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Abstract

Sustainable rural development has become a critical
policy and research priority across South Asia,
where agrarian distress, environmental degradation,
social inequality, and weak institutional governance
continue to constrain inclusive growth. Despite
substantial progress in sustainability studies, an
integrated understanding of these challenges
remains limited. This study therefore conducts a
systematic literature review (SLR), following the
PRISMA 2020 framework, to synthesize findings
from peer-reviewed articles (n=78) retrieved
exclusively from the Scopus database. The review
aims to analyze the bibliometric patterns and
thematic evolution of sustainable rural development
research in South Asia, identify the major challenges
confronting sustainability outcomes, and evaluate
strategic interventions implemented to address them.
Bibliometric analysis reveals a consistent rise in
scholarly output over the past five years, with India,
Pakistan, and Bangladesh emerging as the leading
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contributors, and an evolving research focus from
agricultural productivity toward themes of climate
resilience, gender inclusion, and institutional
governance. Thematic analysis identifies four
dominant clusters: sustainable agrarian practices,
climate resilience and environmental governance,
gender equity and social inclusion, and local
institutional integration within global sustainability
frameworks. Collectively, these findings demonstrate
that achieving sustainable rural development in
South Asia requires harmonizing agricultural
innovation, environmental adaptation, gender
empowerment, and decentralized governance under
coherent policy structures aligned with the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The study
concludes by emphasizing the need for future
research to adopt cross-country, longitudinal, and
policy-integrated approaches to advance equitable
and context-sensitive sustainability transitions in the
region.

Keywords: Sustainable rural development; South Asia;
climate resilience; gender inclusion; governance.

1. Introduction

Sustainable rural development has become a popular
subject of the contemporary development discourse due to
the unmet critical necessity of the balancing development
of the economy with the ecological and social integrity in
the developing countries (LMICs). This is extremely felt in
South Asia that is home to nearly a quarter of the global
population, and the majority of which are still largely rural
in terms of population demographics (Sahu et al., 2023). In
addition to the incredible macroeconomic expansion and
their unsurpassed bags of investments in rural frameworks
of recent decades, rural sceneries of South Asia maintain
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inhuman asymmetries, sprawling ecosystems and
precipitous lanes to diversify their lives (Chand 2022;
Parmar et al., 2024). These structural complications pose
underlying questions regarding the viability of the current
patterns of rural development and their inclusiveness
(Basak & Chowdhury, 2024).

In South Asia, the synergies experienced in
agriculture, environment and livelihoods in the rural areas
are known to be complex. Although agriculture is the most
important source of employment, it is becoming pressured
on by diminishing productivity of land, soil erosion,
unreliable rainfall, combined with diminishing resources
(Roy, 2024). Climate change increases these susceptibilities
and weakens the food systems and labs that support the
rural poverty in the agrarian and semi-agrilain states
(Mohapatra et al., 2024). In addition, persistent reliance on
extractive and input-intensive production systems has led to
degradation of natural capital, especially in those where
smallholders can neither access adaptive technology nor
enjoy enough institutional support (Mandal et al., 2023;
Saha, 2025). Moreover, the ruralization of the territory was
not equally distributed - both the achievements of locals
through environmental and socio-economic
impoverishment (Rasul & Nepal, 2024).

Sustainable rural development is not limited to the
modernisation of the agricultural sector. It is multi-
dimensional and aims to maximize livelihoods, promote
environmental stewardship and management, and promote
participatory governance systems able to address social and
ecological complexity (Sher et al., 2023; Sakthivel, 2025).
Yet, there is evidence across South Asia to suggest that
there has been a tendency for national and subnational
policies to prioritize short-term economic growth, over the
sustainability of local ecosystems and communities
(Ghimire et al., 2024). With the increase of population in
rural areas and more frequent climate-induced shocks, the
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failure of siloed top-down approaches to development has
become more apparent (Ain et al., 2024).

At the policy level, the South Asian countries have
introduced various interventions for rural development -
from poverty alleviation programs and microfinance
schemes to climate-smart agriculture, adoption of
renewable energy resources and community-based resource
management (Kanyagui et al, 2025; Khan et al, 2024).
However, these interventions vary in their effectiveness
across contexts due to weak institutions, limited inter
sectoral coordination and wuneven benefit sharing
(Sreevidhya & Balamurugan, 2025; Kuruppu et al., 2024).
Empirical research shows that most programmes are
separate rather than integrated systems for sustainability,
thus reducing effectiveness through their inability to
generate cumulative or transformative outcomes (Abbasi et
al., 2024).

The existing literature on sustainable rural
development in South Asia has grown substantially over the
past decade, but continues to be theoretically and
empirically disjointed. While there have been various
strands of research on elements like climate adaptation,
livelihood options, social capital, gender inclusion, not
many studies have linked these strands together into a more
coherent narrative for the region (Ali & Khan, 2023; Das et
al., 2024). Furthermore, although informative, analyses
limited to countries often lead to a misrepresentation of the
commonality in ecological and socio-political realities that
the region shares (Ibe & Kollur 2024; Jabbar et al., 2025).
Because of this, existing knowledge is atomized across
disciplinary lines, diminishing its potential for research-

informed policymaking and regional integration (Dey et al.,
2024).

Against this background, a basic need has been felt by
the growing body of academics and policy makers for the
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detailed understanding of how sustainable rural
development is being conceptualized and practiced in
South Asia. First, one issue in sustainability science is a
dearth of evidence-based integration in a systematic way
that is critical of both the challenges and how to overcome
them (Ali et al., 2024; Goswami et al., 2022).
Fragmentation in research has hobbled the discovery of
comparative learning, masked cross-country patterns and
impeded the construction of regionally adaptive models
(Matham et al., 2023). If there is a representation gap,
coherent synthesis of empirical evidence has to shine a
light on what worked, where and how-and equally
important, where interventions have not contributed to
meaningful change (Nawab et al., 2022; Alam et al., 2023).

