eko-
logiese-bestuursraamwerke en metodo-
logiese innovasie — veral vergelykende,
longitudinale en gemengde-metode-
ontwerpe — nodig om sistematiese leer
oor uiteenlopende landelike kontekste te
ondersteun en doeltreffend te reageer op
druk soos klimaatsverandering, verste-
deliking en tegnologiese transformasie.

HO NAHANA HAPE KA
LIPHUPUTSO TSANTS’ETSOPELE
EA MAHAENG: LIKHEO LE
LITSELA TSE NCHA

Moralo oa matlo a mahaeng o nise o
tobana le liphephetso tse kholo tsa thuto
le mekhoa tse sitisang horalale ho kenya
ts’ebetsong maano ka katleho. Leha ho
na le liphuputso tse ngata, lefapha lena
le ntse le arohane ka lebaka la litthaloso
tse sa lumellaneng tsa ‘mahaeng,’
ho haella ha kopanyo ea thuto le ho
fapana ha mekhoa, ho leng thata ho
etsa tlhahlobo e bapisoang le ligeto tse
ipapisitseng le bopaki. Tlhahlobo ena ea
lingoliloeng (2010-2025), e ipapisitse le
liphuputso tsa desktop, e supa likheo
tse ‘ne tsa bohlokoa. Ea pele, ho se
hlake ha litlhaloso ho baka lipalo tse
fapaneng tsa baahi ba mahaeng, ho
thatafatsa ho lebisa mananeo le ho
a lekola. Ea bobeli, ho arohana ha
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thuto ho sitisa ho thehoa ha meralo e
kopaneng e sebetsanang ka kopanelo
le litaba tsa sechaba, moruo le tikoloho.
Ea boraro, mekhoa e sebelisoang e
busoa ke lithuto tsa nyeoe e le 'ngoe, ho
fokotsa ho ithuta maemong a fapaneng
le ho fetisetsa liphetho. Ea bone, likarolo
tsa tikoloho le taolo ha li kopanngoa ka
ho lekana liphuputsong tsa botsitso, ho
fokotsa bohlokoa ba tsona ho mamello
le phetoho ea mekhatlo. Likheo tsena
li baka littamorao tse tobileng: ho
hlophisa hampe ho ka siea ba lokelang
ho rua molemo, thuto e arohaneng
e sitisa tSebelisano, 'me mekhoa e
lekanyelitsoeng e fokotsa bopaki bakeng
sa mehato e meholo. Ho ntSetsa pele
lefapha lena, ho hlokahala litthaloso tse
hlophisitsoeng empa tse hlokolosi ka
maemo, meralo e kopaneng ea taolo ea
sechaba-tikoloho, le bogapi ba mekhoa
- haholo-holo meralo e bapisoang, ea
nako e telele le e kopanyang mekhoa
e fapaneng - e le ho thusa ho ithuta
ka mokhoa o hlophisitsoeng maemong
a mahaeng a fapaneng le ho arabela
ka katleho liphetoho tsa maemo a
leholimo, ho fallela metseng le phetoho
ea theknoloji.

1. INTRODUCTION

Rural human-settlement planning
and development have steadily
risen on the global agenda; yet rural
transformation remains an unsettled
and evolving field. Researchers and
practitioners still wrestle with basic
questions about how rural places
change and how that change might
be steered. Early work focused
narrowly on agricultural growth;
more recent studies have widened
the analytical lens to encompass
social, economic, environmental,
and governance dimensions of
rural change (Rikhotso & Gumbo,
2025; Chen et al., 2025). Even so,
the literature is often fragmented
and still shaped by urban-centred
assumptions, a bias that undermines
policies which do not engage with
the lived realities of rural spaces
(Bruckmeier, 2011; Stapel &
DeYoung, 2011; Asad et al., 2021;
Maniram, 2023). Contemporary
rural areas are being reshaped by
rapid urbanisation, climate change,
technological shifts, and complex
governance dynamics (Pan ef al.,
2025; Geng et al., 2024), pressures
that compound persistent problems
of poverty, infrastructural deficit,
and environmental degradation
across regions where most of the
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world’s rural population lives. Current
estimates place that population at
roughly 3.4 billion, with nearly 90%
in Africa and Asia (Mpongwana &
Cishe, 2024; Bhanudas, 2025).

As Fuller (2022:1030) and Crumb

et al. (2023: 125) note, many
existing theories struggle to capture
this diversity and complexity.

A central obstacle is definitional
ambiguity: What exactly counts as
‘rural’? Competing classification
systems, based variously on
density, distance to urban centres,
economic function or administrative
rules, can label the same place as
rural or urban, obscuring intra-rural
variation and complicating policy
targeting (Farrigan et al., 2024

2: Cromartie & Rafcliffe, 2025;
Childs, Boyas & Blackburn, 2022:
17; Bennett et al., 2019). This
problem is amplified by the urban
provenance of many conceptual
tools (for example, collaborative
governance), which often require
substantial reinterpretation to fit

the institutional and social realities
of remote communities (Douglas,
2018; O’Caoimh, Douglas & Navarro,
2019). The consequences are
practical: participatory initiatives
can founder when they ignore
entrenched power relations (Matera,
2020: 4), and climate adaptation
efforts frequently underperform when
socio-economic and institutional
dynamics are sidelined (Atkinson

& Atkinson, 2023; Dyanty et

al., 2025). Fragmented theory,
fuzzy definitions, methodological
limits, and weak integration of
sustainability and governance
concerns continue to constrain

the capacity of rural research to
inform effective policy. This article
responds to those deficiencies

by pursuing three interlinked
objectives, namely to systematically
document the theoretical,
definitional, methodological, and
sustainability gaps that constrain
rural development scholarship; to
analyse how these gaps produce
policy failures and limit evidence-
based decision-making, and to
identify emerging opportunities and
methodological innovations that can
strengthen the field’s theoretical and
empirical foundations. The modest

and practical aim is to provide a
clearer analytical base that enables
researchers and policymakers

to design more holistic, context-
sensitive strategies for shaping
inclusive and resilient rural futures.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Theoretical perspectives on
rural development

Rural development theory has
evolved through several major

ideas, each shaping how policies

are designed. Modernisation theory
argues that rural areas should

follow an urban-style path of
industrialisation and technology to
achieve growth (Evwierhurhoma,
2024). While this approach focuses
on economic progress, critics
mention that it ignores social and
environmental costs and assumes
one universal path for all places,
which does not fit diverse realities
(Luintel, 2014; Ukwandu, 2017;
Mohammed & lbrahim, 2023). Rooted
in Eurocentric thinking, modernisation
often misreads Global South contexts
by treating Western industrialisation
as the norm, overlooking local
histories and indigenous knowledge
(Ukwandu, 2017). It also fails to
account for colonial legacies such

as land dispossession, economic
restructuring, and institutional
distortions that still shape rural

policy and inequality (Tricontinental,
2025). Early thinkers such as Rostow
even saw underdevelopment as
natural and unchanging, rather than
the result of historical exploitation.
This led to palicies that kept poorer
regions dependent on instead of
supporting development suited to
local needs (Tricontinental, 2025).

Dependency theory emerged as

a response, showing that rural
poverty often stems from unequal
relationships with cities and global
markets (Evwierhurhoma, 2024: 9).
It explains how wealth and resources
flow away from rural areas toward
urban centres and powerful global
actors. However, critics argue that
this view sometimes underestimates
rural communities’ ability to adapt,
resist or find creative ways to

cope with outside pressures.



