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Abstract. A large amount of policy support is spent to foster the development of rural 
areas in Europe. However, empirical evidence on the well-being differential between 
rural and urban areas in Europe is scant and incomplete. The present study develops 
a systematic literature review on this topic, bridging a gap in research as a systematic 
analysis on the subject has not been developed as far as we know. It uses the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) method. The 
review focuses on definitions of rural-urban most used in the literature, main dimensions 
of well-being that are analyzed, nature of the data and, finally, evidence that emerged 
regarding the differences in the various dimensions of well-being between rural and 
urban populations. The analysis confirms that available evidence is controversial and pro-
vides advice on how to develop new and better empirical analyses on this topic.
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1. INTRODUCTION

European countries use large amounts of public resources to support the 
development of rural areas, particularly through the European Union (EU) 
rural development policy. The reasons for supporting rural areas, which tend 
to be in disadvantaged conditions (Shucksmith et al., 2006), are many and vary 
from improving their competitiveness, creating jobs outside the agriculture 
industry (new businesses, development of tourism related activities etc.), devel-
opment of access and connections between cities and rural areas, development 
of basic infrastructure in villages, particularly in new EU member states. 

Our analysis refers to the issue of the economic disadvantage of house-
holds living in rural areas. Very often, rural areas are less developed and 
characterized by smaller incomes and greater employment, educational 
and administrative problems than non-rural ones (Bock et al., 2015; Shuck-
smith et al., 2006, 2009; Sørensen, 2014). Furthermore, rural areas and small 
towns are more Eurosceptic than larger cities (Dijkstra et al., 2020). All these 
aspects make the gap between rural and non-rural areas very important for 
policy makers.
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This paper investigates on this topic by means of a sys-
tematic literature review (SLR) focusing on Europe, filling 
a gap, as no similar analyses have been developed to the 
best of our knowledge. The study first aims at answering 
whether a well-being gap exists between rural and urban 
areas in Europe, focusing on the economic aspect of well-
being. This also calls for answering the following addi-
tional questions: is there sufficiently robust and compa-
rable empirical evidence to answer the research question? 
Are there any spaces to improve the analyses on this issue 
especially in terms of data and methodologies? 

The results of this analysis allow to explore the 
complexity of the topic at stake, the large array of data, 
dimensions and methodologies used, and to provide a 
synthesis of the main empirical results. 

As a consequence, the analysis paves the way for 
future research activities that could be developed on this 
relevant but somehow neglected issue.

The paper is structured as it follows. Next ses-
sion describes the key concepts used in the analysis 
while section 3 describes the data and research meth-
odology. Session 4 presents the results of the analy-
sis while session 5 the discussion of them. Finally, ses-
sion 6 concludes by providing a general judgment on 
what emerged from this analysis, its limits, and possible 
future developments.

2. KEY CONCEPTS USED IN THE ANALYSIS

2.1 Well-being definition

The concept of well-being is used very often, but there 
is no commonly agreed definition of what it is. In fact, 
the terms “well-being”, “welfare”, “quality of life”, “hap-
piness” and “life satisfaction” are often used interchange-
ably (OECD, 2013; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021). The OECD 
(2011a) argues that it concerns the satisfaction of various 
human needs, some of which are essential, and the ability 
to pursue one’s goals, thrive and feel satisfied with one’s 
own life. For this reason, well-being is a complex phenom-
enon and requires a multidimensional analysis approach 
(OECD, 2011a, 2020a; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021).

OECD (2011a, 2011b, 2020b) identifies three pillars 
and eleven dimensions to describe and measure the vari-
ous components of people’s well-being:
- Material living conditions (or economic well-being), 

which determine people’s possibilities of consump-
tion and their control over resources;

- Quality of life, which is defined as the set of non-
monetary attributes of individuals that determines 
their life opportunities, and has a specific value in 
different cultures and contexts;

- The sustainability of the socio-economic and natural 
systems in which people live and work, essential for 
well-being to last over time.
The eleven dimensions are defined, as follows 

(OECD, 2011a, 2011b, 2020a):
- Material living conditions: i) Income and Wealth; ii) 

Jobs and Earnings; and iii) Housing;
- Quality of life: i) Health Status; ii) Work and Life 

Balance; iii) Education and Skills; iv) Civic Engage-
ment and Governance; v) Social Connections; vi) 
Environmental Quality; vii) Personal Security; and 
viii) Subjective Well-Being.
This review focuses on papers including the eco-

nomic dimension of well-being. Economic well-being 
refers to the material living conditions that determine 
people’s consumption possibilities and their command 
over resources. This includes the ability of individuals 
to be able to consistently meet basic needs, such as food, 
housing, healthcare, transportation, education as well as 
the ability to make choices that contribute to security, 
satisfaction and personal fulfilment (OECD, 2011a, 2013, 
2020a). Income and wealth enable individuals to meet 
their basic needs and thus help achieve overall economic 
well-being (OECD, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 2020c). 

Both the availability of jobs and the resulting earn-
ings are relevant to an individual’s well-being. Indeed, 
they offer people the opportunity to fulfill their ambi-
tions, develop their skills and feel useful in the society 
in which they live (OECD, 2011). Societies with high 
levels of employment are also more politically stable, 
and healthier. Finally, having a home is at the apex of 
human material needs. Housing is the most important 
component of the expenses of many families and is fun-
damental for people’s ability to meet some basic needs. 
Furthermore, any poor housing conditions can affect 
people’s health, both mental and physical (OECD, 2011).

Very often looking at national averages can lead to 
wrong or distorted conclusions because they often mask 
large differences in how different parts of the population 
are doing. For this reason, the distribution of current 
well-being should be analyzed into three different types 
of gap (OECD, 2020b):
- Gaps between population groups;
- Gaps between those who are at very distant points of 

the distribution in each dimension;
- Deprivation (i.e., the share of the population that 

falls below a certain threshold, such as a minimum 
level of income, education or health).
Among possible comparisons between different pop-

ulation groups, the one based on the distinction between 
urban and rural areas can lead to interesting results. In 
fact, there are various aspects of well-being which are 

https://doi.org/10.36253/bae-13178


307A systematic literature review on the rural-urban economic well-being gap in Europe

Bio-based and Applied Economics 12(4): 261-304, 2023 | e-ISSN 2280-6172 | DOI: 10.36253/bae-13178

evaluated considering the rural-urban dichotomy and 
which provide different results. Obviously, analyses of 
this kind require an objective and consistent definitions 
of “urban” and “rural”, usually in terms of settlement 
size or population density. There are different definitions 
in each country, reflecting different social constructions 
of what is rural and urban in that country or geographic 
area (Shucksmith et al., 2009). 