Thus, a systematic review will seek to discursively
examine the shifting form of sustainable rural development
in South Asia. It finds the direction of prominent thematic
issues, the role and significance of major interventions and
charts the policy and institutional framework in which
sustainability outcomes are formed, based on 78 articles,
exclusively in Scopus indexed, peer reviewed journals.
This way, the review is inclined towards a holistic view of
links between rural development processes and
environment resiliency on one illustration, on the other
hand, social inclusion and governance reform across the
region (Saud & Ashfaq, 2021; Sikandar et al., 2022). This
study, besides aggregation of the scattered evidence,
contextualizes the discussion on rural sustainable
development in South Asia towards a global context of
sustainable development transitions.

Conclusively, to develop a sustainable development
of the rural areas in South Asia, it needs not only reforms in
the sector, but a paradigm shift, to an inclusive, ecosystem
sensitive, participatory approach, in which can bridge the
gap between growth rates and the notion of sustainability.
This review will build on the existing local evidence base
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by proposing an ecological (bringing nature closer to
balance), institutional (enacting legitimacy at the local
level), and human (enlarging human capabilities) rethink of
the singular process of rural change (Romshoo et al., 2024;
Akter et al., 2023; Chanda et al., 2024).

This systematic review will establish the purpose of
giving an overview of the body of literature available in
this field of study as well as the thematic progression,
which is being undertaken in the field of sustainable rural
development in South Asia. With the help of this purpose,
the following research questions will be considered in the
review:

RQ 1: What are the publication trends, citation patterns,
and intellectual structures that define the scholarly
landscape of sustainable rural development in South Asia,
and who are the leading authors, institutions, countries, and
journals contributing to this domain?

RQ 2: How does the existing literature conceptualize and
address the major challenges confronting sustainable rural
development across South Asian countries, particularly
those related to socio-economic disparities, environmental
vulnerabilities, and governance limitations?

RQ 3: What strategic pathways and best practices have
been identified in the literature as effective in advancing
sustainable rural development in South Asia, including
successful  policies, community-led initiatives,
technological innovations, and development frameworks
that promote sustainability?

2. Methods & Materials

The systematic review was created following the
Preferred Reporting Items of Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) principles that presents a
well-established methodological procedure that offered
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transparency, methodological rigour, and reproducibility in
the synthesis of the results (Page et al., 2021). The purpose
of the review was to conduct a synthesis and critical
analysis of the existing academic literature of sustainable
rural development in South Asia in terms of both
bibliometric patterns and thematic intelligence regarding
the sustainability issues and responses.

2.1 Search Strategy

The systematic literature search was performed using
the Scopus database which is known to be on a wide
coverage on multidisciplinary peer-reviewed journals. In
order to be exhaustive and transparent, a Boolean keyword
approach was used, as terms related to the ideas of
sustainability, rural development, and South Asia were
used. The exact search query that was employed in Scopus
is given in Table 1.

Table 1: Search String Used in Scopus Database

Database Search String

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY (“sustainable development"
OR "sustainability" OR "sustainable growth”)
AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (“rural development"
OR "rural communities" OR "rural areas" OR
"rural economy”) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY
(“South  Asia" OR  "Afghanistan" OR
"Bangladesh" OR "Bhutan" OR "India" OR
"Maldives" OR "Nepal" OR "Pakistan" OR
"Sri Lanka™)

The search strategy was able to retrieve literature that
is concerned with the linkages between sustainability and
rural development in South Asian settings. The first search
has produced 2,144 records which were exported in RIS
format to be screened and analyzed further.
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2.2 Eligibility Criteria

In order to assure the analytical rigor, certain
inclusion and exclusion criteria were set. Only articles in
peer-reviewed journals that were published between 2022
and 2025 were included, and they reflect the latest trends in
the study of sustainable rural development. The eligible
studies were required to:

(a) Dbe published in English,

(b) fall under the Social Sciences domain, and

(c) address sustainable rural development, its challenges,
or interventions in the South Asian region.

Articles that were published before 2022, non journal
(including book chapters, conference papers and grey
literature) as well as review papers were eliminated. This
brought thematic consistency and quality in the
methodology across the dataset.

2.3 Screening and Selection

Identification and screening were done in accordance
with PRISMA 2020 (Figure 1). The first search resulted in
2,144 records. Following the elimination of the
publications that were published prior to 2022 (n = 1,343)
and the ones that were not related to the domain of Social
Sciences (n = 524), 277 records were left to be screened in
the first place. The number of publications that were later
found not in journals (n = 79) and review articles (n = 9)
were then filtered out and only 189 records left to be
considered in quality assessment.

At this point, 111 articles were filtered out due to lack
of correspondence to the central research question of the
problem of sustainable rural development and the
interventions in South Asia. After this tough multi-stage
screening, 78 peer-rewarded journal articles were
shortlisted to be included in the review.

216



Identification of studies via Scopus database

2 Studies included
E in review

B _

£ (n=78)

g || Records identified Publications before 2022

g from Scopus are excluded (n=1343)

& || Databases | Publications not related to

g (n=2144) Social Science domain are

* also excluded (n=524)
Publications other than
Records screened |, journal articles are
¢ excluded (n=79)
Articles retrieved  |p Eliminated Review articles

& (n=9)

Z v

§ . Articles excluded:

2 | | Articles assessed Articles not related to
for quality ] study theme of
assessment Sustainable Rural
(n=189) Development

Challenges and

Interventions (n =111)

Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram illustrating

article identification, screening, and inclusion process.
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2.4 Data Extraction and Analysis

The review procedure was effectively outlined in
writing so as to provide transparency and replicability. The
total number of studies included was 78 which was subjected
to both bibliometric and thematic analysis. Data on
bibliometrics (authors, year of publication, journal, country of
origin, and number of citations) were graphically extracted
and analyzed with the help of VOSviewer and allowed
identifying influential authors, significant journals, countries
of origin, and networks of key words used together.

