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ABSTRACT

This study presents a comprehensive bibliometric analysis of rural marketing
research over the period of 2015-2025, examining its intellectual structure, thematic
evolution, and emerging research directions. Using Scopus-indexed publications (n
= 170) and employing bibliometric tools such as VOSviewer, the study identifies
significant growth in scholarly output, particularly after 2020, indicating increasing
academic and practical interest in rural markets. The analysis highlights leading
journals, influential publications, and dominant research contexts, with China
emerging as a key contributor. Science mapping reveals major thematic clusters,
including rural development, rural tourism, digital marketing, sustainability, and
social media. The findings further demonstrate a transition from traditional
agricultural marketing approaches to digitally enabled and sustainability-oriented
frameworks. Despite this growth, the field remains characterized by conceptual
fragmentation. By synthesizing diverse research streams, this study contributes to a
more coherent understanding of rural marketing and proposes a future research
agenda focused on digital transformation and sustainable rural development. The
findings offer valuable insights for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners
engaged in rural and tourism development.
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Introduction

Rural marketing has witnessed significant transformation since the 1960s. Initially, it was primarily oriented
toward agricultural marketing; however, later its scope expanded during the early 1970s to include broader
commercial activities (Agadi & Paramashivaiah, 1995). By the 1980s, rural marketing had gained
prominence as an academic discipline, with notable contributions from Jha (1988) and Rao & Tagat (1985).
Despite sustained scholarly attention, no consensus has yet been reached regarding its precise definition, as
highlighted in subsequent studies (Walmsley, 2012). From an international perspective, rural marketing
research demonstrates considerable diversity. European studies largely emphasize rural tourism and
sustainable destination development (Lane & Kastenholz, 2015), while research in Sub-Saharan Africa
focuses on agricultural market access and smallholder participation (Barrett et al., 2012). In contrast, Asian
economies such as China and India highlight the growing importance of digital transformation and e-
commerce in enhancing rural market integration and entrepreneurial opportunities (Liu et al., 2021). Further,
empirical studies in this field have employed diverse methodological approaches, including quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed methods, to examine issues such as market participation, commercialization, and
socio-economic impacts (Abate et al., 2022; Belete & Nigatu,2023; Rubhara & Mudhara, 2019). Other
studies have focused on household welfare, food security, and poverty reduction (Dey & Singh, 2023;
Pamela, 2021), as well as the role of online platforms and government interventions in improving market
access (Liu et al., 2023; Hara & Low, 2020; Arvin et al., 2021). Regarding literature reviews, most studies
have adopted systematic approaches to examine rural marketing-related domains. For instance, studies by
Choudhary et al., (2025), and Chitete et al., (2025) highlight the growing importance of structured review
methodologies. Therefore, the present study contributes to the literature by providing a comprehensive
bibliometric analysis of rural marketing research over the period 2015-2025, addressing the lack of a

CORRESPONDING AUTHOR’S CONTACT: Basharat Hussain DL hussainbasharat0390@gmail.com,

HOW TO CITE: Hussain, B., Sumaira. & Ahmed, N. (2026). Digital transformation of rural marketing: A bibliometric analysis and future research
agenda. African Journal of Hospitality, Tourism and Leisure, 15(2), 488-500. https://doi.org/10.46222/ajhtl.19770720.756.

ISSN: 2223-814X (Online) | © 2026 AJHTL

@aaa  This work is published by African Journal of Hospitality, Tourism and Leisure and is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.



mailto:hussainbasharat0390@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.46222/ajhtl.19770720.756
https://doi.org/10.46222/ajhtl.19770720.756
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-6478-1746
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-3249-4236
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9013-2589

Digital transformation of rural marketing: A bibliometric analysis and future research agenda 489

systematic synthesis in this domain. It integrates fragmented research streams across agricultural marketing,
rural tourism, and digital transformation to develop a cohesive understanding of the field. Furthermore, the
study identifies key thematic clusters and emerging research trends, highlighting the growing role of digital
technologies, sustainability, and social media in rural contexts. By incorporating recent international
scholarship, the paper strengthens the global perspective of rural marketing research. Finally, it proposes a
future research agenda that links digital transformation with sustainable rural development, offering valuable
insights for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. In line with these contributions, the present study
addresses the following research questions: (RQ1) productivity trends; (RQ2) leading contributors and
influential publications; (RQ3) thematic clusters; and (RQ4) emerging research directions. By integrating
guantitative and qualitative insights, this approach overcomes the limitations of traditional literature reviews
and provides a holistic understanding of the field’s evolution.