The empirical evidence available on this issue is 
controversial also because different definitions of urban-
rural, dimensions of well-being, evaluation methods 
and data sets have been used. Indeed, recent analy-
ses in Europe show very different results for alternative 
European countries because of the different social and 
economic conditions existing in member states. For 
instance, rural areas are significantly poorer in some 
countries while in others the situation is balanced, or 
poverty is mainly a non-rural problem (Bernard, 2019; 
Shucksmith et al., 2009).

2.2 History of the European Urban-Rural issue

The distinction between city and countryside, urban 
and rural, has long been rooted in European civilization. 
The etymological roots of the terms “urban” and “rural” 
extend at least as far as the classical Latin words urbs 
(city) and rus (open space) (Woods & Heley, 2017). Usu-
ally, the city or urbs has always been the object, with the 
rural always being the “other”, the non-urban, the open 
space beyond the city and the precise boundary between 
rural and urban, therefore, has always been open to 
interpretation and controversy (Woods & Heley, 2017).

The history of the concept of urban-rural relations 
is one in which theoretical research and practical policy 
development are closely intertwined and difficult to sepa-
rate. Following Copus (2011) it is convenient to divide it 
into two main phases. The first started in the mid-1950s 
and died out in the 1980s (Phase 1: Growth Poles, Cumu-
lative Causation and National Policies). The second one 
started in the late 90s and still continues (Phase 2: The 
ESDP, SPESP, ESPON, INTEREG, the Territorial Agenda, 
RURBAN and City Regions). For a detailed explanation 
of the two historical phases, see Copus (2011).

In recent years the relationship between urban and 
rural areas has become a recurring theme in discussions 
on European rural policy. In very general terms it is seen 
as a promising component of a more territorial approach 
to meeting the development needs of lagging rural areas. 
This, of course, is not a new idea, but dates back to the 
1950s and 1960s. However, in recent decades the real-
ity and the connections between  these two areas have 
become much more complex (Copus, 2011). 

Rural areas have undergone profound economic 
and social changes since the first agricultural policies 
aimed at modernization and land management. As a 
result, rurality can no longer be defined solely in terms 
of agricultural activities and associated lifestyles. Indeed, 
since the publication of the key document on L’avenir 
du monde rural (“The future of rural society”) in 1988, 
the European Commission has clearly identified, for the 
first time, the need for a territorial rural policy that goes 
beyond the agriculture and included local development 
and environmental concerns as key elements (European 
Commission, 1988).

The determination of rurality, being at the core of 
a relevant policy debate for almost 60 years (Mantino, 
2021), depends on several factors (Féret et al., 2020): 1) 
the global contexts (i.e. the characteristics of the socio-
economic systems of which rurality is a part); 2) the dis-
course and the political objectives pursued; 3) the social 
representations of the different categories of stakeholders. 
In Europe, each country has developed its own definition 
of rurality, often as a response to a particular political, 
administrative and wider territorial context, and in some 
cases as a result of national classifications of other fac-
tors (such as population, accessibility). Approaches and 
definitions are rarely similar between countries (Bontron, 
1996; Depraz, 2007; Shucksmith et al., 2009).

Given the complexity of the topic, six approaches 
can be found in the literature to define the criteria of 
rural: the administrative approach, the morphological 
approach (population density), the locational approach, 
the functional approach, the landscape approach, and 
the combined approach (combination of at least two 
of the other approaches) (Féret et al., 2020; Mantino, 
2021). Furthermore, it is important to realize that the 
rural areas can be located inside a functional urban area 
(FUA), outside but close to a FUA or in a remote area 
(OECD, 2020c). For all these reasons, the debates on 
“rural” and “rurality” definition are an issue that still 
needs attention in both research programs and policies.

3. DATA AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This paper uses the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA), which 
is characterized by a rigorous and objective selection pro-
cedure that allows to increase the reliability of the final 
output. The approach is based on a statement that helps 
authors to improve reporting of the systematic review 
and meta-analysis (Liberati et al., 2009). The PRISMA 
statement consists of a checklist of 27 items divided into 
7 sections / topics and a four-step flow chart. 
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The review uses the three most important plat-
forms for researching scientific literature database: 
Scopus; Web of Science core collections (WoS); Science 
Direct (SD). These are easily accessible and have easy-
to-use search tools (Gebre et al., 2021; Li et al., 2018). 
More research databases and additional methods were 
used to be able to adequately identify all the literature 
related to the topic of interest (Bramer et al., 2016). 
Indeed, a single database is not considered sufficient to 
retrieve all references for a systematic review (Bramer 
et al., 2017). 

To try to intercept most of the existing works on the 
research topic, the PRISMA prospectus allows authors 
the possibility of adding papers from sources other 
than the identified databases. Therefore, we have added 
15 additional articles that are considered important to 
address the research questions.

After identifying the goal of the search, keyword 
detection and eligibility criteria setting follows. The 
keywords chosen were: ((“income” OR “well-being” OR 
“welfare”) AND (“urban” OR “non-rural”) AND (“rural” 
OR “non-urban”) AND (“difference*” OR “gap*” OR 
“inequalit*”) AND (“europe” OR “eu”)). These keywords 
allowed for a thorough investigation and, at the same 
time, were relevant to the research question. Regarding 
the eligibility criteria only publications in English were 
considered and editorials and letters were excluded. 
Also, some sub-categories were excluded because they 
were deemed inconsistent in principle with the topic of 
our interest (i.e., medical analysis). 

Studies were selected from the three databases by 
searching for keywords in abstracts, keywords, and titles 
of the research articles. After eliminating the duplicate 
articles, the studies were first selected by analyzing the 
title and abstract and subsequently reading the entire 
text of the remaining articles.

The search yielded a total of 158 articles, of which 
143 from the three electronic databases used in this SLR 
and 15 added by the authors because considered impor-
tant and particularly focused on the research topic, but 
they were not intercepted in the three databases used. 
By eliminating duplicates, the number of articles was 
reduced to 147. We then went through the articles, ana-
lysing their titles and abstracts, and excluded further 86 
records, reducing the total of articles to 60. 

Subsequently, after reading each single article, the 
eligibility criteria were applied, and another 20 stud-
ies were eliminated. Therefore, 40 articles were included 
in the review and formed the basis for the remaining of 
the analysis. In this phase, as suggested by the PRISMA 
guidelines, the description of the study selection process 
was reported (Figure 1).