Simultaneously, thematic synthesis was conducted, an
overview of the entire research texts was undertaken and
emergent themes concerning socio-economic inequalities,
environmental susceptibility, governance processes and
sustainability interventions were coded. The inclusion of a
bibliometric-thematic framework facilitated the possibility
to draw a quantitative image of the parameters of
publications, and a qualitative analysis of the conceptual
and empirical trends governing the processes of sustainable
rural development in South Asia.

Findings

3.1 Current Research Landscape on Sustainable Rural
Development in South Asia

To gain a preliminary picture of the current
publication situation and profile of rural development
research in South Asia, we applied bibliometric analyses
based on patterns of annual publications, citations,
dominant journals and geographical distribution of
scholarship. The following analyses were conducted:
keyword co-occurrence mapping, thematic clusters,
network visualization to identify thematic relationships,
research hotspots in the field. In addition, qualitative
content analysis was conducted to classify relevant studies
and extract general themes for understanding challenges at
deeper level and strategic interventions for sustainable rural
development among South Asian countries.

218



3.1.1 Publication Trends Over Time

An analysis of the publication distribution patterns
over the years of all of the articles on sustainable rural
development in South Asia, from 2022 to 2025, reveals a
steady increasing trend of research in sustainable rural
development in the region. As visualized in Figure 2,
research output have been stable during the first two years,
dawning the year 2022-3 with 15 documents each day year.
A rapid increase was noted in 2024, with an increase to 35
publications, reflecting a strong spike in academic interest
in sustainability, rural livelihoods, and development
governance. This upward shift seems to reflect an increased
regional focus on sustainability transitions, and post-
pandemic restructuring of rural economies.

A slight reduction was seen in 2025, with 13 studies
published. With the exception of a slight reduction, this
may reflect a temporary saturation of general themes or a
shift of scholarly attention to more specific fields of
inquiry. Despite the short-term changes, the fitted linear
trend line (y = 1.4x + 16; R2 = 0.0303) indicates a long-
term, gradual growth implying that the research on
sustainable rural development has managed to keep a
steady pace and there is a consistent attention of the
researchers in the literary formats accorded on the topic
throughout south Asia.

Although the total amount of the publications is still
moderate compared to other larger global sustainability
domains, the positive trend indicates the increased
appreciation of rural sustainability as one of the main
research priorities. The tendency proves that the sphere is
moving not only to the exploratory research but more
mature and evidence-based research on the convergence of
social inclusion, environmental sustainability, and rural
change in the area.
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Annual Research Output on Sustainable Rural Development in South
Asia (2022-2025)
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Figure 2: Annual publication trends on sustainable
rural development in South Asia (2022-2025). Source:
Author developed.

3.1.2 Citation Distribution Over Time

Figure 3 shows the frequency of citation of all articles
published between 2022 and 2025. The figures show that
there was a distinct down turn in the citation activity over
the period of review. The number of citations was biggest
in 2022 with 201 citations indicating the perpetual presence
and impact of the prior foundational work on the South
Asian sustainability of rural development. The number of
citations fell significantly in 2023 (115 citations) and 2024
(106 citations), implying a slow spread of scholarly interest
in more various thematic areas of the science.

A sharp decrease can be noted in 2025 in which the
citations dropped to 20. This decreasing tendency may be
explained by the time of publication, since the studies that
are released recently must have time to obtain scholarly
references. Regardless of this temporal deterioration, on the
basis of citation record generally, it can be observed that
the discipline on sustainable rural development has
produced a substantial level of academic output, especially
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in the initial part of the review window. The trend supports
the relevant studies published in 2022 and 2023 form the
main reference base through which the current scholarship
in the region is still formed.

Citations Over Time for Sustainable Rural Development Research in
South Asia (2022-2025)
250
200

150

201
115 106
100 B Citations
50 2
0 |

2022 2023 2024 2025

Citations Count

Years

Figure 3: Yearly citation distribution of sustainable
rural development research in South Asia (2022-2025).

Source: Developed by the author, 2025.

3.1.3 Highly Cited Studies in Sustainable Rural
Development

The results presented in Table 2 highlight the most
cited research articles on sustainable rural development in
South Asia. The most influential papers were published
from famous journals around the world including Land Use
Policy, Applied Geography and Environmental Innovation
and Societal Transitions (Ullah et al., 2022; Miani et al.,
2023; Mininni, 2021). These works have collectively
stressed upon participatory governance, livelihood
sustainability and environmental innovation as key drivers
of rural transformation in the region.

A close look at the distribution of citations shows that
the greater part of the most-cited studies came from
countries in South Asia - Pakistan and India, one reason
being that both countries are currently in the midst of
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implementing sustainability research. Moreover, the
existence of different journals from Sustainability
(Switzerland) to Development in Practice to World
Development, cover the inter-disciplinary aspect of the
field, transmitting between social, environmental and
policy-oriented dimension of rural development (Srivastava
et al., 2024; Akter et al., 2023).

Overall, the pattern of citations indicates that
contemporary scholarship on sustainable rural development
in South Asia is not only increasing in volume, but that this
scholarship is gaining important international visibility as
well. Thematically, the greatest advances in research focus
on integrative ways of approaches that can combine local
participations, gender inclusive and resource sustainability,
by providing models for the scalability of rural resilience
and long-term development throughout the region.

Table 2: Most Cited Articles on Sustainable Rural
Development in South Asia.