Literature review

In 1960s up to 1990s, the rural marketing theory was extended to include agricultural inputs and non-
agricultural products. Following the process of liberalisation, the rural middle-class consumer goods and
durables became the focus (Bijapurkar, 2003 & Singh, 1992). The rural marketing has come to be identified
as a new area of practice, but the research is usually based on traditional models of marketing without any
critical examination (Jha, 1988; Kashyap & Raut, 2006). Despite increased academic interest in rural
marketing, an academic consensus and nomenclature do not exist (Walmsley, 2012). This ambiguity
occasionally misuses the popular marketing concepts in the rural settings, which undermines the process of
strategy development. According to recent research, the rural marketing is a peculiarity as the local culture
would influence customer behavior (Vij & Gupta, 2015): the authors suggest customized marketing
approaches that would capture the diversity of the Indian village. As it is stated by Pande (2022), the world
of rural marketing is evolving because of the shift in the tastes of customers, their rise of income, and
socioeconomic changes. The emergence of online sales platforms indicates a major change in agricultural
markets, which gives farmers greater access to broader markets, allows them to sell directly, which can
enhance agricultural yields, off-farm jobs, and entrepreneurial abilities (Liu et al., 2023; Hara & Low, 2020;
Pesci et al., 2023). The results mentioned in the literature are not consistent on the impact of online sales on
the revenue of the farm. Liu et al., (2023) discovered that agricultural products sold online report a superior
selling price that surpasses the marketing costs hence enhancing gross returns to farmers in China. Pesci et
al., (2023) have discovered that Californian farmers who also relied on online sales at the start of 2020 and
continued using this sales channel had a high chance of increasing sales but did not see a profit increase. The
recent discovery of the relation between the accessibility of online markets and the economic advantage
shows that further investigations are required to understand those processes better and support the rural
development and market access strategies. Although this already exists in the literature on the non-farm
sector, empirical research on marketing channel decisions in informal and rural sectors is limited.

Rural tourism is perceived as a product of tourism and this fact emphasizes the need to manage it
and market it as a source (Pakurar & Olah, 2008). As a social and management process, marketing plays an
important role in creating and exchanging products, satisfying the needs of individuals and groups (Kotler
& Armstrong, 2008). Therefore, one of the key marketing tools to bring people to the rural locations is the
management of demand (Kastenholz et al., 2018). Marketing needs to focus on the appropriate audience by
sending them the correct messages that bring out the benefits of the product when the right time comes
(Mohsen & Dacko, 2013). The online platforms such as Booking.com and Airbnb are frequently used by
rural tourism business people, which require proper support, preparation, and market research (Khartishvili
et al., 2019). The recent trends report the transition of the traditional word-of-mouth (WOM) into electronic
word-of-mouth (e-WOM) and influencer marketing due to technology and the internet becoming more
available (Chatzigeorgiou, 2017). This has changed the business customer communication, especially in
regard to rural tourism products (Keller, 2009;Hussain, & Sumaira, 2026). Recent literature highlights that
digital transformation is increasingly becoming a central driver of rural marketing evolution. The integration
of social media marketing, digital platforms, and emerging technologies has transformed how rural
enterprises interact with consumers and promote their offerings (Hasibuan et al., 2025). Studies indicate that
social media adoption enhances marketing efficiency, customer engagement, and business performance,
particularly in tourism and small enterprise contexts (Hasibuan et al., 2025; Khan & Khaki, 2025).
Furthermore, technology adoption in rural and tourism-based enterprises is influenced by multiple factors,
including technological readiness, organizational capabilities, and environmental conditions (Chamboko &
Tichaawa, 2021; Chamboko et al., 2025). These findings align with the broader digital transformation
discourse, which suggests that rural businesses are gradually transitioning from traditional marketing
approaches to digitally enabled strategies (Mohale et al., 2025). From a rural development perspective,
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digital transformation also facilitates livelihood enhancement and economic participation by enabling local
communities to access wider markets and promote their products effectively (Ntoi & Ndlovu, 2025). Hence
existing literature on rural marketing demonstrates significant thematic and geographical diversity. While
studies from developed regions emphasize sustainability and rural tourism, research from developing
economies largely focuses on agricultural marketing and market access. However, limited efforts have been
made to integrate these perspectives into a unified analytical framework, particularly in the context of digital
transformation. This highlights a clear research gap that the present study seeks to address through a
comprehensive bibliometric approach.