The quality assessment procedure is one of the steps 
in this SLR process differentiating it from other types 
of reviews (Bimbo et al., 2017; Littell, 2006; Ma & Chen, 
2020). Quality assessment of papers included in a SLR 
is necessary to assess the relevance of the studies to 
answer the research question and therefore to establish 
the strength and credibility of the SLR’s findings and 
conclusions (Yang et al., 2021). Quality assessment con-
sists in assigning a score to each paper included in the 
SLR, based on pre-defined criteria. The literature quality 
assessment was not easy to perform given the high het-
erogeneity of the methodological approaches, and the 
lack of standardized quality assessment tools for studies 
belonging to the social science field. Therefore, conven-
tional measures of study quality were not appropriate in 
our case.

So, similarly to Bimbo et al. (2017), Cox et al. (2015), 
Mirra et al., (2021) and Sulaiman et al. (2021) an ad hoc 
quality assessment tool was developed using the Instru-
ment Critical Appraisal Checklist provided by Joanna 
Briggs Institute (2017) as a reference document. Addi-
tionally, based on the authors’ expertise, some studies 
characteristics considered important were included in 
the assessment of study quality. Eventually six criteria 
were identified (Table A1 in the Appendix).

The first criterion considered whether the analysis 
performed was qualitative or quantitative in nature. The 
adequacy of the sample size used was the second crite-
rion considered. The third criterion was if there was a 
well-defined research question. The remaining three cri-
teria were whether the outcomes were measured in a val-
id and reliable way, whether there was a clear definition 
of the rural-urban concept and whether well-being dif-
ferences between rural and urban areas were addressed 
directly or just mentioned. 

The studies identified were rated as low, medium, 
or high quality, based upon a combination of the scores 
assigned to each of the six criteria (Bimbo et al., 2017; 
Cox et al., 2015; Mirra et al., 2021). The more papers 
classified as “high quality” are present, the stronger 
and more robust the results and conclusions of the SLR 
will be. 

A study was considered as “high quality” when 
showing “high” rating on four or more criteria; “medi-
um quality,” with three “high” or two “high” and two 
“medium”. Finally, we classified the study as “low qual-
ity” in case of zero, one or two high rating (excluded the 
case of two high and two medium). Equal weighting was 
given to each criterion (Bimbo et al., 2017; Cox et al., 
2015). The results of the quality assessment are reported 
in Table 1.
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4. RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS 

The 40 publications are distributed over time as rep-
resented in the figure below. There is a growing trend 
from 2000 to today (Figure 2). First, the definitions of 
rural-urban used in the articles were identified and clas-
sified. The next step was to frame which dimensions of 
well-being were analyzed in the selected studies. 

This means evaluating how many articles study 
income, education, subjective well-being, etc., following 
the eleven economic dimensions presented by the OECD 
(2011c). All the research objectives pursued in the select-
ed literature were also analyzed, as well as the nature of 
the data (macro or micro approach, cross-sectional, pan-
el, time series) and the methodologies adopted to achieve 
the expected results. 

Figure 1. Articles selection process. Source: Own elaborations.
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Table 1. Quality assessment.

Author and year

What it 
was the 

methodology 
researchers 
used in this 

study?

Was Sample 
size 

adequate?

Was there a 
well-defined 

question?

Were the 
outcomes 

measured in 
a valid and 

reliable way?

Was there 
a clear 

definition 
of rural and 

urban? 

Well-being 
differences 

between 
rural and 

urban areas 
addressed 

directly 
or just 

mentioned? 

Overall 
rating

Schnorr-Baecker S. (2021) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Slettebak M.H. (2021) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Ayala et al. (2021) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Novák et al. (2020) Qualitative yes yes No yes no Medium
Piras S. (2020) Quantitative no yes Yes no no Medium
Cipane K. and Sloka B. (2020) Quantitative yes yes Yes no yes High
Wochner T. and Holzhausen A. (2019) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Viganóa et al. (2019) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Bernard J. (2019) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Grzega U. (2019) Quantitative yes yes No no no Medium
Sloka et al. (2019) Quantitative yes yes Yes no no High
Tobiasz-Adamczyk B. and Zawisza K. (2017) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Bruder E. and Unal H. (2017) Quantitative yes yes No yes yes High
Mattioli G. (2017) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Zarnekow N. and Henning C.H.C.A. (2016) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Binelli C. and Loveless M. (2016) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Bock et al. (2015) Qualitative yes yes No no yes High
Alexandri et al. (2015) Quantitative n/a yes No no yes Medium
Chivu et al. (2015) Quantitative yes yes No no no Medium
Zwiers M. and Koster F. (2015) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Weziak-Bialowolska D. (2014) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Sørensen J.F.L. (2014) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Marcotullio et al. (2014) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Stanef M.R. (2012) Qualitative yes yes No yes yes High
Sørensen J.F.L. (2012) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Lengsfeld J.H.B. (2011) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Vicente M.R. and López A.J. (2011) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Rodríguez-Pose A. and Tselios V. (2010) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Shucksmith et al. (2009) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Rodríguez-Pose A. and Tselios V. (2009) Quantitative yes yes Yes no no High
Macours K. And Swinnen J. F. M. (2008) Qualitative yes yes Yes no yes High
Bertolini et al. (2008) Qualitative yes no No yes no Low
Havard et al. (2008) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Nummela et al. (2008) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Van Hooijdonk et al. (2007) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Shucksmith et al. (2006) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High
Hoggart K. andCheng S. (2006) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
O’Brien E. (2005) Qualitative no yes No no no Low
Gerdtham U. and Johannesson M. (2001) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes no High
Rietveld P. and Ouwersloot H. (1989) Quantitative yes yes Yes yes yes High

Source: Own elaborations.
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Finally, for each dimension of well-being, the main 
results in terms of differences in well-being (or individu-
al dimensions of it) between rural and urban areas were 
summarized and compared. 

To resume the structure of the results of our work, 
for each study included in the review, the dimensions 
that were analyzed, classified, and compared are the fol-
lowing: 
- Definition of the rural/urban concept;
- Main dimensions of well-being observed (i.e. 

income, education, work-life balance, etc.);
- Aims of the research;
- Nature of the data (macro/micro, cross-sectional, 

panel or time series) and applied methodologies;
- Main findings related to differences in the various 

dimensions of rural and urban areas well-being.
As regards the definition of rural and urban, the 

most widespread typology in the works examined is 
based on the concept of population density. In fact, 
22 out of 40 studies use definitions of rural and urban 
based on population density, 8 use other definitions and 
10 do not provide any definition at all. 