S. Title Year| Journal |[Cited| References
N. by

1 | Landscape co- 2022| Land Use | 37 |(Ullahetal.,
management and Policy 2022)
livelihood
sustainability:
Lessons learned from
the billion trees
afforestation project
in Pakistan

2 | Toward sustainable 2023 | Applied 36 |(Miani et al.,
rural livelihoods Geography 2023)
approach:
Application of
grounded theory in
Ghazni province,
Afghanistan
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Title

Year

Journal

Cited
by

References

Potential for
sustainable
development of
rural communities
by community-
based ecotourism:
A case study of
rural village
Pastanga, Sikkim
Himalaya, India

2022

GeoJournal
of Tourism
and Geosites

14

(Demkova
etal., 2022)

What will drive the
small tea growers
towards
environment-
friendly
cultivation?
Implications from
the tea sector in
Assam, India

2022

Climate and
Development

14

(Deka et al.,
2021)

10

Livelihood
challenges faced by
women in rural
India: exploration
of solutions using
participatory action
research

2024

Development
in Practice

11

(Kanyagui
etal., 2023)

S. Title Year| Journal |Cited| References
N. by
3 | The Barefoot College | 2022 | Environment| 29 | (Mininni,
‘eco-village’ al Innovation 2021)
approach to women's and Societal
entrepreneurship in Transitions
energy
4 | Impact of 2022 Water 26 | (Razzaqet
Participation in (Switzerland) al., 2022)
Groundwater Market
on Farmland,
Income, and Water
Access: Evidence
from Pakistan
5 | Sustainable 2022 |Sustainability) 21 | (Sikandar et
Agriculture and Rural (Switzerland) al., 2022)
Poverty Eradication
in Pakistan: The Role
of Foreign Aid and
Government Policies
6 | Solar-Biogas 2022 |Sustainability] 20 | (Nawab et
Microgrid: A (Switzerland) al., 2022)
Strategy for the
Sustainable
Development of
Rural Communities
in Pakistan
7 | Financial well- 2024 |Environment,| 17 | (Srivastava
being of women Development etal., 2024)
self-help group and
members: a Sustainability
qualitative study

11

Climbing up the
ladder and
watching out for
the fall: Poverty
dynamics in rural
Bangladesh

2022

Social
Indicators
Research

11

(Ahmed &
Tauseef,
2021)
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12

The impact of an
improvement in the
quality and

2023

World
Development

11

(Akter et al.,
2023)
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S. Title Year| Journal |Cited |References
N. by

reliability of rural

residential

electricity supply

on clean cooking
fuel adoption:
Evidence from six
energy-poor Indian
states

Source: Developed by the author, 2025.

3.1.4 Core Journals and Publication Outlets

The distribution of journals presented in Figure 4
offers an overview of where most of the research on
sustainable rural development in South Asia has been
published and how these outlets have influenced scholarly
conversations in the field. The darker bars in the figure
indicate the number of documents published whereas the
lighter bars indicate the frequency of citation of that
document and thus enable one to compare the productivity
with their academic reach. Out of the sources identified,
Sustainability (Switzerland) should be ranked as one of the
most active sources, as it has six publications, and a total of
54 citations, which serves as a sign of the consistency of
output and excellent academic presence. The closest
companion of Land Use Policy is two papers that jointly
obtained 47 citations, which inspired the impact of land use
policy on policy-oriented and spatial aspects of rural
sustainability.

There is also a particular influence on Applied
Geography, as there is only 1 article that is cited 36 times,
which indicates that even personal works on this journal
have extensive propagation among researchers. Equally,
Environment, Development and Sustainability shows good
presentation with 7 publications and 34 citations and
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Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions
provides one strong article with 29 citations, which outlines
the increasing significance of innovation-based
sustainability. The focus by various disciplinary angles
provided a constant engagement since journals like
GeoJournal (four publications, 18 citations), Sustainable
Development (four publications, 22 citations), and Climate
and Development (one publication, 14 citations) helped to
sustain engagement. Lastly, Water (Switzerland) and
GeoJournal of Tourism and Geosites have lower
contribution to the articles but remain thematically relevant
with 26 and 14 citations respectively. Cumulatively, these
findings would indicate that the literature concerning
sustainable rural development in South Asia is distributed
in both multidisciplinary and specialized publications that
are indicative of a healthy and dynamic academic
ecosystem that is interdependent between environmental
science, social inclusion and development practice.

Leading Journals Publishing Research on Sustainable Rural Development
in South Asia (2022-2025)

water (switzerland) g1 26

sustainable development ey 4 22

sustainability (switzerland) p— 6

land use policy i 2 47
geojournal of tourism and geosites g |

geojournal [ 4
environmental innovation and societal transitions g | 29
environment, development and sustainability |—" 7 34
climate and development & 1
applied geography ' | o

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

B documents citations

Figure 4: Leading journals publishing research on
sustainable rural development in South Asia
(2022-2025).

Source: Developed by the author, 2025.
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3.1.5 Country-Wise Research Contribution

Figure 5 shows the geographic distribution of studies
output on sustainable rural development in South Asia. The
analysis shows that the supremacy of India is strong with
top publication numbers (43 documents), which makes
India the leader in the field of sustainability in the region.
Pakistan comes in second with 11 publications with China
having nine. The member states together constitute the
search engine in the field of research productivity, which is
due to their higher academic resources, active development
agenda, and their long-term involvement in the issues of
sustainability in rural settings.

Conversely, most of the developing nations have
limited but emergent representation including Bangladesh,
Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Bhutan among others with at least
one of them providing one to three documents. The smaller
volume of these contributions frequently contains
interesting local information concerning the adaptation to
livelihoods, vulnerability to climate, and rural models of
innovation, that augments the more general regional
discussion.

The presence of a number of non-South Asian states
made contributions to the validation of the tool, especially
Australia (7 documents), United States (4) and the United
Kingdom (2) has been achieved mostly by the cooperation
of research projects and through the collaboration among
the countries. Such international involvement means that
increased cross-border scholarly issues are being interested
in rural sustainability matters throughout South Asia, which
supports the transnational significance of the subject.

In general, it can be seen that the distribution reflects
both a concentration of academic interest in India and
Pakistan but can also indicate growing international
cooperation at the same time. The trend emphasizes the
regional leadership as well as international participation in
the research of sustainable rural development.
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Country-Wise Distribution of Research on Sustainable Rural Development in
South Asia (2022-2025)
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Figure 5: Country-wise distribution of research on
sustainable rural development in South Asia
(2022-2025).