Methodology

To conduct the study, a bibliometric methodology was used to measure quantitatively the current body of
scientific literature over 10 years since 2015 to August 2025 and with the aim of identifying the main research
areas and thematically related issues in the field of rural marketing. As per accepted bibliometric practice,
PRISMA protocol was used (Naila et al., 2024; Reitano et al., 2024; Usman et al., 2024) because it is the
most widely accepted method and provides the transparency and reproducibility of the methods (Bellia et
al., 2022). The protocol helps the systematic retrieval of relevant documents of the scientific databases and
also helps the researcher to formulate specific extraction rules and to validate the results. The extensive
bibliometric literature review requires a defined set of thematic keywords to be explicitly defined and
reported to document retrieval (Soaita et al., 2020). After conducting a few preliminary searches, the
following combination was selected as the best: “rural marketing” rural markets, marketing, consumer and
distribution. The search query was developed by combining the identified thematic keywords into an
optimized Boolean search string. Several keyword combinations were tested to maximize document retrieval
and topical relevance, with the final query producing the most comprehensive results. As suggested by Bellia
et al. (2022), keywords in titles, abstracts, and author keywords are essential for accurately identifying
research themes. Accordingly, the finalized query was used to retrieve publications from the Scopus database
for the bibliometric analysis:- TITLE-ABS-KEY (rural marketing OR rural markets) AND (marketing OR
consumer OR distribution). The search was limited to the subject areas of Social Sciences, Business,
Management and Accounting, Environmental Science, Economics, Econometrics and Finance, Agricultural
and Biological Sciences, Energy, Computer Science, and Arts and Humanities. Only English language
publications were included to ensure consistency and wider dissemination. No geographical or time
restrictions were applied, while duplicate and irrelevant records were excluded and the final records were
selected for the present study is 190 as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria using PRISMA protocol.
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Science mapping was employed to explore the intellectual structure of the research field by visualizing
relationships among scientific publications based on keyword co-occurrence. The analysis was conducted
using VOSviewer, a widely used software for constructing and visualizing bibliometric networks (Chen,
2017; Kirby, 2023). VOSviewer identifies thematic clusters represented by different colours, where node
size indicates keyword prominence and link strength reflects the frequency of co-occurrence between
keywords (Bellia et al., 2022). This approach facilitates the identification of major research themes and their
interrelationships.

Bibliometric analysis: Overview of rural marketing literature

This study analyzes publication trends till August 2025. Second, it examines influential journals, prolific
authors, co-citation analysis, and productive countries. Then, it identifies the most cited articles with
frequently occurring keywords, thematic evolution, and thematic clusters of rural marketing research across
the existing literature.

Performance analysis of rural research

Trend analysis of rural marketing research

Figure 2 presents the annual publication trend in rural marketing from 2015 to August 2025. The findings
indicate a steady increase in publications, particularly from 2017 onwards, with a marked surge after 2020.
This growth reflects rising academic interest in rural marketing, supported by increased research
contributions, particularly from China. Overall, the publication trend demonstrates the growing maturity and
expanding scholarly attention to the field.
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Figure 2: Distribution of published articles by year (2015-2025).

Productive and impactful journals of rural marketing research

The distribution indicates a clear concentration of publications in a few key journals shown in fig. 3, with
Sustainability (Switerland) emerging as the primary platform for related research. While other journals show
contributions, their frequencies are relatively low, suggesting that the research field has a preferred core
outlet but also a diverse spread across multiple secondary journals.
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Figure 3: Distribution of articles by journal title, led by Sustainability
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Most impactful authors of rural marketing research

In total, 1600 authors contributed to a comprehensive rural marketing academic resource. This study
identifies the most influential authors and synthesis of studies as shown in table 1 of rural marketing. To
ascertain our findings, this study conducted a comprehensive analysis of authors who possess a minimum of
three publications and at least 200 citations for rural marketing. Several outcomes and key drivers indicate
research of rural marketing includes, as depicted in table 3, Tasesse & Bahiigwa (2015), with 430 citations
found that social capital, smartphone use and education influence farmers’ marketing decisions; Liu et al.,
(2021), cited 258 times, ascertain that e-commerce adoption raises farmers' selling prices, though it increases
marketing costs, with those closer to towns benefiting most. In the context of tourism, Eusebio et al. (2017)
with 207 citations, present that tailoring offerings to different tourist segments improves rural destination
management. Furthermore, Chin et al. (2018), with 178 citations, established a positive link between green
marketing tools and the environmentally friendly purchasing behavior of tourists in rural areas. Across these
studies, effective strategies, whether technological adoption or targeted marketing, are crucial for enhancing
rural incomes and promoting sustainable development.