Recent studies have revived this
debate. Wung, Tameko and Wirajing
(2025) analysed 54 African countries
(1990-2021) and found that reliance
on external drivers such as foreign
investment and debt was linked to
weaker economic transformation.
They conclude that “the more African
countries rely on the external world
for change, the less they realise

this change” (Wung et al., 2025:

1). Similarly, Naseemullah (2023)
shows how structural adjustment,
privatisation, and deregulation have
reproduced extractive systems

and weakened rural state capacity.
Together with Rodney’s (1972)
classic work, these studies suggest
that external domination persists,
now through financial instruments
and policy conditions rather than
direct colonial rule. This raises hard
questions for policymakers about
what real structural change would
require both locally and globally.

From these critiques, a reformist or
‘alternative development’ approach
has emerged. It promotes gradual,
people-centred change, participatory
planning, NGO-led projects, and
community empowerment as
alternatives to top-down industrial
models (Badal, 2018). Its strength
lies in focusing on well-being rather
than Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) growth. But reformism has
limits. Without deeper redistribution,
participatory programmes can
improve short-term outcomes,
while leaving landownership,

fiscal control, and political power
unchanged. Critics warn that these
initiatives can unintentionally hide
the need for structural reforms
such as land redistribution, fiscal
decentralisation, and anti-corruption
measures (Badal, 2018).

Neoliberalism offers a contrasting
logic. It favours market liberalisation,
privatisation, and entrepreneurship,
reducing the state’s direct role and
encouraging private investment
(Ostry, Loungani & Furceri, 2016).
Supporters cite efficiency gains and
rapid growth in some instances.
Yet even the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) admits mixed results.
Unregulated capital flows and
harsh austerity often fail to deliver
sustained growth and instead
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increase inequality (Ostry et

al., 2016). In rural areas, these
policies can hit hard — agricultural
liberalisation and land-market reforms
often benefit big agribusiness,
while small farmers face price
swings, weaker safety nets, and
risk of losing land (Clements,
2015). Market-first strategies may
deepen poverty unless paired with
regulation and social protection.

There are counterarguments.
Reformist approaches are praised
for promoting social justice and local
knowledge (Badal, 2018). Many
scholars argue that markets need

not be rejected entirely; instead,
policy can combine market tools

with redistribution and strong public
institutions — for example, through
targeted procurement or pro-poor
value chains (Clements, 2015).
Recent literature suggests a nuanced
view of neoliberalism, viewing it as

a mix of institutional arrangements
whose effects depend on context
and policy design (Rutar, 2023). This
encourages pragmatic combinations
of market mechanisms, redistribution,
and state support. Taken together,
reformist and neoliberal paradigms
reveal enduring trade-offs — equity
versus efficiency, local empowerment
versus structural transformation.
Neither is sufficient alone; both

offer partial tools that must be
adapted and sometimes resisted to
build fair and resilient rural futures
(Ostry et al., 2016; Clements,

2015; Badal, 2018; Rutar, 2023).

The sustainable development theory
tries to reconcile these tensions,

by linking economic growth with
social equity and environmental
care (Mihai & latu, 2020). While
influential in principle, applying it

in rural areas is uneven. Indicators
that reflect rural priorities are scarce
(Sawantbhonsale, Mandloi &

Singh, 2024); most of the data are
urban or national-scale and ignore
local ecological knowledge. Many
rural communities lack resources

to adopt green practices, and
sudden livelihood changes can
cause social harm. Studies wamn
that well-meaning sustainability
programmes can backfire. Pal,
Lean and Villanthenkodath (2025)
show that conservation subsidies,

9

if imposed without considering
local livelihoods, can restrict land
access and harm food security.
Their research suggests that
sustainability works best when
locally driven and embedded in
participatory governance, while
top-down donor schemes often
marginalise communities and
reduce economic options. Effective
sustainability planning must be
co-developed with communities
and backed by long-term
institutional and financial support.

Human development approaches
shift focus from GDP to education,
health, and empowerment
(Evwierhurnoma, 2024). These ideas
are vital for well-being, but critics
note that capability-based strategies
can ignore structural barriers such
as land tenure, patriarchal norms,
and elite control (Afifi ef al., 2022).
Robeyns (2011) wams that without
structural reform, this approach risks
individualising poverty instead of
addressing systemic causes. Thus,
capability strategies must be paired
with political-economic reforms such
as land redistribution, anti-corruption,
and gender-transformative policies.

Participatory and community-
based frameworks also stress

local knowledge and involvement
(Ndlovu & Msimanga, 2023).

While they support ownership and
context-specific solutions, they
often operate within structural

limits imposed by markets, tenure
systems, and institutional imbalances
(Evwierhurhoma, 2024). Participation
can be symbolic. Mokoena and
Molepo (2024) found that, although
the vast majority of the respondents
believe that participation improves
accountability, officials often treat
community input as advisory, not
binding. As the Centre for Gender
Equality (CGE, 2025) notes,

tenure insecurity and elite capture
cannot be solved by participation
alone; structural redistribution is
needed for real empowerment.

These theories each highlight
important aspects of rural change, but
none captures its full complexity. The
fragmentation in rural development
theory reflects a deeper tension
between approaches that stress



structural constraints and those that
emphasise agency and participation.
Effective rural development must
consider recognising the weight

of structural forces, while valuing
rural communities’ capacity

to adapt, innovate, and resist

under unequal conditions.

2.2 Definitional and
classification challenges

A persistent difficulty in rural planning
is that there is no shared agreement
on what ‘rural’ means. The definition
shifts depending on the country, the
institution, or even the department
within the same government (Childs
et al., 2022; Hart, Larson & Lishner,
2005). For instance, in the United
States, one federal agency may
classify a locality as rural, while
another labels the same place

as urban (Cromartie & Ratcliffe,
2025; Farrigan et al., 2024). Simple
cutoffs, such as the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) guideline of
fewer than 150 people per square
kilometre, are straightforward to
apply, but they are often blunt
instruments (Oostindie & Bock,
2023). A community of a few hundred
people near a major city may retain
rural characteristics in terms of
livelihood, , and land use, yet still be
statistically categorised as urban.

In response, researchers have
experimented with relational and
continuum-based approaches.
Clustering methods group areas

that share similar social, spatial, or
economic traits (Stjernberg et al.,
2023; OECD, 2025), while composite
indices such as Waldorf and Kim's
Index of Relative Rurality combine
factors such as population size,
remoteness, and land-use patterns
to position places along a sliding
rural-urban scale. These approaches
offer more distinction, but they can be
difficult for policymakers to interpret
and apply (Weiss et al., 2025; USDA,
2025). Moreover, they carry value
judgments about what features are
considered most important. Changing
the weight of factors such as distance
to a city, density, or economic
orientation can produce entirely
different classifications, even when
using the same dataset (OECD,
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2025). What appears ‘scientific’
often masks underlying assumptions
about what rurality should look like.

A further complication is the
Madifiable Areal Unit Problem
(MAUP). Rural characteristics vary
across space. Shifting the boundaries
of observation can materially change
the conclusion. This occurs both
across different scales (the scale
effect) and within the same scale
based on how boundaries are drawn
(the zoning effect). Jahan et al.
(2025), for example, demonstrate
how lung cancer data in Queensland
yielded different patterns, depending
on the level of spatial aggregation
used. These variations did not
reflect real epidemiological
differences, but rather the influence
of arbitrary boundary choices.

This has real planning consequences.
When large administrative areas are
used, internal diversity is hidden,
one ‘rural district’ may contain a
busy village centre and sparsely
populated agricultural land (Manley,
2021). As a result, funding streams,
development programmes, and
rural support policies can exclude
communities not because of their
lived rural conditions, but due to
how boundaries are drawn (Bennett
et al., 2019; Childs et al., 2022).