In 5 of the 8 studies that use other ways of defining 
rural and urban, the population density represents only 
one dimension of the definition, while in 3 studies the 
interviewee subjectively indicates and classifies the area 
in which he/she lives as rural or urban. It should be not-
ed that of the 30 studies that provide a definition of rural 
and urban, 12 use simple rural-urban dummies while 18 
use categorical variables, which can range from 3 to 8 
categories (i.e. rural, sub-rural, sub-urban, urban, etc).

As for the dimensions of well-being (Figure 3), the 
most studied are income and wealth (27), job and earn-
ings (11), education and skills (10), health status (8) and 

housing (6). 27 papers analyse income, of which only 8 
study the job and employment as well as income, with 
only 5 publications dealing also with housing.

Civic Engagement and Governance and Social Con-
nections are discussed jointly. Aims of the studies are 
very different both for the dimension of well-being 
investigated and for the centrality and importance of 
differences between rural and urban. Some studies 
investigate the relationship between a dimension of well-
being and its determinants, including the rural or urban 
residence, or how one dimension of well-being affects 
the total. In these studies, the dimension of well-being is 
central, while the variable defining the rural-urban areas 
is only one of the determinants.

Therefore, the real main objective of these works is 
not so much to observe a difference in well-being, or in 
its dimensions, between rural and urban areas. Obvious-
ly, there are also studies in which the difference between 
rural and urban is the central aim.

Regarding the characteristics and nature of the data 
used, of the 40 studies reviewed in this SLR, 63% use 
microdata. Indeed, 26 studies use micro data, 4 macro 
data, 5 both micro and macro data and 5 do not use quan-
titative analyses. Regarding the temporal nature of the 
data, of the 35 quantitative studies, 27 studies use cross-
sectional data, 6 use panel data and 2 use time series.

The review showed that there are both studies based 
on individual data (individual households) and on 
regional data. Obviously, this difference must be taken 
into account when comparing the results of the differ-
ent types of analyses. In 23 papers the level of analysis is 
NUTS0 (Country or group of countries), in two papers 
is NUTS1 and NUTS2 together, in 15 papers NUTS3 or 
more detailed territorial levels. In studies with less spa-

Figure 2. Number of publications per year. Source: Own elabora-
tions.

Figure 3. Number of publications per topic. Source: Own elabora-
tions.
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tial detail, the tendency is to perform analyses on indi-
vidual/household data and compare rural and non-rural 
individuals/households within the country. As the terri-
torial detail of the analysis tends to increase, the great-
er the tendency to compare rural areas with non-rural 
ones (regions, provinces, etc.) without using individual/
household data.

From a methodological point of view, it emerged 
that among the studies mainly focusing on the gap 
between rural and urban, the comparison of the averag-
es between the two groups through descriptive statistics 
and / or hypothesis tests (e.g., t-test, χ2-test) are the most 
popular methods (14 papers). 

Only few studies combine the comparison of the 
means with the comparison of the medians. In papers 
where the rural-urban differential is not the central top-
ic, but only one of the many determinants of well-being 
or of a specific dimension, linear and more frequently 
non-linear regression models are used, such as logit, 
ordered logit or probit. Pearson’s correlation is frequent-
ly used as a preliminary analysis (11 papers). 

Regarding methodologies, it is important to under-
line that in various works the authors calculate and use 
indices and coefficients of various kinds, in relation 
to the objective pursued. These include the Gini Coef-
ficients, the Lorenz Curve, the General Psychological 
Wellbeing Index, the Multidimensional Poverty Index 
and the Theil Index. Next section reports and summa-
rises the main results of the different studies divided by 
dimension of well-being.

5. DISCUSSION

This section discusses the main results looking at 
the eleven1 dimensions of well-being already described 
in sections 2 and 4. In this approach, rural and non-
rural areas have been treated as homogeneous withnin 
each of the two. However, this is an obvious oversimpli-
fication, as there are significant differences within these 
areas given that the degree of rurality of the different 
geographical realities also varies. This has been decided 
based on a compromise between the complexity of the 
classification of rural/non-rural areas and the aggrega-
tion of the results of 40 papers. In the following subsec-
tions we try to contextualize the results considering the 
geographical context in which the analysed works were 
carried out. Even knowing that the comparison between 
different geographical areas, in different periods, has its 
limits, an attempt has been made to create a synthetic 

1 Civic Engagement and Governance and Social Connections are dis-
cussed jointly.

discussion of the 40 papers that is as homogeneous and 
coherent as possible.

5.1 Income and wealth

In general, in Europe, the analyzed studies have 
highlighted a lower income situation in rural areas than 
in urban areas (Alexandri et al., 2015; Bock et al., 2015; 
Chivu et al., 2015; Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose & Tse-
lios, 2009; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 
2006, 2009; Sloka et al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). What has 
been observed in recent years in Europe is a convergence 
between the two groups, characterized by a notable 
growth in rural areas and a less sudden growth in urban 
areas (Grzega, 2019; Wochner & Holzhausen, 2019). Fur-
thermore, income differences between urban and rural 
areas change according to the wealth of the country of 
reference. In fact, urban-rural income differences are 
mild in the richest countries and most progressively 
marked in countries with a lower average income (Alex-
andri et al., 2015; Bock et al., 2015; Chivu et al., 2015; 
Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose & Tselios, 2009; Schnorr-
Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009; Sloka et 
al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). Therefore, there is evidence that 
the income gap of rural areas compared to urban ones 
decreases as the country’s average income increases. 

Income differences between urban and rural areas 
in poorer countries may be less extreme than expected 
when considering domestic self-supply of food. Indeed, 
growing food and raising animals is a very common 
activity in rural areas of low-income countries, which 
helps to mitigate the existing income gap. Therefore, 
urban-rural differences in the poorest countries are low-
er than what one would expect observing the only mon-
etary income differences (Alexandri et al., 2015; Bock et 
al., 2015; Chivu et al., 2015; Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-
Pose & Tselios, 2009; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shuck-
smith et al., 2006, 2009; Sloka et al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). 
Furthermore, as reported by Stanef (2012), the growing 
importance of extra-agricultural revenue in rural fami-
lies is reducing the income gap between rural and urban 
areas. The income differences between the two groups 
concern and reflect the structure of consumer expenses. 
Indeed, rural families spend relatively more on goods 
and services that satisfy their primary needs and less 
on those that satisfy secondary needs (Alexandri et al., 
2015; Grzega, 2019). 