Table 1: Synthesis of foundational studies examining marketing channels, technology adoption, and sustainability in rural contexts.

Authors Title Cited by Obijective Findings
G., Tadesse, Getaw; Mobile Phones and Farmers Marketin examines how mobile phones Researchers found that education, smartphone use,
G, Bahiigwa, Decisions in Ethiopia 9 430 affect farmers' marketing off-farm work, and social capital strongly influence
Godfrey(2015) P decisions and prices. farmers' e-commerce adoption.
E-commerce usage raises selling prices but also
M. Liu Min e al The adoption and impact of E-commerce in What influences farmers' e- raises farmers' marketing costs. Research shows that
(2621) ! rural China: Application of an endogenous 258 commerce adoption and its rural residents near the township profit more from
switching regression model benefits and costs? e-commerce.
CA. Eusébio, Celeste Who is consuming the countryside? An Determine rural domestic tourism Results show that delivering alternative rural tourist
c ! activity-based segmentation analysis of the 207 consumption heterogeneity. offerings to these categories improves rural
Acetal (2017) . . : e -
domestic rural tourism market in Portugal destination management and marketing.
Understanding  how  tourists The flpdmgs indicated a 5|gn|f|can_t positive
-~ . . . correlation  between  the  three-dimensional
C., Chee-Hua, Chin; The Implementation of Green Marketing perceive eco-brand, eco-label, ¢ et s and th
C., Chin, Cheelingetal ~ Tools in Rural Tourism: The Readiness of 178 and environmental advertising constructs of green marketing tools and the green
o ' > : - L purchasing behavior of tourists at rural tourism
(2018) Tourists? and green purchasing behavior in destinations
rural tourism areas. '
Commercializing smallholder Even in high-value subsectors like horticulture and
agricultural production in Sub-  dairy, broad-based smallholder market participation
. Agricultural marketing by smallholders in Saharan Africa can enhance  requires interventions that increase smallholder
J., Olwande, John; M., X : £ maize. kal d p . | " ductivi d Ketabl | | id
Smale, M et al (2015) Kenya: A comparison of maize, kale an 248 armer incomes, employment, an productivity and marketable surpluses. Alongside
! dairy rural economies, but it varies by such measures, transaction cost reduction strategies
commodity. are crucial to market access.
. o Tilapia was more abundant and consumed in
M.M., Eltholth, Characterisation of production, marketing T%Ztﬁ%’g’:"e D;I;::kf:trir:ed tllaaF;:g production areas than elsewhere. Tilapia may be
Mahmoud M et al  and consumption patterns of farmed tilapia 124 Eonsum tién 9 sold weekly at village markets in non-producing
(2015) in the Nile Delta of Egypt ption. areas.
A randomized trial examined, “This stove can
improve health," “This stove can save time and
Smoke from inefficient biomass ~ MONeY: alnd_ both msssages together. No messa_gﬁ
The effect of marketing messages and cookstoves causes climate change consistently increased payment. One contract wit
TP, Beltramo, . ili f d Kills f illi 1 payment due within a week and one with equal
Theresa P (2015) payment over time on willingness to pay for 128 and Kitls four miflion peopie nctaliment payments over four weeks were
fuel-efficient cookstoves annually. L . N
compared for willingness to pay in a second trial.
Time payments increased willingness to pay by
40%, reflecting family financial constraints.
. Analyzing Beninese smallholder Results show Beninese pineapple growers choose
DD.AA, Arinloye, Marketin Channel Selection b farmer selection of high-value high-value market channels when they can handle
Djalalou Dine A.A et 9 Y 153 pineapple supply chain markets gh-value mark Yy
Smallholder Farmers B N quality difficulties.
al.(2015) like export and processing.
The case study of Teritoris Local place identity and economic development
J.,  de-San-Eugenio- The relationship between rural branding and Serens in El Lluganes (Catalonia, P Y . op
- . H h . | strategies restructure local economic activity to
Vela, Jordi; M, local development. A case study in the Spain) examines the relationship " .
] O e o 107 . serve local communities and values, promoting
Barniol-Carcasona, Catalonia's countryside: Territoris Serens between rural branding and local sustainable. long-term development
Montse (2015) (EI Llucanes) economic development. »1ong P .
Ecological effect, local ecological knowledge, and
. The influence of livelihood dependency, Non-timber forest products boost ~ market proximity and engagement were not
M.Z., Steele, Melita - . . y o . .
Z.. C.M., Shackleton, local ecological knowledge and market 80 rural incomes in most developing significantly correlated. Ecological impacts and

Charlie M et al (2015)

proximity on the ecological impacts of
harvesting non-timber forest products

nations.