To avoid such distortions, rural
planning requires definitions that
are flexible enough to recognise
diversity yet standardised enough to
guide consistent policy. Continuous
measures that incorporate
economic function, mobility
patterns, and urban linkages may
provide a more grounded way of
recognising rural contexts without
oversimplifying or erasing them.

2.3 Methodological and spatial
heterogeneity constraints

A major challenge in rural research is
the choice of methods. Researchers
often struggle to balance qualitative
approaches, which provide rich,
place-based detail, with quantitative
approaches, which aim for broader
generalisations (Pilcher & Cortazzi,
2023). Many studies rely on case
studies or small-area surveys. These
give deep insights into local realities
but cannot easily be applied to other
regions (Mtisi, 2022; Evwierhurhoma,
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2024). On the other hand, large-scale
quantitative studies use national data
sets and standard indicators, but
these can oversimplify rural diversity
and overlook how life is actually

lived in these communities (Pilcher

& Cortazzi, 2023). Mixed-methods
designs, combining statistics

with interviews or ethnography,

could solve this problem, but they
are still rare in rural research.

Another difficulty is spatial
heterogeneity — the fact that rural
areas vary widely even within the
same region. For example, one area
might include commercial farms,
smallholdings, isolated homesteads,
and dense village clusters, each
with different social and economic
dynamics (Pan et al., 2025; Cruz et
al., 2024). This diversity makes it
hard to create models or indicators
that work everywhere (Wang et

al., 2025; Wang & Zhang, 2023).
The Modifiable Areal Unit Problem
(MAUP) adds to this complexity.
Research results can change
depending on whether data is
grouped by region, district, or village.
For instance, a broadband project
might appear to be successful at
district level but still leave remote
households without service. Similar
issues occur in health research.
Gongalves et al. (2018) describe
how a rural health survey in Pelotas,
Brazil, faced scattered homes, poor
transport, and irregular settlement
patterns, forcing the team to

adapt urban sampling methods,

by reducing household clusters

per tract. This shows that many
standard research procedures are
designed for urban settings and
need adjustment for rural contexts.

Because of these gaps, rural
research often either over-
generalises or stays too narrowly
focused. Without better tools such
as indicators that reflect rural well-
being, it is hard to compare regions
or evaluate programmes (Dymitrow
& Stenseke, 2016; OECD, 2024;
Grant, Longhurst & Thier, 2024).
Data collection also suffers from

a digital divide. Limited internet
and GIS access make advanced
methods such as remote sensing
or mobile surveys difficult in remote
villages (Yu et al., 2024; Amaliah et



al., 2025). Still, these technologies
offer promising solutions to data
shortages, as will be discussed later.

2.4 Gaps in sustainability and
environmental integration

Although sustainability is now a
common buzzword in development,
rural research has not fully integrated
ecological and social dimensions into
its core frameworks (Sawantbhonsale
et al., 2024; Mihai & latu, 2020).
Many studies still prioritise short-
term economic indicators such as
income and production, while treating
ecosystem health and community
rights as secondary concerns. On

the ground, governments in rural
areas often lack the budgets and
institutional capacity to pursue

green practices, and long-standing
customs or livelihood priorities

can make rapid change difficult

to sustain (Sawantbhonsale et

al., 2024; Mihai & latu, 2020).

Empirical work shows the
consequences of this gap clearly.
Irungu et al. (2023), for example,
examined China’s rural revitalisation
programme and found that attempts
to fold the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) into local planning,
via a quadruple-helix model of
university, state, industry, and
community cooperation, risked
remaining symbolic without fresh
methodological thinking. Similarly,
Pal et al. (2025) show that pursuing
environmental protection in

isolation such as an overreliance

on conservation subsidies can
inadvertently harm food security

by restricting land access or
narrowing productive choices.

Their cross-country comparison
suggests that durable sustainability
gains are more likely when local
innovation is paired with integrated,
participatory governance; by contrast,
top-down donor programmes

often alienate residents and

remove livelihood options without
offering realistic alternatives.

Climate change brings these tensions
into sharp relief. Rural populations
are often first to feel the impacts and
least able to adapt. Studies from
across the Global South report how
poverty, weak infrastructure, and
fragile local institutions compound
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climate vulnerability (Atkinson &
Atkinson, 2023). Work on South
African smallholders (Dyanty et al.,
2025) reinforces that social networks
and institutional support are crucial
determinants of resilience. Yet
standard vulnerability frameworks
tend to overlook things that

matter locally, including traditional
ecological knowledge, gendered
labour patterns, or customary
coping practices. Dube’s (2023)
study in Zimbabwe illustrates this
well. Indigenous forecasting and
seed-sharing systems were largely
ignored by formal adaptation
plans, not because they lack
value, but because dominant
policy and scientific framings

often marginalise non-Western
knowledges. When incorporation
does occur, it is sometimes
superficial. Knowledge is stripped
of context and cultural meaning
rather than treated as a legitimate
partner in adaptation design.

Monitoring and evaluation also

lag behind. Many projects track
generic indicators that miss what
communities themselves view as
success. The Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO)s SCALA
programme (FAQ, 2025), for
instance, ran into difficulties scaling
promising land-use practices because
pilot sites enjoyed governance and
investment conditions that did not
hold elsewhere. That gap between
pilot and scale is common. Donor
seed funding can launch initiatives,
but long-term financing and locally
appropriate financing mechanisms
are usually lacking (Habiyaremye,
Kruss & Booysens, 2019; UN, 2025).

These findings point to a simple but
stubborn lesson. Technically sound
interventions are not enough. For
sustainability to take root in rural
places requires attention to power,
financing, local priorities, indigenous
knowledge systems, and patience
to rebuild institutions and capacities
rather than imposing quick fixes.

2.5 Governance and institutional
research gaps

Rural governance is not simply urban
governance applied in a different
setting; the context is fundamentally
different, and this matters for both

1

research and practice. Traditional
governance models often assume

a dense network of agencies, short
distances, and strong administrative
capacity — conditions that are

rarely present in remote rural areas
(Douglas, 2018). Recent studies
that adapt collaborative governance
frameworks to rural contexts
highlight familiar challenges such as
geographic isolation, limited local
skills and finances, and a much
greater diversity of local interests
than many models anticipate
(Saputra & Havlitek, 2024). In short,
standard institutional prescriptions
often fail, because they overlook
the basic logistical and capacity
constraints of rural settings.

Decentralisation illustrates this
problem well. On paper, transferring
responsibilities to local governments
should make governance more
responsive. In practice, local
institutions often lack the staff,
technical expertise, or budgets

to carry out these responsibilities
effectively (Dick-Sagoe, 2020).
Fragmentation across departments
and weak coordination between
sectors make matters worse,
resulting in inconsistent or even
contradictory support (Department of
Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural
Development, 2013; Department of
Rural and Community Development,
2021; Ngumbela, 2023). The
Bushbuckridge study during South
Africa’s COVID-19 lockdown shows
the human cost of this fragmentation.
Households received uneven
assistance from different state
actors, weakening resilience during
a crisis (Rusere et al., 2025).

Beyond formal capacity issues,
local power structures and cultural
norms shape governance in ways
that standard models often ignore.
Donor rhetoric about ‘community
participation’ can mask who
actually holds authority on the
ground (Matera, 2020). Customary
leaders, local elites, and informal
networks frequently control access
to resources and influence decision-
making, meaning that participation
risks being symbolic unless these
actors are recognised and engaged.
Many formal planning frameworks
also struggle to accommodate



customary institutions, village

elders, chiefs, and traditional land
regimes, even though these systems
play central roles in resolving
disputes and allocating resources
(Tshitangoni & Francis, 2018).