Source: Developed by the author, 2025.

3.2 Keyword Co-occurrence Analysis

The mapping task of the keyword co-occurrences of
author and index keywords of the identified studies on the
selected studies was done using VOSviewer software (Van
Eck and Waltman, 2017). The analysis of the first
extraction generated 724 different keywords as the result of
all the considered publications. Once the synonyms were
harmonized and the differences in spelling were merged
together based on a thesaurus-based cleaning process, the
number of terms in the dataset was narrowed down to 43
distinct terms. It was also established that the minimum
threshold of co-occurrence would be three instances and
only keywords that were relevant and well-related would be
incorporated into analysis. After such screening, the generic
and out of scope terms, i.e., country names, type of data,
methodological descriptors, etc. were eliminated to get a
final list of 33 published tokens to be employed in the
mapping of co-occurrence.
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This resulted in the creation of a keyword network
which was used to ironically visualize conceptual
connections and theme association among the literature
reviewed. Every keyword was considered a node and the
frequency of the occurrence in the corpus was the value of
this node, and the overall link strength was the
summarization of the degree of its relation with other
words (see Table 3). According to the final co-occurrence
map, there were four unique clusters that reflected a
thematic domain being coherent within the domain of
sustainable rural development in South Asia.

Table 3: Keyword Co-occurrence Results: Occurrences,
Link Strength, and Cluster Membership.

S.N. Keywords Occurrences Link Cluster
Strength
1 sustainable 32 99 Cluster 2
development
2 rural areas 29 89 Cluster 3
3 sustainable 15 45 Cluster 4
development
goals
4 sustainability 15 43 Cluster 1
5 livelihood 14 53 Cluster 2
6  rural development 14 32 Cluster 3
7 empowerment 7 29 Cluster 4
8 poverty 6 21 Cluster 1
9  rural economy 6 20 Cluster 1
10 poverty 5 17 Cluster 1
alleviation
11 climate change 5 29 Cluster 2
12 vulnerability 5 25 Cluster 2
13 village 5 22 Cluster 2
14 irrigation 4 16 Cluster 2
15  decision making 4 18 Cluster 3
16  socioeconomic 4 18 Cluster 4

conditions
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S.N. Keywords Occurrences Link Cluster

Strength

17 womens status 4 18 Cluster 3

18  environmental 4 13 Cluster 2
impact

19 socioeconomic 4 12 Cluster 1
impact

20  spatiotemporal 4 11 Cluster 1
analysis

21 united nations 4 19 Cluster 4

22 rural population 4 11 Cluster 3

23 developing world 3 10 Cluster 1

24 agricultural 3 9 Cluster 1
production

25  alternative 3 14 Cluster 1
agriculture

26  ecotourism 3 8 Cluster 1

27  household survey 3 8 Cluster 1

28  gender equality 3 7 Cluster 3

29  sustainable 3 7 Cluster 1
agriculture

30  rural 3 6 Cluster 3
electrification

31  quality of life 3 6 Cluster 1

32 womens 3 15 Cluster 4
organization

33 local government 3 14 Cluster 2

Source: Developed by the author, 2025.

Figure 7 shows the co-occurrence network created by
VOSviewer, which shows how the most important themes
in the literature are interconnected. The nodes of this
network represent the key words, the frequency of their
occurrence is represented by the size of the node, and the
thickness of the connecting lines represents how strong the
co-occurrence relations is between the terms. The nodes of
two keywords that often occur in the same studies are
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located closer in the visualization. According to this
arrangement, there are four major clusters which reflect the
multidimensional thematic organization of the topic of
sustainable rural development in South Asia.
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Figure 7: Keyword Co-occurrence Network of
Sustainable Rural Development Research in South Asia.
Source: Author developed.

The red cluster summarizes the ideas on the
agricultural and economic sustainability such as
agricultural production, rural economy, poverty alleviation,
quality of life, and alternative agriculture. The overall focus
on rural livelihoods, productivity, and poverty reduction
can be traced in these keywords as well. The green cluster
reflects the environmental and governance dimensions,
confronted with such terms as climate change,
vulnerability, livelihood, and local government, and
highlighted with the ecological adaption and policy-
oriented sustainability. The blue cluster encompasses the
themes of social and demographic like rural development,
gender equality, rural electrification, and rural population,
social inclusiveness and participatory decision-making.
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Lastly, the cluster of yellow includes the presence of power
and institutional cooperation and correlates such terms as
empowerment, socioeconomic conditions, sustainable
development goals, women organizations and the United
Nations, showing the interface of local empowerment and
global sustainability models.

Together, the co-occurrence network map points at a
high level of thematic interdependence of these clusters.
Keywords like sustainable development, livelihood and
rural area are central keywords that have played the role of
connecting nodes, between the environmental, economic
and social aspects of sustainability. The proliferation of the
associations between the clusters speaks of the
interdisciplinary orientation that is changing, implying that
sustainable rural development in South Asia is becoming
examined as a complex system as comprising of
environmental resilience, socioeconomic inclusion and
institutional powering.