Obviously, there are several exceptions to this rule. 
Indeed, in some studies lower income levels character-
ise urban areas while higher income levels are found in 
the rural areas (Rietveld & Ouwersloot, 1989; Zwiers & 
Koster, 2015). These results seem to indicate that high-
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income individuals, considering rural areas as places 
characterized by a better quality of life, leave urban 
areas and settle in more rural areas (Viganó et al., 2019; 
Zwiers & Koster, 2015). Sørensen (2014) found a positive 
correlation between income and satisfaction with life 
and that the inhabitants of rural areas have greater sat-
isfaction with life than the inhabitants of the cities. As 
regards rural-urban perceived income differences, it was 
found that high-income urban residents are less likely 
to perceive large income differences than high-income 
rural residents, while there is no urban / rural differ-
ence for individuals with low income (Binelli & Love-
less, 2016).

The concept of ownership also falls within the defi-
nition of Income and Wealth provided by the OECD 
(2011c). In Germany, car ownership is greater in rural 
areas, where it is essential for travel as the access to pub-
lic transport services is lower (Mattioli, 2017; Schnorr-
Baecker, 2021).

Regarding poverty, similar poverty reduction is 
occurring over time in Europe in rural and urban are-
as. However, there continues to be more poverty in 
rural areas (Macours & Swinnen, 2008; Piras, 2020). 
The concept of poverty seems to partly follow the logic 
of income analysed above. In fact, in countries with the 
lowest average income, the worst situation regarding 
poverty is observed in sparsely populated areas, while 
a better situation occurs in densely populated areas. In 
richer countries, on the other hand, poverty is relative-
ly higher in densely populated areas than in rural areas 
(Weziak-Bialowolska, 2014). 

Regarding poverty in Europe, the theme of the uni-
versal increase in poverty and deprivation levels as a 
problem of rural areas alone has been defined as wrong 
(Bernard, 2019). Indeed, as noted, rural-urban poverty 
disparities not only vary in magnitude, but, in some 
countries, disparities are completely reversed in favor of 
rural areas. According to Bernard (2019), the increase 
in poverty in rural areas can be observed in countries 
with a lower population density in rural areas (reduced 
accessibility to opportunities for local people), in coun-
tries with a higher percentage of farmers (especially 
those who work on very small farms), in post-socialist 
transition countries and in countries with generally low-
er levels of economic development and reduced living 
standards. As mentioned above, poverty tends in some 
cases to become more and more an urban phenomenon. 
Between 1996 and 2002 the poverty rate increased in 
large cities and decreased in small towns and rural areas 
(Bertolini et al., 2008). 

However, in a cross-section perspective, rural dis-
tricts still have the highest percentage of poor people. 

Furthermore, according to Bertolini et al. (2008), pov-
erty rates drop further and significantly in rural areas 
when corrected for the fact that many rural families 
dwell in property homes and do not pay rents. Further 
work that goes in the same direction is that proposed 
by Rietveld & Ouwersloot (1989) in the Netherlands, 
according to which urban poverty has become a more 
serious and more widespread phenomenon than rural 
poverty.

According to Bruder & Unal, 2017, deprivation 
rates are related to the average equivalent income of 
the country. Thus, deprivation is not only an indicator 
of ownership of goods and equipment but also of the 
level of income and poverty of households. As for the 
works on deprivation in Europe, some evidence sug-
gests a lower level in rural than in urban areas (Ayala et 
al., 2021). In the paper of Havard et al. (2008), relating 
to the metropolitan area of Strasbourg in France, the 
peripheral and sparsely populated areas (rural munici-
palities) that create a peri-urban ring around Stras-
bourg are characterized by low deprivation. On the con-
trary, socio-economic deprivation is accentuated as we 
approach Strasbourg and reaches its maximum in the 
center of the metropolitan area. 

5.2 Housing

Housing is one of the key dimensions of an individ-
ual’s material location and quality of life, in both rural 
and urban Europe (Alexandri et al., 2015; Bock et al., 
2015; Chivu et al., 2015; Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose 
& Tselios, 2009; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et 
al., 2006, 2009; Sloka et al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). Housing 
problems are more severe in poorer European countries, 
in the sense that dwelling sizes, housing conditions and 
facilities are much worse, although levels of housing sat-
isfaction do not differ significantly. The lack of space, the 
size of dwellings and the scarcity of affordable housing, 
including the high cost of renting or owning, are more 
common in urban areas, especially in richer countries 
(Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et 
al., 2006, 2009). In contrast, poor physical condition and 
lack of amenities (e.g., damp, rot and lack of indoor san-
itation) are more common problems in rural areas, espe-
cially in poorer countries (Bertolini et al., 2008; Bock et 
al., 2015; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009). Overall, there is 
almost no difference between urban and rural areas in 
housing satisfaction levels (Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-
Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009). Regard-
ing the financial burden of housing costs, it seems to be 
no significant difference between urban and rural areas 
(Cipane & Sloka, 2020).
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5.3 Jobs and earnings

In richer countries, unemployment in urban are-
as is higher than in rural areas, while in lower-income 
countries, where unemployment is higher, it is more of 
a rural phenomenon (Alexandri et al., 2015; Bock et al., 
2015; Chivu et al., 2015; Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose 
& Tselios, 2009; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith 
et al., 2006, 2009; Sloka et al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). The 
contention that rural areas have shared the shift to a 
service-based economy is not confirmed across enlarged 
Europe, except in the richest countries where most rural 
respondents work in white-collar and managerial occu-
pations. Indeed, even if agriculture plays a declining 
role, it still has a significant weight in rural employment 
in Europe (Bertolini et al., 2008; Stanef, 2012). In EU 
countries with medium / low GDP, the rural employ-
ment structure has a high level of blue-collar workers, 
presumably in industrial employment, which is sub-
stantially higher than in the urban areas of these coun-
tries (Alexandri et al., 2015; Bock et al., 2015; Chivu et 
al., 2015; Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose & Tselios, 2009; 
Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009; 
Sloka et al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). It may be that the rural 
context of unemployment in these countries is more of 
deindustrialization than of peasant transition. Interest-
ingly, women in rural areas feel less stressed at work 
than men, while the opposite is true in urban areas 
(Alexandri et al., 2015; Bock et al., 2015; Chivu et al., 
2015; Grzega, 2019; Rodríguez-Pose & Tselios, 2009; 
Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009; 
Sloka et al., 2019; Stanef, 2012). Viganó et al. (2019), 
reported that being a worker in rural areas has a nega-
tive impact on well-being, while positive in urban areas; 
on the contrary, being office worker in rural areas has a 
positive impact on well-being and a negative impact in 
urban areas. This could be explained by considering the 
corresponding type of tasks for blue-collar and white-
collar workers in the two areas. A worker in a rural area 
gets a low wage compared to hard work, while a worker 
in the city gets a higher wage. On the other hand, being 
a white-collar employee in a rural setting could mean 
running a business in the agricultural sector, while a 
white-collar employee in the city could be someone with 
a high corporate position, a high level of stress and a 
low level of well-being. Sørensen (2014) found a negative 
correlation between unemployment and life satisfaction 
and that rural dwellers have higher life satisfaction than 
urban dwellers. Also in this case, there are several works 
with different results. For example, according to the 
paper by Zarnekow & Henning (2016), the determinants 
of quality of life, including employment, do not differ 