The result is a literature and practice
that lean heavily on neat urban
analogies — models that look good on
paper but fail in rural reality. Moving
forward requires theory and empirical
work that treat rural governance on
its own terms. Research and policy
must centre rural actors, smallholder
associations, customary authorities,
and local NGOs within mainstream
governance debates, rather than
treating them as peripheral add-

ons. Only by aligning institutional
design with the realities of distance,
capacity, and power can governance
deliver the responsiveness and
resilience rural communities need.

2.6 Contextual and geographical
representation gaps

There is a significant imbalance in
rural development research. Most
of the studies still focus on Europe
and North America, while regions
such as Africa, Asia, and Latin
America — home to the majority of
the world’s rural population — remain
underrepresented (Majumdar &
Baikady, 2024; UN, 2021). This gap
matters, because rural experiences
differ widely across contexts,
challenging the idea that one-size-
fits-all models can work everywhere.

Recent studies illustrate these
differences. For example, Wang et al.
(2025) show that rural development
in Gansu Province, China, is driven
more by local resource constraints
than by external investment.
Similarly, Jia, Liu and Li (2025) find
that rapid urbanisation in Guangdong
has led to clustered rural settlements
and a shift from ‘reduction’ to
‘integration’, demonstrating a

pattern differently from the more
stable rural-urban relations noted

in many high-income countries.

Comparative research reinforces
this point. Raj et al. (2022) show
that, while USA adaptation strategies
are well resourced, Indian villages
must navigate caste hierarchies,
patriarchal norms, and other
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social constraints often ignored
by mainstream policy models.
Majumdar and Baikady (2024)
as well as Atkinson & Atkinson
(2023) reach similar conclusions.
Policies that succeed in Europe
often fail where land tenure is
insecure, climate risk is high, and
institutional capacity is limited.

This geographic bias is not

merely academic; it has real-world
consequences. When theory and
policy rely mainly on northern
experience, they risk overlooking
structural, cultural, and institutional
realities that shape rural life in

the Global South. For example,
Rusere et al. (2025) note that
infrastructure deficits, common
across rural Africa, are rarely central
in Western analyses. Likewise,
indigenous knowledge, customary
governance, and gendered labour
relations are often overlooked
(Majumdar & Baikady, 2024). Without
a broader evidence base, global
frameworks can become incomplete
or even counterproductive when
applied in unfamiliar settings.

The preceding review reveals a set
of interlinked gaps that constrain
both scholarship and policy in rural
development. Despite decades of
research, definitional ambiguity
persists, producing inconsistent
classifications and misaligned
interventions (Hart et al., 2005;
Bennett ef al., 2019; Farrigan et al.,
2024). Theoretical fragmentation
remains pronounced: dominant
paradigms such as modernisation,
dependency, reformist, neoliberal,
and sustainability offer partial insights
but seldom integrate socio-economic,
ecological, and governance
dimensions into a coherent
framework (Bruckmeier, 2011;
Arora-Jonsson & McAreavey, 2023;
Mihai & latu, 2020). Methodological
limitations compound these issues,
with an over-reliance on single-case
studies, weak adoption of mixed-
methods and spatially sensitive
designs, as well as inadequate
incorporation of participatory
approaches (Pilcher & Cortazzi,
2023; Mtisi, 2022; Gongalves et al.,
2018). Governance dynamics that
transcend geographic boundaries
such as the influence of religious
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movements (e.g., Zion Christian
Church) and traditional authority
systems (chieftaincies) are rarely
examined, despite their significant
role in shaping rural development
processes and resource allocation
(Matera, 2020; Tshitangoni &
Francis, 2018). Finally, the literature
exhibits a strong Global North bias,
leaving the lived realities of rural
communities in Africa, Asia, and
Latin America underrepresented
(Majumdar & Baikady, 2024; Raj

et al., 2022; Rusere et al., 2025).
These gaps collectively undermine
the capacity of rural development
research to generate transferable
knowledge and actionable

policy. Addressing them requires
conceptual synthesis, methodological
pluralism, and inclusive research
agendas that foreground local
agency, while engaging structural
constraints and culturally embedded
governance systems (Perz et al.,
2022; Kant & Anjali, 2021).

This study responds to these
deficiencies, by critically
synthesising fragmented theoretical
traditions, interrogating definitional
inconsistencies, and highlighting
methodological innovations that can
reconcile depth with comparability.
It also foregrounds governance
dynamics, including customary

and religious authority structures,
that shape rural development
beyond formal state boundaries
(Douglas, 2018; Saputra &
Havlicek, 2024). By doing so, the
study aims to provide a clearer
analytical foundation for designing
context-sensitive, integrated
strategies that advance equitable
and sustainable rural futures
(Newman, 2023; Wang et al., 2025).

3. METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative
desktop-research design, relying
exclusively on secondary sources to
examine and synthesise literature on
rural development. Desktop research
involves systematically reviewing
and interpreting existing publications
rather than collecting new field data
(Scarlet, 2024). As Snyder (2019)
notes, this approach is practical and
cost-efficient. It demands analytical



rigour and strong access to scholarly
material rather than the logistical
demands of fieldwork, making it
well suited to tracing conceptual
and methodological debates
across disciplines. The review
focused on literature published
between 2010 and 2025, a period
marked by heightened attention to
sustainability, governance, and the
social dimensions of rural change.
Sources included peer-reviewed
journal articles, government reports,
publications by non-governmental
and international organisations,

as well as selected grey literature
such as policy briefs and technical
documents, which capture practice-
based insights often absent from
academic outlets (Cheong et al.,
2023). A structured and transparent
process guided the review, from
the identification of search terms
and databases to the screening

of documents for relevance and
quality. The material was then
synthesised into thematic domains:
rural development theory, research
methodologies, classification
systems (with emphasis on rural-
urban distinctions), sustainability
frameworks, and governance
models. This thematic approach
made it possible to trace recurring
debates, conceptual tensions, and
areas of convergence across the
field, producing a coherent and
contextually grounded account of
how rural development is theorised,
researched, and operationalised in
both scholarship and policy practice.
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3.1 Literature search strategy

An iterative search strategy guided
the review, using multiple electronic
databases and online repositories
(see Table 1). Rather than following
a single linear protocaol, the search
developed through successive
cycles of searching, screening, and
refinement. Newly identified texts
informed adjustments to search
terms, selection criteria, and the
overall scope — an exploratory
process well suited to complex,
interdisciplinary fields (Booth, Sutton
& Papaioannou, 2016; Peters et
al., 2015; Kosztyan, Csizmadia &

Katona, 2021; Mak & Thomas, 2022).

Repeated database searches,
multiple rounds of title/abstract and
full-text screening, and continuous
adjustments to keywords ensured
broad coverage. To maintain
transparency, the study recorded
search strings, dates, and inclusion/
exclusion decisions, keeping an audit
trail of methodological adjustments
as familiarity with the field increased
(Peters et al., 2015; Gottlieb et al.,
2021). This adaptive approach is
particularly appropriate for rural
development, where concepts are
fluid, terminology varies across
disciplines, and methods differ
widely (Heath, Levay & Tuvey, 2021;
Chigbu, Atiku & Du Plessis, 2023).

3.2 Data analysis

The collected literature was analysed
using thematic analysis, following
established procedures, namely
familiarisation with the material,

Rationale/Use

(AND/OR) to focus queries

Scopus for interdisciplinary, peer-
reviewed coverage; Google Scholar to
retrieve grey literature and emerging
work; institutional repositories for reports,

data sets and technical outputs.

(academic and policy)

Table 1:  Literature search strategy and selection framework
Element ltems/Search terms

Keywords/ Rur&:l devielopmefl_t; ru:al planning; rural c!assrﬁ;ahon_ .