3.3 Thematic Insights

3.3.1 Theme 1 — Overcoming Agrarian and Livelihood
Vulnerabilities through Sustainable Farming
Practices

The key to sustainable rural development in South
Asia is to alter agriculture and to transform the livelihoods
of the people, but the region still has to face the issues of
small and fragmented land areas, inefficient irrigation,
degrading soil qualities and the lack of access to quality
inputs and credit (Ullah et al., 2022; Razzaq et al., 2022;
Sikandar et al., 2022). Climate variability and policy
premises aggravate these issues and exacerbate poverty and
food insecurity (Sahu et al., 2023; Mandal et al., 2023).
According to the research in India, Pakistan, and
Bangladesh, the productivity and income can be increased
through crop diversification, soil restoration, and improved
water management (Ahmed & Tauseef, 2021; Roy, 2024),
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although the benefits are unequal due to inadequate access
to markets and weak local governance (Hossain et al.,
2024; Das et al.,, 2024). An example of restoring the
ecosystem to generate employment and raise the living
standards of rural dwellers is the Billion Tree Afforestation
Project in Pakistan (Ullah et al., 2022; Rasul and Nepal,
2024), whereas community-based groundwater markets and
irrigation projects enable waters to be equitably allocated
and generated with higher revenues per hectare of land
(Razzaq et al.,, 2022; Biswal et al., 2023). Further
diversification of incomes and creation of climate shock
resistance 1s also possible through technological
innovations such as solar-biogas microgrids and digital
market interconnections (Nawab et al., 2022; Nedungadi et
al., 2023; Kuruppu et al., 2024). These new practices
indicate gradual improvements in rural development
towards more inclusive and climate-resilient development
in South Asia as supported by participatory governance
(Saha, 2025; Khoso et al., 2025).

3.3.2 Theme 2 — Building Climate Resilience through
Strengthened Environmental Governance

Rural sustainable livelihood systems in South Asia are
extremely vulnerable to climate change, with floods,
droughts, and erratic monsoons challenging agricultural
production systems and the livelihoods that depend on them
(Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Romshoo et al., 2024; Chand, 2022).
Due to the heavy reliance of rural households on natural
resources and the fact that these households often fall short in
terms of infrastructure necessary for adequate adaptation
measures, rural households in Bangladesh, Nepal, and India
still pose a notable vulnerability (Saha, 2025; Pal et al., 2024).
A number of papers, however, indicate this vulnerability is
intensified by poor governance, coastal state institutional
overlapping activities and lack of stable financing to support
climate change adaptation (Basak & Chowdhury, 2024;
Khoso et al., 2025).
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Scientists have consistently indicated that the ability
to be climate resilient can only be achieved through
decomposition of environmental decision making by
linking local efforts to supra-national policy matrices (Sher
et al., 2023; Rana et al., 2024). Moisture conservation
initiatives that remove human-made additions during the
restoration of forested areas and watershed conservation by
communities, such as Nepal and Bhutan are examples of
inactivated adaption strategies to stabilize local ecosystems
and to cushion communities against the impacts of climate
extremes (Yeshey et al., 2023; Ghimire et al., 2024).
Adaptive irrigation regime and place-based weather
services used in India have built farm level resiliency and
encourage place-based use of water and soils (Das et al.,
2024; Mandal et al., 2023). Beyond technical adaptation,
academics emphasise the importance of local participation
and collective learning - processes that create trust, enhance
institutions, and make policy responses more adaptive to
rural realities (Roy, 2024; Dubey & Tripathi, 2024). Taken
combined, these findings illustrate that long-term
environmental resilience in South Asia is not possible via
isolated projects but integrated climate governance that
links ecological restoration, rural development, and
community empowerment (Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Sahu et
al., 2023; Sakthivel, 2025).

3.3.3 Theme 3 — Advancing Gender Equity and Social
Inclusion for Transformative Rural Development

Social inequality and gender-based marginalization
remain significant peaks against sustainable rural
development in South Asia across most of these regions, as
in the region, women experience restricted access to re-
processing of land, credit, education, and standing in,
namely decision-making platforms (Srivastava et al., 2024;
Kanyagui et al., 2023; Hossain et al., 2024). The literature
reviewed is consistent in the way patriarchal norms,
unequal labour patterns, and poor representation in
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decision-making structures at the local governance levels
detract from women's ability to make meaningful
contribution to rural economic transformation (Udisha &
Philomina, 2024; Khan et al., 2024). Several evidences
from India, Bangladesh and Nepal found that giving
women access to education programmes, micro finance and
entrepreneurship programmes lead to improved well-being
of households, reduction of poverty and enhances ability of
people to withstand shocks and natural disasters in
community (Bhujel & Joshi, 2024; Misra et al., 2024; Das
et al., 2024).

Community-led self-help groups and rural cooperatives
have been especially successful in promoting collective
agency among women, making them more engaged in
decision making on agricultural practices and in local
government (Saha, 2025; Divi et al., 2024). Moreover, gender
inclusive development models, like participatory action
research and social entrepreneurship, have gained recognition
as a key enabler of transformative rural change (Roy, 2024;
Khoso et al., 2025). Education and digital inclusion-based
interventions likewise exemplify how social gaps can be lost
by helping individuals that are marginalized through the
acquisition of the skills they require to have sustainable lives
(Kuruppu et al., 2024; Nedungadi et al., 2023). On the whole,
the messages in the literature are that a way to move towards a
fair rural development in South Asia is by tackling obstacles
to institutional change, mainstreaming gender considerations
in the policy process, and promoting inclusive engagements
so that women and other socially disadvantaged groups
become the core of the sustainability agenda (Kanyagui et al.,
2025; Srivastava et al., 2024; Das et al., 2024).