according to the degree of urbanisation of the respond-
ent’s home region, or unemployment is lower in urban 
areas than in rural areas. (Schnorr-Baecker, 2021).

The subject less studied in the literature is labor 
market. The results of Slettebak (2021) show that the 
effect of EU11 migrant workers on natives’ income 
inequality is significant in rural municipalities, but 
weaker and not statistically significant in urban areas. 
This, according to the author, could be due to small 
and less diverse labor markets in rural areas. While 
natives in urban areas may have different ways of adapt-
ing to changes in competition, such as changing jobs or 
employment, their rural counterparts may have fewer 
opportunities. 

Finally, as regards rural-urban differences in wom-
en’s wages, it appears that wage payments for similar 
jobs, for people with equivalent human capital endow-
ments, differ very little between rural and urban areas 
(Hoggart & Cheng, 2006).

5.4 Health status

With regard to health status, it is useful to distin-
guish between access to health services and the actual 
state of health (self-assessed health, incidence of morbid-
ity and/or mortality, etc.). Regarding the former, urban 
areas generally have more infrastructure and access to 
health services tends to be easier for urban dwellers. 
However, Viganó et al. (2019) claim that in Italy there 
are no differences for Health Indicator in any of the 
4 areas (rural, semi-rural, semi-urban, urban), prob-
ably because the Italian national health system is quite 
widespread in the country. Comparing these results with 
those of Weziak-Bialowolska (2014) at the European 
aggregate level, this absence of differences between the 
two groups is probably due to the fact that the richer a 
country is in terms of health, the smaller the differences 
between rural and urban areas; the poorer a country is 
in terms of health, the greater the differences between 
areas with different levels of degree of urbanisation. 

According to the work of Sørensen (2014), both at 
the aggregate level of European Union and at the level of 
three macro groups according to the GDP of the coun-
tries, self-reported health is positively and strongly cor-
related with life satisfaction. Also, rural dwellers have 
higher life satisfaction than urban dwellers. Indeed, the 
countryside landscape in rural areas plays an important 
role in promoting health because it has been affirmed 
that the great advantages of the rural context is the 
direct link with nature (Novak et al., 2020). According 
to Novak et al. (2020) the countryside can serve men-
tal well-being by restoring attention, inducing positive 
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thoughts and emotions, and reducing people’s stress lev-
els. The countryside responds to the needs of promoting 
physical health by being a perfect place for outdoor activ-
ities. Sport as a direct influencer of physical and mental 
health promotion is strongly linked to local communi-
ties and rural citizens who are attentive to their physical 
and mental health. Finally, the countryside can foster the 
induction of social well-being when it promotes social 
integration, when it provides support and social security, 
and when it strengthens social engagement and partici-
pation (Novak et al., 2020). These results can be read in 
the light of another aspect that reinforces the idea that 
health in rural areas is better than in urban areas: the 
risk of morbidity and mortality is higher among urban 
dwellers compared to rural dwellers. According to van 
Hooijdonk et al. (2007), urban and highly industrialized 
areas tend to be characterized by a worse natural envi-
ronment, which could have direct and indirect effects on 
human health. Greater air or noise pollution can have a 
direct effect on respiratory and hearing diseases, just as 
the absence of green areas could cause a drastic reduction 
in outdoor physical activities. These features of densely 
populated areas can indirectly generate higher mortality 
and hospitalization rates in urban areas (van Hooijdonk 
et al., 2007).

Other aspects, related to the age of individuals, can 
influence the self-reported state of health. Indeed, in the 
work of Tobiasz-Adamczyk & Zawisza (2017) on a sam-
ple of elderly Polish people, several predictors of self-
rated health in urban and rural residents were found, 
such as loneliness and networking and social participa-
tion. A relationship between loneliness and poor health 
self-assessment was observed only in rural residents. In 
urban residents, social networking and social participa-
tion significantly predicted positive self-reported health. 

Another study that confirms the positive and sig-
nificant relationship between social capital, self-assessed 
health and urban area is that of Nummela et al. (2008). 
According to the authors, in fact, only in the urban area 
with high social capital a good health self-assessment  
was found. As with the other dimensions of well-being 
observed so far, there is no lack of contradictory results 
for health status. Indeed, the determinants of quality of 
life, including health status, proposed by Zarnekow & 
Henning (2016) do not differ with respect to the region 
of origin of the respondents.

5.5 Work and life balance

In recent years, the issue of work-life balance has 
emerged as a prominent topic in sociology. The ability 
to reconcile work and family life, working hours and 

other time constraints are the most studied issues in 
this area. The results show that average weekly working 
hours are increasing for clusters in poorer countries but 
are also consistently higher in rural areas than in cities. 
(Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et 
al., 2006, 2009). 

Problems of reconciliation between work and pri-
vate life are, however, widespread both in urban and 
rural areas and in rich and poor countries (Bock et al., 
2015; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 
2009). In relation to pressures at work, however, being 
too tired from housework is the most surprising aspect 
cited by respondents, regardless of where they live 
(Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et 
al., 2006, 2009). 

Some gender differences emerge in work-life bal-
ance in rural but not urban areas (Bock et al., 2015; 
Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009). 
More clearly, women with partners and children in rural 
areas of richer countries have fewer problems than men 
in achieving a satisfactory work-life balance. Moreo-
ver, work-life balance problems are widespread in both 
urban and rural areas, and no support was found for the 
idea that work-life balance is more satisfactory in rural 
areas (Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shuck-
smith et al., 2006, 2009).