Search terms OR “rurality definitions”; rural governance; sustainability;
theoretical frameworks; methodological challenges

Databases/ | Scopus; Google Scholar; institutional repositories (Digital

Repositories | Knowledge, DSpace Scholar, World Bank, UNDP)
Publications explicitly addressing rural development
theory, methodology, or policy; published 2010-2025;

. peer-reviewed articles, government reports, grey

Inclusion ) ) .

criteria literature; studies on rural development, planning,
classification, sustainability, governance, theoretical
frameworks or methodological challenges; global and
region-specific studies
Publications before 2010; urban-only studies without rural

Exclusion analysis; non-English publications; studies not addressing

criteria core rural development concepts; irrelevant to theoretical,

methodological, or policy dimensions

review focused and comparable
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Capture the core topical scope of the
review and allow Boolean combinations

Ensures conceptual relevance, temporal
currency, and diversity of evidence types

Removes temporally outdated, off-topic,
or inaccessible sources to keep the

generation of descriptive codes,
grouping codes into higher-order
categories, and refinement of themes
before final synthesis (Braun &
Clarke, 2019; Guest, MacQueen &
Namey, 2012). This aligns with recent
guidance on literature-based thematic
synthesis, emphasising iterative
reading, reflexive coding, and
transparent documentation (Peters

et al., 2020; Nowell et al., 2017).

Coding focused on recurring ideas
such as, for example, definitions of
‘rural’, sustainability frameworks, or
governance challenges. Particular
attention was paid to contradictions
or omissions, which signalled
conceptual or methodological gaps.
Themes such as classification
issues, interdisciplinary divides,
and measurement challenges
emerged across the texts. The aim
was not to test a hypothesis but

to identify where the literature is
fragmented or underdeveloped.

The analysis combined descriptive
indicators with interpretive depth.
Frequency counts were used to show
how often topics appeared, while
richer interpretations drew on close
reading and cross-study comparison
(Guest et al., 2012; Braun & Clarke,
2019). This balance made it possible
to assess both the prevalence of
key issues and their significance

for theory and policy (Peters et al.,
2020; Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023).

Contradictions were treated as
meaningful data rather than errors
(Chinh et al., 2019; Zade et al.,
2018). Following qualitative best

Search filters and notes

Use Boolean operators and phrase searches;
combine with region or topic terms as needed
(e.g., “rural development” AND governance)

Search each with same keyword set; harvest
citations from Scopus, supplement with
Google Scholar for non-indexed items; check
repositones for policy reports and data

Apply date filter (2010-2025); language =
English; document types = articles, reports,
working papers; screen abstracts for
topical fit.

Exclude by date, language, and abstract/title
screening; document exclusions with reasons
in a PRISMA-style log.



practice, inconsistencies were
retained to understand their
disciplinary, geographic or contextual
roots (Krippendorff, 2019). For
example, differing definitions of
‘rural’ were coded as thematic
findings, reflecting how geography,
disciplinary focus, and policy aims
shape conceptual variation (Chinh
et al., 2019). Likewise, tensions
between agency- and structure-
focused theories were preserved to
reflect valid scholarly debate (Zade
et al., 2020; Ahmed et al., 2025).

Throughout, the emphasis was on
critical assessment, highlighting

what is established, what remains
unclear, and where significant debate
persists. By synthesising these
observations, the analysis identifies
the dominant theoretical and
methodological gaps in contemporary
rural development research.

4. FINDINGS AND
THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Table 2 summarises four major
themes identified in the literature
review, namely definitional
fragmentation, theoretical gaps,
methodological constraints, and
geographic imbalances. Each theme
includes subtopics and representative
sources, providing a quick

reference to the main challenges

and areas for future research.

4.1 Theme 1 — Definitional
fragmentation and
classification incoherence

A dominant and recurring finding is
that inconsistent definitions of ‘rural’
produce profound empirical and
policy problems. Multiple authors
document that national and sectoral
definitions differ systematically,

Table 2:
Theme

1.Definitional fragmentation
and classification incoherence

2. Theoretical fragmentation
and integration deficits : .

inclusion of TEK
3 Methodological constraints
evidence guality

4. Geographical and contextual

representation imbalances :
P transfer failure

Binary thresholds vs continuous indices;
MALUP; policy eligibility effects

Sustainability operationalisation:
governance tailored to rural contexts;

Over-reliance on single casefcross-
sectional; limited mixed methods; spatial
data challenges; field sampling issues
Global MNorth bias; under-representation
of Africa/Asia/Latin America; contextual
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producing inconsistent population
counts, mis-targeting of programmes,
and difficulties for comparative
research (Hart et al., 2005; Bennett et
al., 2019; Childs et al., 2022). Recent
technical reports and syntheses
confirm that this remains unresolved:
USA federal definitions, for example,
can produce substantially different
rural population estimates (Farrigan
et al., 2024; Cromartie & Ratcliffe,
2025), while OECD and European
Union (EU) typologies generate
alternate rural shares in cross-
country comparisons (Oostindie

& Bock, 2023; OECD, 2024).

Two sub-patterns are notable.
First, binary thresholds (e.g.,

fixed population density cut-offs)
remain widespread, because they
are administratively simple, yet
they mask functional relations and
peri-urban gradations (Wandl &
Magoni, 2016; Koziol et al., 2015;
Manley, 2021). Secondly, continuous
or composite measures, including
indices of relative rurality and
clustering approaches, are proposed
and validated across studies, but
uptake is limited in policy practice
(Waldorf & Kim, 2023; Stjernberg
et al., 2023; Weiss et al., 2025).
Several empirical studies highlight
the modifiable areal unit problem
(MAUP) as a technical source of
contradictory results when differing
spatial units are used (Tuson et
al., 2019; Koziol et al., 2015).

Policy implications of definitional
incoherence are evident in

the literature. Programmatic
eligibility and funding allocations
are sometimes determined by
administrative boundaries rather
than functional need, excluding
vulnerable populations (Bennett
et al., 2019; Childs et al., 2022;

Overview of key themes in rural development research

Sub-themes/Focus

Grant et al., 2024). The literature,
therefore, converges on two
pragmatic prescriptions, namely
adopt continuous, multidimensional
measures of rurality for research
and flexible policy thresholds

for programmes and routinely
report sensitivity analyses, using
alternative definitions to show how
classification choices affect results
(Waldorf & Kim, 2023; Goetz &
Han, 2015; Grant et al., 2024).

4.2 Theme 2 — Theoretical
fragmentation and
integration deficits

The second theme relates to
theory. While rural development
draws on varied traditions, the
reviewed literature shows that
these approaches are rarely
brought together in a coherent
analytical framewaork. The vast
majority of studies examined
worked within single theoretical
or sectoral boundaries rather
than integrating economic, social,
ecological, and governance
dimensions. This fragmentation
limited the ability of these studies
to capture the multi-layered
character of rural transformation.