3.3.4 Theme 4: Integrating Local Empowerment with
Global Sustainability Frameworks

The fourth thematic cluster underscores an explosion
of convergence in local empowerment initiatives and global
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sustainability pursue, and the convergence of the
community-based governance frameworks in South Asia
with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and other
global structures (Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Khoso et al., 2025;
Roy, 2024). Nevertheless, even with the progress in policy
integration in agro-rural development, various South Asian
countries have been facing problems such as poor
institutional co-ordination, limited fiscal decentralization,
and inept implementation of people-centred models of
development (Pal et al., 2024; Mandal et al., 2023). It is
noted in the literature that to facilitate adaptive governance
by including and sustaining it, institutions at the local level,
including panchayats, cooperatives, and women-led
organizations, should be empowered (Kanyagui et al.,
2025; Srivastava et al., 2024). The previous empirical
studies in India, Nepal, and Bangladesh suggest that the
community-based planning and monitoring systems can
provide a higher level of accountability in the delivery of
the public services and promotes the correspondence of the
local needs and requirements to the national development
goals of planning EM classification towards the
sustainability of the people (Hossain et al., 2024; Das et al.,
2024). At the same time, capacity building programmes,
training and decentralised financing mechanisms have
proved to be crucial in formulating sustainable rhetoric into
localised actions (Kuruppu et al., 2024; Ghimire et al.,
2024). Digital governance innovations and public-private
partnerships advance institutional responsiveness and
transparency, bridging efforts at the grassroots and
transnational levels of sustainability commitments
(Nedungadi et al., 2023; Bardsley et al., 2024). Taken
together, the literature demonstrates that to bring increased
rural transformation towards more sustainable development
in South Asia, we must harmonize our governance settings
in a manner that empowers small distribution entities,
increases community agency as well as operationalizes the
SDGs within and through context-related action frames
(Saha 2025; Khoso & Rasul & Nepal 2024).
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3.4 Summary of Key Findings

In order to synthesize research results obtained from
seventy-eight peer-reviewed articles included in this
systematic review, the main thematic results have been
developed as a consolidated summary. As reported in Table
4, the most salient results falling into four thematic clusters
represent significant aspects of the problem of sustainable
rural development in South Asia. Both themes point to the
sustainability as to how these persistent issues of livelihood
insecurity, environmental vulnerability, social inequality
and institutional fragmentation have been met up by new
measures to tackle them through sustainable agriculture,
climate adaptation, gender inclusive governance and policy
integration. Combined, these results give a broad picture of
the developing research landscape and the highly complex
interventions defining the sustainability of rural areas in the
South Asian environment (see Table 4).

Table 4: Summary of Key Findings

S.N. Theme Summary of Findings Citation(s)

1 Sustainable Rural livelihoods remain (Ullah et al.,
Agrarian vulnerable due to fragmented ~ 2022; Sikandar
Practices and ~ landholdings, resource etal., 2022;
Livelihood scarcity, and climate-induced ~ Razzaq et al.,
Resilience risks, but the adoption of 2022; Nawab et

sustainable farming al., 2022; Roy,
systems—such as crop 2024; Das et al.,
diversification, groundwater ~ 2024)
governance, and renewable

energy integration—has

strengthened agricultural

productivity and income

stability across South Asia.

2 Climate Climate variability continues  (Rasul & Nepal,
Resilience and  to threaten rural economies 2024; Romshoo

S.N.

Theme

Environmental
Governance

Gender Equity
and Social
Inclusion

Local
Empowerment
and Institutional
Integration

Summary of Findings
through floods, droughts, and
land degradation, while
fragmented governance limits
adaptive capacity.
Participatory forest
management, watershed
restoration, and integrated
adaptation programs
demonstrate successful

models for resilience building.

Gender disparity, limited
access to resources, and
unequal representation persist
as systemic challenges;
however, women'’s self-help
groups, microfinance
initiatives, and community
cooperatives have enhanced
female agency, decision-
making, and participation in
local development.

Aligning community-level
initiatives with national
sustainability policies and
SDG frameworks has proven
vital. Strengthening
decentralized institutions,
promoting digital governance,
and establishing transparent
financing systems foster long-
term policy coherence and
accountability.

Citation(s)
etal., 2024,
Saha, 2025;
Sher et al.,
2023; Ghimire
etal., 2024;
Mandal et al.,
2023)

(Srivastava et
al., 2024;
Kanyagui et al.,
2023; Hossain
et al., 2024; Das
etal., 2024,
Divietal.,
2024; Bhujel &
Joshi, 2024)

(Khoso et al.,
2025; Rasul &
Nepal, 2024;
Roy, 2024;
Mandal et al.,
2023; Kuruppu
etal., 2024,
Bardsley et al.,
2024)
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Source: Developed by the author, 2025.
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4. Discussion

The rationale behind conducting this systematic
review was to systematize the academic discussion and
research findings in the field of sustainable rural
development in South Asia in order to answer three closely
connected research questions: (1) What are the themes,
patterns, or research directions in this field? (2) What are
the key challenges facing sustainable rural development in
South Asian nations and (3) what are the strategic direction
and interventions that have been made to achieve
sustainability in rural development? It is based on the
content of seventy-eight peer reviewed articles that were
found in the Scopus database only and analysis is
conducted with the help of the combination of both the
bibliometric mapping and qualitative thematic synthesis to
present a clear picture of how the research is changing.

The bibliometric analysis conducted to answer RQI
showed that the number of publications dedicated to
examining the intricacies of sustainable rural development
in the South Asian setting increased sharply over the last
five years, which may be seen as a sign of the academic
interest in this field (Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Saha, 2025).
The output of the research is highly inter-disciplinary, as it
combines the environmental science, economic, and social
development lenses (Sher et al.,, 2023; Basak &
Chowdhury, 2024). India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh were
featured as the most active ones reaching the majority of
publications and citations, and Nepal and Sri Lanka
demonstrated the growing interest with the context-specific
inquiry into resilience, governance, and adaptation at
community levels (Rana et al., 2024; Ghimire et al., 2024).
Thematic evolution mapping demonstrated a change in the
past work on the food productivity and poverty reduction
into more and more complex discourse of institutional
integration and gender inclusion on climate-resilience (Roy,
2024; Mandal et al., 2023). The latter is an indication of the
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growing sophistication of the field that rejected the old
school way of viewing outputs as the standard of measuring
rural development and shifted towards more modern,
inclusive demands that factor in sustainability.

Even though the review relies mostly on qualitative
and conceptual approach, it incorporates bibliometric
evidence to enhance the analytical rigour and credibility.
The information on the tendencies of publication, citation
scheme, and country-specific contributions deal a certain
quantitative background to the thematic synthesis. In
particular, a bibliometric mapping of seventy-eight articles
indexed by Scopus in between 2022 and 2025 has
illustrated an increase in research output by 130 based on
the contribution of India (55%), Pakistan (14%), and
Bangladesh (9%). These quantitative insights are used in
addition to the qualitative explanation, as they bring into
view regional research intensity and changing thematic
priorities. Therefore, even though the review is still based
on the qualitative synthesis, the inclusion of bibliometric
analytics provides a solid methodology, which indicates a
sufficient balance between descriptive evidence and
theoretical arguments in the PRISMA 2020 framework.