5.6 Education and Skills

Access to education improves people’s employment 
prospects, as well as developing their skills in many other 
ways, and its inherent benefits (Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-
Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009). Indeed, 
satisfaction with life increases with education (Sørensen, 
2014). There are notable differences both between groups 
of countries and between rural and urban regions across 
Europe. Education levels of people living in urban areas 
are higher across Europe than in rural areas (Bock et al., 
2015; Rodríguez-Pose & Tselios, 2011; Schnorr-Baecker, 
2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009; Weziak-Bialowolska, 
2014). Indeed, in rural areas more people have only pri-
mary education and fewer have a university degree (Bock 
et al., 2015; Schnorr-Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 
2009). This could be related to the nature of jobs and labor 
markets in urban areas, which attract more skilled and 
educated people. Consistent with this, Slettebak (2021), 
argues that labor migrants have a greater impact on the 
employment status of locals and lead to greater competi-
tion in rural areas than in urban ones, since the level of 
general education is much lower in rural areas. 

The issue linked to distance from schools is also inter-
esting. In France, for example, the distance from primary 
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schools for rural municipalities increased from 1980 to 
1998, due to a strategy of grouping schools when the num-
ber of pupils became too small, while the average distance 
from secondary schools decreased (Bertolini et al., 2008). 
At the gender level, the differences are small, although in 
rural areas of the poorest countries, education levels are 
generally lower among women (Bock et al., 2015; Schnorr-
Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009).

The use of the Internet, a potential indicator of 
a more general computer literacy, is higher in urban 
areas. This is true across the EU, although urban-rural 
differences are greater in poorer countries (Schnorr-
Baecker, 2021; Shucksmith et al., 2006). Regarding the 
digital divide, there does not seem to be a rural-urban 
divide (Vicente & López, 2011) given that  the degree of 
urbanization is clearly not one of the main criteria that 
determines the digital divide (understood by the authors 
as digital inequality and it is defined as disparity in the 
quantity of Internet usage), but education, age, and main 
vocational activity do indeed mark digital boundaries in 
many of the observed countries (Lengsfeld, 2011).

In summary, education levels are generally higher in 
richer European countries and in urban areas. Of course, 
there are exceptions. Indeed, according to the results 
obtained by Weziak-Bialowolska (2014) in Luxembourg 
and the United Kingdom, the least educated are people 
from densely populated areas, while in Malta and Ger-
many there is hardly any difference. Moreover, and sur-
prisingly, education levels in middle-income countries 
are lower than in low-income countries, mostly former 
Soviet countries, in both urban and rural areas. This 
may reflect a greater emphasis on secondary education in 
these countries in the past in order to reduce inequality 
(Bock et al., 2015; Shucksmith et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, in the study by Viganó et al. (2019), 
education does not reach statistically significant levels in 
any of the 4 areas (rural, semi-rural, semi-urban, urban) 
as a determinant of individual well-being.

5.7 Civic engagement and governance and social connec-
tions

The human being is a social creature, therefore the 
frequency with contacts with others and the quality of 
their personal relationships are crucial determinants of 
well-being (OECD, 2011c). Activities are more satisfy-
ing when shared with others. Additionally, social net-
works can provide material and emotional support in 
times of need, as well as provide access to jobs and other 
opportunities. The nature of social interactions also has 
broader implications beyond the immediate social circle, 
affecting levels of trust within the community, which is 

an important driver of other outcomes, including demo-
cratic participation, crime, and health (OECD, 2011c). 
Participation in society and community life, for example 
through the expression of the political voice, is essential 
for individual well-being and allows people to develop a 
sense of belonging and trust in others (OECD, 2011c). 

Considering the foregoing, the development of social 
capital is considered primarily significant where inade-
quate financial means are available for further economic 
and labor market growth. However, if social capital is 
exploited to pursue the objectives of small groups, it can 
also weaken social harmony and compromise economic 
performance. Social capital seems to be more prevalent 
in rural areas than in urban areas (Stanef, 2012): emo-
tional networks (i.e., the commonality of mutual trust) 
are in many cases anchored to local social life, which 
also influences the interaction between businesses and / 
or the labor market. 

Furthermore, the social network seems to positively 
affect the subjective well-being of rural elderly people, as 
opposed to loneliness which instead negatively impacts 
both rural and urban elderly (Tobiasz-Adamczyk & 
Zawisza, 2017). Other works in this topic present different 
results. Indeed, according to Sørensen (2012), no evidence 
of increased social and institutional trust has been found 
in rural areas of Denmark. The data did not confirm the 
provisional hypothesis of greater institutional trust in 
rural areas. At the same time, unpaid voluntary work in 
associations was found to be higher in rural areas.

5.8 Environmental quality

Contact with nature has benefits for people, often 
related to health. While the urban population has to 
look for pieces of nature in their neighborhood, the 
rural population lives their life in a much more direct 
contact with nature (Maller et al., 2005). Rural areas 
appear to enjoy better environmental quality than cit-
ies, positively affecting the mental and physical health 
of those who live there (Novak et al., 2020). As for other 
environmental aspects, such as land use, obviously this 
is a problem mainly related to urban areas (Schnorr-Bae-
cker, 2021). Regarding waste management in Germany, 
(Schnorr-Baecker, 2021) does not obtain an obvious dif-
ference related to the degree of urbanization of the area. 
The following is an intriguing and somewhat unexpected 
result discovered by Marcotullio et al. (2014): European 
cities produce less CO2-equivalent emissions per capita 
than non-urban areas. Direct CO2-eq emissions per cap-
ita are lower in urban areas than in non-urban areas in 
all sub-regions analyzed (Eastern, Western, Northern, 
Southern, and entire Europe), most likely because urban 

https://doi.org/10.36253/bae-13178


317A systematic literature review on the rural-urban economic well-being gap in Europe

Bio-based and Applied Economics 12(4): 261-304, 2023 | e-ISSN 2280-6172 | DOI: 10.36253/bae-13178

areas are more carbon-efficient than non-urban areas. 
Eastern Europe is an outlier, with fairly similar values. 
This could be due to increased greenhouse gas emissions 
from heavy industries and/or energy production.

5.9 Personal security

No studies relating to personal security in Europe 
have emerged from this SLR.