Three gaps were especially evident
in the review. First, sustainability was
often discussed more as a goal than
as an integrated analytical practice.
Only a small number of studies
operationalised environmental,
social, and economic considerations
together (Sawantbhonsale et al.,
2024; Pal et al., 2025). Secondly,
governance frameworks were
frequently transferred from urban
contexts without adjustment, leading
to assumptions of institutional density
or administrative capacity that were
not present in rural areas (Douglas,

Representative sources

Hart et al., 2005; Bennett et al., 2019; Childs et al, 2022; Farrigan ef al., 2024;
Cromartie & Ratcliffe, 2025; Oostindie & Bock, 2023; Waldorf & Kim, 2023; Koziol et al,
2015; Tuson et al, 2019; Weiss et al., 2025; Grant ef al,, 2024; Stjemberg et al, 2023
Bruckmeier, 2011; Mihai & latu, 2020; Arora-Jonsson & McAreavey, 2023; Akimowicz,
Weeden & Gibson, 2023; Sawantbhonsale ef al, 2024; Pal et al., 2025, Douglas, 2018;

Saputra & Havlicek, 2024; Kant & Anjali, 2021; Perz et al , 2022; Fuller, 2022

Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023; Mtisi, 2022; Gongalves et al., 2018; Poi et al, 2018; Yu et
al., 2024; Zambrano, Diehl & Ertsen, 2024; Manley, 2021; Tuson et al, 2019; Parlato,
Pezzuolo & Valenti, 2025; Zhang, Zhang & Xu, 2025; Bill et al., 2022

Majumdar & Baikady, 2024; Raj et al, 2022; Rusere et al., 2025; Atkinson & Atkinson,
2023; Dyanty ef al, 2025; Irungu et af., 2023; Dube, 2023; Jia et al, 2025, Wang et al.,

2025; Mpongwana & Cishe, 2024; Habiyaremye et al, 2019
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2018; Saputra & Havlicek, 2024).
Thirdly, intersectional and indigenous
knowledge systems, including
Traditional Ecological Knowledge
(TEK), were mentioned but seldom
substantively incorporated, even

in settings where these knowledge
systems are central to land and
resource management (Kant &
Anjali, 2021; Dube, 2023).

These patterns were reflected in
the outcomes reported. Studies
that relied on narrow theoretical
framings often described stalled
implementation, weak community
buy-in, or policy misalignment. By
contrast, the strongest studies used
interdisciplinary, mixed-methods
approaches and worked with local
actors in knowledge co-production.
Such studies were better able to
explain change processes and to
propose feasible, context-responsive
interventions (Newman, 2023;
Wang et al., 2025). This suggests
that more integrated theoretical and
methodological approaches are not
only conceptually necessary but
also empirically linked to stronger
rural development outcomes.

4.3 Theme 3 — Methodological
constraints and evidence

quality

Methodological weaknesses
recur across the corpus and limit
the field’s capacity to deliver
robust, transferable knowledge.
Three interrelated methodological
patterns appear repeatedly,
namely an over-reliance on single-
case or cross-sectional designs
that constrain causal inference;
limited use of mixed-methods
and participatory techniques that
would triangulate and validate
findings, and uneven adoption

of advanced spatial and remote-
sensing tools that are required

to capture rural heterogeneity
(Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023; Mtisi,
2022; Gongalves et al., 2018).

Quantitatively, the reviewed literature
shows that comparative and
longitudinal designs are relatively
rare in rural scholarship (Pilcher

& Cortazzi, 2023; Wang, 2025),
while mixed-methods approaches
remain under-utilised, despite clear
demonstrations of their value for
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unpacking mechanisms (Pilcher

& Cortazzi, 2023; Perz et al,
2022). Spatially, many studies rely
on administratively convenient
units that do not reflect functional
settlement systems, a pattern that
obscures intra-region variability and
produces misleading programme
evaluations (Manley, 2021; Tuson
et al., 2019; Parlato et al., 2025;
Zhang et al., 2025). Practical field
challenges (dispersed populations,
poor roads, sampling difficulty) are
also well documented (Goncalves
et al., 2018), as are ethical and
epistemic issues in applying

urban sampling frames to rural
contexts (Zambrano et al., 2024).

The literature points to a set of
methodological remedies such as
standardise and report sampling
strategies and sensitivity to spatial
aggregation (Manley, 2021; Koziol

et al., 2015); mainstream mixed-
methods and participatory GIS to
combine local knowledge with spatial
analytics (Poi, et al., 2018; Parlato ef
al., 2025), and invest in longitudinal
panel studies and comparative
multi-site designs to permit causal
and transferability claims (Wang,
2025; Perz et al., 2022). Where
technological constraints exist, hybrid
approaches (low-cost remote sensing
plus community monitoring) are
proposed as pragmatic workarounds
(Bill et al., 2022; Yu et al., 2024).

4.4 Theme 4 — Geographical and
contextual representation
imbalances

Research disproportionately
focuses on Europe and North
America, leaving the Global

South — home to the vast majority
of rural populations — under-
represented (Majumdar & Baikady,
2024; OECD, 2020; Mpongwana
& Cishe, 2024). This bias leads to
two issues, namely theories and
policies over-fit to well-resourced
contexts, and insufficient theorisation
of context-specific variables

such as customary governance,
indigenous knowledge, informal
markets, and gendered labour
regimes (Raj et al., 2022; Dube,
2023; Atkinson & Atkinson, 2023).

Case studies show that transplanted
‘best practice’ policies often fail,

15

due to unexamined assumptions
(Rusere et al., 2025; Raj et al., 2022;
Irungu et al., 2023). Conversely,
comparative studies sampling
across Global North-South divides
reveal how institutional capacities
and cultural norms alter outcomes
(Wang et al., 2025; Jia et al.,
2025). The consensus: expand
funding and publication for under-
represented regions, prioritise
multi-site comparative research,
and embed context-sensitivity in
theory development (Majumdar

& Baikady, 2024; Newman, 2023;
Habiyaremye et al., 2019).

Rural development research faces
four linked challenges, namely
unclear definitions, fragmented
theories, narrow methods, and
limited representation of Global
South contexts, highlighting the
need for integrated frameworks
and inclusive approaches.

5. DISCUSSION

5.1 Definitional fragmentation
and its policy consequences

Unclear definitions of ‘rural’ create
serious problems for research

and policy. When rural areas are
not consistently identified, studies
become hard to compare and
policies risk missing the people
they aim to help. For example, in
the USA, two communities just a
few miles apart might be classified
differently — one rural, one urban —
based on arbitrary boundaries. This
‘definitional chaos’ undermines policy
validity and resource allocation.
Different classification systems can
produce rural population estimates
ranging from 10% to 28% of a
nation’s total population, making
comparisons unreliable (Lichter &
Brown, 2011; Childs et al., 2022;
Hart et al., 2005; Bennett et al.,
2019; Zhu, Ying & Xiang, 2025).
The issue is especially problematic
in peri-urban areas, which blur

the line between rural and urban
but are poorly captured by current
systems (Wandl & Magoni, 2016).

Studies show that binary cut-offs
and administrative boundaries often
misclassify these areas, leading to
inaccurate population counts and



programme eligibility errors. These
inconsistencies have two major
consequences, namely research
loses coherence, because data sets
do not match across studies, and
policies risk excluding vulnerable
groups. The solution is clear: move
away from rigid labels and adopt
multidimensional, continuous
measures of rurality, supported by
sensitivity testing to ensure robust
results (Farrigan et al., 2024).

5.2 Theoretical fragmentation
and the limits of sectoral

policy

Rural planning often suffers from
fragmented theories that keep
policies compartmentalised.

Without integrated models, sectoral
approaches such as treating
agriculture, health, and infrastructure
separately miss opportunities for
synergy (European Commission,
2021; Bruckmeier, 2011). For
example, Wang (2025) found that

in Guizhou, China, addressing land
reform, leadership development,

and collective action in isolation
overlooked the benefits of integrated
resource governance. In short,
viewing issues separately leads to
policy gaps and wasted opportunities
(Arora-Jonsson & McAreavey, 2023).

The literature shows persistent
disciplinary silos and limited adoption
of frameworks that capture multilevel
and multidimensional dynamics
(Theme 2). This fragmentation
results in policies that fail to link
governance, ecological, and socio-
economic factors, often producing
partial or even counterproductive
outcomes. The solution is clear:
theoretical integration through
interdisciplinary models and mixed-
methods research must become

a priority if rural development is to
generate practical, evidence-based
solutions for complex challenges
(Bruckmeier, 2011; Wang, 2025).