NTFP reliance were positively correlated by mean
annual direct-use value. The stronger NTFP reliance
and demand,

Co-citation analysis

Co-citation analysis is a methodology employed to assess the intellectual framework and similarity of
scholarly works across different authors based on the number of citations (Boyack & Klavans 2010). These
groups are established by forming clusters of authors who cite similar works. When the authors are merged
into a single group, as depicted in Figure 4. There are five distinct groups of authors. Mitigating the
difficulties in citation analysis, co-citation analysis investigates the frequency at which authors refer to the
similarities of publications while also suggesting the diversity of research (Kraus et al. 2012). Author Group
1: The first cohort of authors, denoted by red and occupying the most substantial area on the map, comprises
8 individuals (Fig. 4). This compilation includes articles on rural marketing. The keyword map has explored
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the sustainable use of pastoral resources, cultural and local heritage conservation, and the perpetuation of
rurality. The authors who have made the most significant contributions to this group are Adebayo and Cohen.
The group of authors under consideration demonstrates the most robust and extensive associations with
others, both within and outside their specific clusters. Author Group 2: This is the second largest group,
consisting of 7 authors (Fig. 4). The questions about the importance of local community and individual native
residents in developing tourism in rural areas are highlighted in group 2 (green). The contributing author in
this group is Abhijit V. The author has close ties to them and a few others beyond their group. Author Group
3: The group comprises 6 authors (Blue). The authors Ashley and Paul J have studied the importance of the
memorability of tourism experiences in this group (Fig. 4). The authors have close ties within themselves
and also beyond their groups. Author Group 4: This group only consists of 7 authors (Yellow). The
contributing author IS Argent (Fig. 4). The author of this group discussed the role of destination image (DI)
on tourists' perception, which eventually led to their revisiting and making recommendations. Further Fig.5
presents the journal co-citation network consists of two clusters, with Food Policy emerging as the most
influential journal, closely linked to World Development and the Quarterly Journal of Economics. The
second cluster includes the Journal of Development Economics and Agricultural Economics, highlighting
the importance of agricultural and development economics in rural marketing research. In short, the network
shows that rural marketing research is primarily rooted in food policy, agricultural economics, and
development studies.

VOSsviewer

Figure 4: Science mapping of research themes showing distinct conceptual domains (VOSviewer visualization)

journal of develapment economics

world degd@lopment

rly jourm@l of economics

foodipplicy

agricultural economigs (unite

&t VOSviewer

Figure 5: Co-citation analysis of foundational literature in strategic marketing and tourism research