Answering RQ?2, the results obtained showed a bunch
of current issues that do not contribute to sustainable rural
development in the entire region. The most obvious
difficulty is related to the agrarian and livelihood
vulnerabilities - the low productivity of crops, water, soil
erosion and uneven access to farming input - onto former
rural poverty and economic instability (Ullah et al., 2022;
Razzaq et al., 2022; Sikandar et al., 2022). The rural
economy also lacks governance capacity and irrational
rainfall schedules, forest clearances, and other
environmental pressures exacerbate the institutional
inability of rural regions to deal with and respond
coordinated (Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Chand, 2022; Saha,
2025). Also, the inequality of genders is a fast-paced
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problem because women limitations on access to assets and
credit, as well as leadership roles, do not help to transform
the rural world in an inclusive way (Srivastava et al., 2024;
Kanyagui et al., 2023; Hossain et al., 2024). Lack of
equilibrium between national goals of sustainability and
local development actions also undermines the scaling of
communal based resolutions (Khoso et al., 2025; Roy,
2024). Collectively, these limits paint an intertwining of
problems on a system-wide level and do not reflect sectoral
failures in isolation but indicate instead that inter-
dependent agrarian, environmental, social and governance
lack in South Asia.

In response to RQ3, the review identifies a range of
interventions and strategic pathways that are emerging in
the region corresponding to several actors aiming to
overcome these systemic challenges. At the economic level,
a growth in sustainable agricultural practices, including
agroecology, crop diversification, and efficient water
irrigation, has shown a meritant impact on food security
and income stability, and a healthier ecosystem (Nawab et
al., 2022; Ahmed & Tauseef, 2021; Das et al., 2024).
Environmental and governance reforms have been
introduced in tandem with community forestry,
participatory watershed management, and implementation
of localised climate change protection plans to build
resilience and restore degraded international landscapes
(Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Ghimire et al., 2024; Romshoo et
al., 2024). Along the social dimension, the microfinance
and participatory rural organizations and women self-help
groups have pioneered their role in contributing
significantly to gender equity, social inclusion and
collective empowerment (Divi et al., 2024; Bhujel & Joshi,
2024; Kanyagui et al., 2025). At the institutional level,
decentralisation of governance and alignment of national
policies with international sustainability (especially the
Sustainable Development Goals [SDGs]) have strengthened
coordination and accountability and the structures to broker
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between global and local norms and practice (Kuruppu et
al., 2024; Bardsley et al., 2024; Pal et al., 2024). Taken
together, these measures represent a progressive, yet highly
explicit form of transition of project-based or lending-bank
based governance towards pervasive and inclusive systems
of governance.

The originality of such a review is supported with the
inclusion of comparative regional knowledge on South
Asia. Such examples as Billion Tree Afforestation Project
in Pakistan, combining ecological restoration with rural
employment; India, with gender-based governance, Self-
Help Group model; and decentralization as a key concept
of natural resource management in Nepal Community
Forestry Program. These examples demonstrate the way in
which sustainability principles are applied to localized
practice, enabling regionally-relevant practice, and
practical applicability of this review.

Collectively, these combined outcomes in RQ1, RQ2
and RQ3 have a transformative amount of practice, as well
as teaching and scholarship. The development in between-
disciplinary research works, and cross-country research
works (RQ1) is the beginning of an appreciation that
realizing sustainable development of rural areas in South
Asia needs two factors: incorporation of ideas to concurrent
rural innovation, as well as, environmental adaptation and
social justice. The thematic synthesis of challenges (RQ2)
indicates the fact that the systemic solutions are in constant
need and need to cross across the boundaries of diverse
disciplines and administration, yet the evidence on
interventions (RQ3) shows that participatory governance,
gender equity and institutional empowerment processes
play one of the main roles in ensuring that the lasting
changes occur. The present review is thus adding to the
continually growing list of proposals and ideas that
conceptualize sustainability as dynamic and multi-scalar-a
process that requires collaboration across different scales
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and between local communities, national institutions and
transnational structures (Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Khoso et al.,
2025; Saha, 2025; Roy, 2024).

5. Conclusion

This systematic review offers a comprehensive
synthesis of the situation, approaches, and evolving
research patterns around the sustainable rural development
situation in South Asia. Drawing upon seventy-eight peer-
reviewed studies, the findings show that while the region is
still struggling with entrenched agrarian, environmental,
social and governance challenges, there is a gradual
paradigm shift towards more integrated, participatory
development models and a shift towards sustainability. The
report aims at the futurability of improvement by
harmonizing the agricultural innovation, climate
adaptation, gender equity and institutional decentralization
in the coherent policy frameworks merging with the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Nonetheless, even
with these developments, there are numerous weaknesses
that have to be recognized. The search is restricted to
publications in Scopus and this might omit some insights in
the grey literature or local journals that are not searchable
in international databases. Also, there may have been
restrictions on the inclusion of valuable studies that are
done in the local context due to language and database
constraints. The future study must then incorporate
strategies of multi-database search, search on non-English
databases, and multi-method meta-syntheses to provide
insight on more context network of understanding rural
sustainability. Moreover, longitudinal and comparative
research on the South Asian countries are required to
examine the success of the existing interventions in the
long-term. On the whole, this review highlights the fact that
sustainable rural development in South Asia is not about a

243

sectoral activity but rather a systemic change- one that
should bridge the gaps between research, policy, and
community to bring about inclusive, resilient and locally
based sustainability outcomes (Rasul & Nepal, 2024; Saha,
2025; Khoso et al., 2025).
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