5.3 Methodological constraints
and evidence quality

Weak research methods reduce

the reliability of evidence in rural
development studies. Many studies
rely on single-case or short-term
designs, making it hard to draw
broader conclusions. Reviews show
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that, without mixed methods and
indicators tailored to rural contexts,
it is difficult to evaluate programmes
or apply lessons elsewhere
(Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023). This
creates real risks. For example, a
rural electrification project might
seem successful in one area but
fail in another because important
factors such as maintenance
capacity were not measured.

The analysis also found common
patterns such as heavy dependence
on single-site studies, few
comparative or long-term designs,
and inconsistent reporting of
sampling and spatial boundaries.
These weaknesses limit causal
insights and make findings hard

to transfer. Field challenges such

as scattered populations and poor
infrastructure often push researchers
toward convenient sampling, which
further reduces accuracy. To improve
evidence quality, three steps are
needed: use mixed-methods,
multi-site, and longitudinal designs
to strengthen comparisons and
causal claims; report how spatial
boundaries affect results and apply
sensitivity checks, and combine
low-cost remote sensing with
community-based monitoring where
technology access is limited.

5.4 Geographical and contextual
representation imbalances

A major finding of this review is

that most of the research on rural
development focuses on Europe

and North America. This creates a
skewed evidence base that often fails
when applied to regions in the Global
South (Majumdar & Baikady, 2024).
Rural areas in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America face very different realities
such as weaker institutions, insecure
land tenure, and higher climate risks.
Policies designed for well-resourced
contexts often do not work.

Examples from recent studies
confirm this. During South Africa’s
COVID-19 lockdown, overlapping
government responses led to
inconsistent household support,
exposing weak delivery systems
(Rusere et al., 2025). In India,
adaptation strategies that succeed in
rural America clash with local social
norms such as caste and gender
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roles (Raj et al., 2022). In China, rural
development patterns differ sharply
from European models, driven by
local resource constraints and rapid
urbanisation (Wang et al., 2025;

Jia et al., 2025). These cases show
that governance capacity, cultural
norms, and environmental conditions
strongly influence outcomes.

The implication is clear. Theories
and policies must be tested across
diverse contexts, not inferred from
narrow case studies. Comparative,
multi-site research is essential

to identify which strategies work
broadly and which depend on local
conditions. Funding bodies and
journals should prioritise studies
from underrepresented regions and
encourage North-South comparisons.
Only by broadening the evidence
base can rural development
research produce guidance that

is truly relevant worldwide.

5.5 Structural and systemic
challenges

Structural and systemic gaps act

as broad, underlying barriers rather
than isolated problems. Issues such
as unclear roles among national,
regional, and local actors, limited
funding for integrated programmes,
and fragmented monitoring systems
influence research priorities, data
availability, and the feasibility

of interdisciplinary work. These
constraints increase definitional
ambiguity, limit methodological
innovation, skew geographic
coverage, and make it harder to turn
evidence into policy. As a result,
technical fixes (e.g., creating a

new index) rarely succeed without
accompanying institutional reforms.

Many of these gaps stem from
deeper structural issues. Research
and funding often favour urban
problems and models, creating an
urban-centric bias (Maniram, 2023;
Asad et al., 2021). Rural areas, far
from academic hubs and political
influence, rarely shape research
agendas. Funding calls typically focus
on sector-specific outcomes (e.g.,
crop yields, child health) rather than
overall rural well-being, encouraging
narrow studies and discouraging
interdisciplinary planning. Academic
incentives also favour ‘safe’



publications in specialised journals,
leaving riskier but socially important
rural topics underexplored and
perpetuating a cycle of limited data
and weak theory (Newman, 2023).

Community-level capacity constraints
aggravate these challenges. A
persistent digital divide (Yu et

al., 2024) and rural ‘brain drain’
reduce local planning expertise

and make participatory methods
harder to implement. Addressing
these issues requires multilevel
reforms: universities should

establish rural research centres,
donors should create targeted
innovation funds, and journals should
actively prioritise interdisciplinary
rural work. Realigning incentives

is essential to attract diverse,
collaborative research.

5.6 Sustainability, climate
vulnerability, and the limits
of existing empirical frames

Deficits in sustainability and climate
resilience are not minor shortcomings
- they are central constraints that
intensify the problems identified

in this review. When definitions,
theories, and methods are
fragmented, ignoring environmental
and social dynamics creates
systematic blind spots in evidence
and policy. For example, measures
of ‘rurality’ that overlook ecological
gradients and climate hazards often
undercount or misclassify populations
most at risk from resource depletion,
seasonal shocks, and long-term
climate trends (Wang et al., 2025;
Raj et al., 2022). Case studies show
how agrarian transitions, migration,
and changing livelihoods compound
environmental vulnerability where
monitoring is weak (Rusere et

al., 2025; Raj et al., 2022).

Theoretical silos often separate
socio-economic and environmental
analysis, producing policies that
address either livelihoods or
ecosystems, but rarely both (Bennett
et al., 2019; Atkinson & Atkinson,
2023). Methodologically, the lack of
longitudinal environmental indicators
and weak local monitoring capacity
limit the ability to detect slow-onset
stresses and adjust policy in time.
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Participatory monitoring can help
but remains underused (Perz et

al., 2022; Rusere et al., 2025).
Structural barriers - such as the
absence of institutional mandates
and routine funding for integrated
socio-ecological monitoring - further
hinder translating research into
adaptation policy and practice
(Atkinson & Atkinson, 2023;

Bennett et al., 2019). Closing these
sustainability gaps requires: (a)
socio-ecological frameworks that link
people, places, and ecosystems; (b)
improved temporal coverage through
longitudinal environmental indicators
and community monitoring; and

(c) institutional reforms that embed
environmental metrics into routine
monitoring, budgeting, and program
eligibility decisions (Raj et al., 2022;
Wang et al., 2025; Perz et al., 2022).

6. IMPLICATIONS FOR
RURAL DEVELOPMENT
THEORY AND RESEARCH
PRACTICE

This review confirms that current
rural development theory remains
constrained by definitional
fragmentation, disciplinary silos,
and insufficient engagement with
socio-ecological and governance
complexity. Rural development
requires theories that transcend
disciplinary silos and account

for spatial, social, ecological,
and governance complexity
(Bruckmeier, 2011; Arora-
Jonsson & McAreavey, 2023).

Conceptually, the field would
benefit from a multi-scalar, cross-
dimensional framework (see Figure
1) that replaces binary urban—rural
categories with continuous
measures of rurality, emphasises
socio-ecological governance,

and incorporates intersectional
perspectives, including indigenous
and local knowledge systems.
Such a framework should explicitly
address power relations, structural
inequalities, and cultural specificities
shaping diverse rural realities (Kant
& Anjali, 2021; Perz et al., 2022;
Dube, 2023). The proposed Multi-
Scalar Socio-Ecological Rurality
Framework (MS-SERF) provides a
more realistic basis for analysing
peri-urban dynamics, mobility, and
spatial inequality. This framework is
designed to guide theory-building,
empirical research and policy
formulation by offering: (1) a non-
binary conceptualisation of rurality;
(2) a socio-ecologically integrated
understanding of rural change; (3) an
explicit focus on power, governance
and knowledge diversity; and (4) a
structure for linking local processes
to broader structural forces.

The MS-SERF framework provides
a foundation for rethinking how
rurality is theorised and measured
while addressing long-standing
limitations in the literature.