5.10 Subjective well-being

The last key component of quality of life examined 
from an urban-rural perspective is people’s level of sub-
jective well-being, optimism, and happiness. The find-
ings in the literature on subjective well-being in Europe 
do not seem to support the assertion that quality of life, 
indicated by the degree of life satisfaction and happiness, 
is higher in rural areas (Bock et al., 2015; Shucksmith 
et al., 2006, 2009). Life satisfaction and happiness are 
higher in richer countries, as expected, but urban-rural 
differences are modest or zero, and while the EU-12 
significantly favours rural areas, the balance is margin-
ally in favor of urban areas elsewhere (Bock et al., 2015; 
Shucksmith et al., 2006, 2009). Indeed, levels of opti-
mism and happiness, in both rich and poor countries, 
are significantly higher in urban areas (Bock et al., 2015; 
Gerdtham & Johannesson, 2001; Shucksmith et al., 2006, 
2009). Most interestingly, subjective measures of happi-
ness and life satisfaction do not seem to reflect urban-
rural differences in the objective quality of life in poor-
er countries. Such differences in subjective well-being 
appear to be quite small compared to large differences in 
some of the objective material indicators. The study con-
ducted in Poland on the elderly component of the popu-
lation by Tobiasz-Adamczyk & Zawisza (2017) is very 
interesting. Indeed, the social network influences sub-
jective well-being in rural dwellers. Furthermore, poor 
appraisal of subjective well-being in old age increases 
with larger levels of loneliness and a rising number of 
chronic diseases in both urban and rural settings.

In conclusion, living in rural or urban areas does 
not appear to have statistically significant effects on sub-
jective quality of life (Bock et al., 2015; Shucksmith et 
al., 2006, 2009).

6. CONCLUSIONS

The literature does not provide precise and robust 
answers on the existence of a well-being differential 

between rural and urban areas. Very often the results 
achieved by different studies do not agree with each oth-
er even referring to the same geographical area. Moreo-
ver, the definition of what can be called rural (and also 
which are the differences within the rural category) and 
what is urban varies between different studies.

However, what emerges from this analysis is that, con-
sidering various dimensions of well-being, a gap between 
rural and urban in Europe seems to exist in favor of the 
urban one. However, this difference tends to be minimal 
or even to some extent reversed in those countries with 
high income, while the rural-urban gap tends to widen as 
the country’s income decreases. However, it should be not-
ed that a growing gap exists between rural and urban are-
as in terms of provision of services of general interest and 
infrastructure (schools, mobility, health services, broad-
band connections) and that this is also present in countries 
with high income levels (European Commission, 2022). 
For example, the rationale behind the Italian Strategy for 
Inner Areas is based on findings that rural areas in Italy 
have greater difficulties in accessing services (including 
health services) than urban areas (DPCoe, 2020; UVAL, 
2014). An example of a more articulated analysis is pro-
vided by Viganó et al. (2019) paper included in this SLR. 
Unfortunately, part of the studies reviewed in this SLR 
do not adequately capture the multidimensional nature of 
the gaps. This is mainly due to the different definitions of 
rurality used in the surveyed literature. For this reason, 
this SLR may not provide a complete picture of the real 
well-being gaps between rural and urban areas, suggesting 
that further research is still needed looking at well-being 
from a multi-dimensional perspective. 

Despite this, the conducted SLR has provided some 
useful results. First, it identified the most widespread  
rural-urban definitions. The important finding in this 
regard is that the non-homogeneous definition of rural 
and urban in this SLR makes it difficult to compare the 
results of the analyses considered in this SLR. Howev-
er, most of them use population density to differentiate 
between rural and urban areas. Second, it also explored 
the databases that were used to run well-being analy-
ses by identifying the pros and cons of each. Some of 
the dimensions of well-being referring to quality of life 
are still not sufficiently considered in literature, such as 
Personal Security, Work-Life Balance, Civic Engagement 
and Governance & Social Connections. This constrains 
the possibility to expand the analysis to all dimensions 
of well-being.

At a methodological level, some of these studies 
seem more appropriate than others to formally verify the 
existence of the gap considered. However, all the meth-
odologies require an appropriate database, based mainly 
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on individual-household data due to the need to verify 
the existing heterogeneity of the conditions existing 
within the two samples. This issue has been addressed 
with not too sophisticated methodologies, probably due 
to the lack of data or expertise. Furthermore, many 
studies investigate the impact of the rural-urban com-
ponent on one or more dimensions of well-being and do 
not explicitly assess the existence of a difference in well-
being between the two groups.

Microeconomic and cross-sectional data were used 
in most of the studies. We believe that panel analyses 
would be more appropriate for analyzing the existence of 
differences in well-being between rural and urban, also 
allowing to observe how they change over time.

Finally, most of the studies refer to one or a lim-
ited number of countries, thus not providing complete 
results at European level on the rural-urban well-being 
gap. This limitation affects the possibility of drawing 
more general conclusions on well-being differences.

The study is not without limitations. Indeed, our 
SLR focuses on Europe alone. Furthermore, from a 
methodological point of view, the evaluation of the qual-
ity of the studies included in this work used an ad hoc 
protocol based on the Instrument Critical Appraisal 
Checklist provided by Joanna Briggs Institute (2017) due 
to the lack of standardized quality assessment tools for 
social science studies. We are aware that such limitations 
could affect the replicability of this SLR and make it dif-
ficult to update the study.

The limited number of analyses on the subject devel-
oped in Europe and the heterogeneity observed between 
Member States suggest the need to develop additional 
and methodologically sound empirical assessments on 
the issue at the whole European level.

In the end, the results of this SLR provide a useful 
basis in terms of the type and nature of databases to be 
used, methodologies and definition of rural and urban 
that can be used as a starting point for the development 
of new empirical analyses at the European level.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. Criteria of the quality assessment used in this review.

Criteria assessed
Quality rating

Low Medium High

What it was the methodology 
researchers used in this 
study?

Qualitative n/a Quantitative

Was Sample size 
adequate? no n/a yes

Was there a well-defined question? no n/a yes

Were the outcomes measured in a valid and 
reliable way?

No, it is not validated and/
or it is not an objectively 

quantifiable measure
n/a

Yes, it is a validated and/
or objectively quantifiable 

measure
Was there a clear definition of rural and urban? no n/a yes
Well-being differences between rural and urban 
areas addressed directly or just mentioned? no n/a yes

Overall rating
No, one or two high rating 

(excluded the case of two high 
and two medium)

Three high ratings or two high 
rating and two medium Four or more high ratings

Source: Own elaborations.
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