Methodologically, future research
should prioritise mixed-methods
longitudinal designs, stronger
spatial analytics to address the
modifiable areal unit problem, and

Global & National Structural Systems
(policies, markets, climate)

!

Spatial Dynamics >
(continuums, flows, connectivity)

Socio-Ecological Interactions
(resources, hazards,
livelihoods)

le» Governance Systems
(institutions, power, participation

Intersectional & Indigenous Knowledge
(local norms, TEK, identities)

!

Empirical Data & Research Methods

{mixed methods, GIS, longitudinal) [ ™|

Rural Qutcomes
(wellbeing, equity, resilience, cohesion)

Multi-Site & comparative
Learning

Figure 1:

Conceptual Multi-Scalar Socio-Ecological

Rurality Framework (MS-SERF)
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genuinely participatory approaches
that respect local agency while
addressing structural drivers.
Comparative multi-site and cross-
regional studies are also needed

to distinguish context-specific
mechanisms from general patterns,
improving external validity and policy
relevance (Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023;
Wang, 2025; Perz et al., 2022).

Achieving these shifts requires
coordinated action by researchers,
funders, and policymakers to
support innovative, inclusive
research programs. Only sustained
institutional commitment can enable
theory and practice to respond
effectively to the complexity and
urgency of contemporary rural
challenges (Newman, 2023;
Atkinson & Atkinson, 2023).

7. EMERGING
OPPORTUNITIES AND
PROMISING DIRECTIONS

The implications outlined in Section
6 highlight significant theoretical,
conceptual, and methodological
shifts needed to strengthen rural
development scholarship. Building
on these implications, this section
identifies concrete opportunities and
emerging directions in research,
policy, and practice that can
operationalise these shifts. Rather
than revisiting the conceptual
contributions already articulated, the
discussion here focuses on practical,
forward-oriented avenues that

show how integrated, multi-scalar,
and participatory approaches can
be implemented on the ground.

7.1 Technological and Analytical
Advances

Rapid technological change is
expanding what is empirically
possible in rural research and
planning. Advances in geographic
information systems (GIS), remote
sensing and large-scale data
analytics enable researchers to
capture rural heterogeneity with

a level of granularity previously
unattainable (Zhang et al., 2025).
High-resolution spatial data allow for
systematic monitoring of settlement
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change, land degradation, and
peri-urban dynamics. For instance,
a GIS/GPS planning database

in Papua New Guinea improved
transparency and supported

more accurate targeting of rural
infrastructure investments (Poi ef
al., 2018), while routine satellite
imagery enables continuous tracking
of village expansion and land-use
change (Parlato et al., 2025).
Longitudinal spatial studies such

as those conducted in Guangdong
Province, China (Jia, Liu & Li, 2025)
illustrate how rural settlements
reorganise under urban pressure,
revealing phenomena such as
village “hollowing” and supporting
differentiated policy responses.

Digital tools are also reshaping
participatory practice. Mobile surveys,
SMS-based feedback systems and
online engagement platforms allow
residents to communicate needs and
monitor projects in near real time,
reducing information asymmetries
and, in documented cases,

nudging officials toward greater
responsiveness (Bill et al., 2022;

Yu et al., 2024). These tools can
democratise evidence production,
but their effectiveness depends

on digital literacy, network access,
cultural fit, local trust - including trust
in traditional authority systems - and
robust data governance structures.

7.2 System-Oriented and

Integrated Policy Innovations

New policy initiatives demonstrate an
increasing willingness to link sectoral
domains traditionally treated in
isolation. Early ‘smart village’ models
and integrated rural development
programmes reflect attempts to align
agriculture, education, infrastructure
and governance within more

holistic, place-based strategies
(OECD, 2020; Akimowicz, Weeden

& Gibson, 2023). Resilience and
adaptive capacity frameworks also
offer practical tools for integrating
environmental and social dimensions
and preparing for climate,

market and demographic shocks
(Geng et al., 2024; Akimowicz,
Weeden & Gibson, 2023).
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Yet these initiatives underscore

a critical lesson: system-oriented
planning succeeds only when
matched by investments in social
capital, local institutional capacity
and participatory decision-making.
Evidence from participatory

rural programmes shows that
durable gains depend on locally
grounded implementation and
long-term support, rather than
the mere adoption of integrated
frameworks (Kitano, 2024).

Translating integrated approaches
into practice therefore requires
institutional strengthening, capacity
building, and the incorporation of
monitoring systems that can track
cross-sectoral interactions.

7.3 Methodological Innovations
and Future Research
Directions

Realising the potential of the
opportunities above requires
methodological change aligned with
the implications outlined in Section
5.8. Mixed-methods research
should become routine rather than
exceptional. Integrating quantitative
analytics with grounded qualitative
inquiry yields multi-layered insights
into rural dynamics that single-
method approaches cannot achieve.
Spatial modelling, network analysis
and interaction models have proven
valuable tools for unpacking rural—
urban linkages, mobility and service
access patterns (Goetz & Han, 2015).

Participatory methodologies further
strengthen analytical depth and
practical relevance. Community-
based and co-produced research
approaches - such as Participatory
Action Research - elevate local
agency and incorporate Traditional
Ecological Knowledge (Kant & Anjali,
2021). Examples from the Amazon
show how co-designed environmental
monitoring systems simultaneously
enhanced conservation outcomes
and strengthened governance
institutions (Perz et al., 2022).
Community-driven monitoring of
water quality, rangeland use, and
land-use change can improve both
equity and policy responsiveness.



Extending inquiry across time

and space is equally essential.
Longitudinal research captures
institutional evolution, shifting
practices and the durability of
intervention effects (Wang, 2025).
Comparative, cross-regional studies
help distinguish generalisable
mechanisms from context-specific
dynamics - an important task
given pronounced cultural and
institutional variation across rural
settings (Raj et al., 2022).

Finally, action research - co-
designing, implementing, and refining
interventions iteratively -offers a
promising but underused bridge
between theory and practice. Though
still under-represented in leading
journals, it provides actionable,
context-sensitive evidence capable of
informing immediate policy decisions
and supporting community priorities.

8. CONCLUSION

The review demonstrates that rural
development scholarship currently
finds itself at a decisive inflection
point. This review has synthesised
evidence that rural development
scholarship is hindered less by
isolated methodological faults than
by a set of interlocking, structural
limitations: inconsistent measures
of rurality, fragmented theoretical
traditions, constrained empirical
strategies, and a geographic

bias in research attention. These
limitations undermine the capacity of
academic work to produce reliable,
generalisable guidance for policy and
practice in diverse rural contexts.

Rather than adding further descriptive
detail, progress requires three
targeted shifts. First, measurement
and classification must move from
crude binaries to flexible, multi-
dimensional systems that disclose
sensitivity to scale and functional
linkages. Second, theory building
should prioritise integrative, socio-
ecological frameworks that explicitly
connect governance, livelihood, and
environmental processes and that
are tested through interdisciplinary
teams. Third, methodological
portfolios must be diversified:
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coordinated comparative and
longitudinal studies, mixed method
designs that combine spatial
analytics with participatory inquiry,
and pragmatic hybrid data strategies
(community monitoring plus remote
sensing) are needed to strengthen
causal inference and transferability.

These technical changes will not
succeed in isolation. Institutional
incentives, funding, journal priorities
and university structures, must

be aligned to reward long-term,
collaborative, place-sensitive
research and to support scholarship
in under-represented regions. If
scholars, funders and practitioners
adopt these reforms, the field can
produce more robust, contextually
grounded evidence to inform
equitable and resilient rural policy.
The task is urgent but feasible:
thoughtful redesign of how we define,
theorise and study rural places will
materially improve the prospects
for sustainable rural futures.
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