Most cited articles of rural marketing research

The most cited rural marketing research articles from across disciplines were identified. This analysis
includes articles with at least 100 citations. Table 2 lists the top 10 articles that met the criterion. Further, the
CPY count is regarded as an effective measure for assessing specific papers' impact. This is due to the fact
that citation count is sensitive to the age of publication. The study “Mobile Phones and Farmers' Marketing
Decisions in Ethiopia by” by Tadesse et al. (2015), published in the World Development Journal, is the most
cited article, with 430 citations. it is followed by Liu, et al., (2021) “The adoption and impact of E-commerce
in rural China: Application of an endogenous switching regression model”, published in Journal of Rural
Studies, with 258 citations. Next, Olwande, at al. (2015) published an article in Food Policy with 248
citations and “Who is consuming the countryside? An activity-based segmentation analysis of the domestic
rural tourism market in Portugal” by Eusébio, et al., (2017) published in Journal of Hospitality and Tourism
Management, with 207 citations.
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Table 2: Most cited articles for rural marketing research
. SClmago Total
Rank Title Journal Ranking Authors Year Citation
Mobile Phones and Farmers' Marketing G., Tadesse, Getaw; G., Bahiigwa,
1 Decisions in Ethiopia World Development Q1 Godfrey 2015 430
The adoption and impact of E-commerce in
2 rural China: Application of an endogenous Journal of Rural Studies Q1 Liu, M., Min, S., Ma, W., & Liu, T. 2021 258
switching regression model
Agricultural marketing by smallholders in J., Olwande, John; M., Smale, M.; M.K,,
5 Kenya: A comparison of maize, kale and Food Policy Q1 Mathenge, Mary K.; F.M., Place, Frank 2015 248
dairy M.; D., Mithofer, Dagmar
Who is consuming the countryside? An C.A., Eusébio, Celeste A.; M.J., Carneiro,
- 9 . Tyside: Journal of Hospitality and Maria Jodo; E., Kastenholz, Elisabgth; E.,
8 activity-based segmentation analysis of the Tourism Management Q Figueiredo, Elisabete; D., Soares da Silva, 2007 207
domestic rural tourism market in Portugal Y Di%go ! T !
The Implementation of Green Marketing - - . -
4 Tools in Rural Tourism: The Readiness of JourEaI_ ?jf Hospitality Q1 C., Chee-Hua, Ch!n, _C., (|:1h|n1 Cheeling; 2018 178
Tourists? Marketing and Management W.P.M., Wong, Winnie Poh Ming
D.D.A.A., Arinloye, Djalalou Dine A.A.;
. . S., Pascucci, Stefano; A.R., Linnemann,
8 g/lmaz:lll(lef::)r;ger F;'r‘na:r';e' Selection by Jr\j;:ﬂ:tlm of Food Products Anita R.; ON., Coulibaly, Ousmane N.. 2015 153
9 G.J.L.F., Hagelaar, Geoffrey J.L.F.; O.S.,
Omta, Onno S.W.F.
The effect of marketing messages and Journal of Economic Behavior T.P., Beltramo, Theresa P.; G., Blalock,
7 payment over time on willingness to pay e Q1 Garrick; D.l., Levine, David I.; AM.,, 2015 128
L and Organization N
for fuel-efficient cookstoves Simons, Andrew M.
Characterisation of production, marketing MM, Eltholth, Mahmoud M. KM
6 and consumption patterns of farmed tilapia ~ Food Policy Q1 Fornace, Kimberly M.; D.C., Grace, Delia 2015 124
in the Nile Delta of Eqynt C.; JR., Rushton, Jonathan R.; B.N.,
ayp Hésler, Barbara N.
The relationship between rural branding
and local development. A case study in the . J., de-San-Eugenio-Vela, Jordi; M,
9 Catalonia's countryside: Territoris Serens Journal of Rural Studies Ql Barniol-Carcasona, Montse 2015 107
(El Llucanes)
. - M.Z., Steele, Melita Z.; C.M., Shackleton,
10 e A . Forest Policy and Economics Q1 Ramanan U.S.; K.N., Ganeshaiah, 2015 80
proximity on the ecological impacts of N h R
Kotiganahalli  Narayanagowda;  S.E.,

harvesting non-timber forest products

Radloff, Sarah E.

Occurrence of keywords
Table 3 comprehensively summarizes the occurrences of keywords employed in rural marketing literature.
Notably, the term “marketing” has been used most frequently in the context of both economies. This is
illustrated in Figure 6, which depicts the co-occurrence of these keywords. The occurrence of keywords
indicates that research topics like digital marketing, social media and agricultural markets are very limited

research areas in rural marketing.

Table 3: 20 most frequent keywords in RT research

Rank Words Occurrences
1 Marketing 45
2 rural tourism 20
3 rural area 17
4 rural development 14
5 tourist destination 10
6 Sustainability 9
7 China 8
8 social media 8
9 sustainable development 8
10 social marketing 7
11 Commerce 6
12 covid-19 6
13 marketing channels 6
14 rural areas 6
15 Tourism 6
16 Atrticle 5
17 digital marketing 5
18 Human 5
19 rural population 5
20 agricultural market 4
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Figure 6: VOSviewer output of keywords’ co-occurrences in the 170 documents extracted from Scopus
Database.

Table 4: Clusters information for bibliometric analysis

S.No Colour Items Label Linkage Topics

1. Red 6 Marketing and Rural Development Social media, Rural tourism, Rural Area

2. Blue 5 Rural Tourism and Rural Area Marketing, Tourism

3. Green 5 Social media and Social marketing Rural area and Marketing

4 yellow 2 Sustainability and Digital marketing Marketing and Rural area and Tourist destinations

Table 6 and figure 5 present the four thematic clusters labelled by authors according to the main topics
discussed, and for each group, the “topics of connection” among the thematic research areas (clusters) were
indicated (linkage topics, Table 4).

Science mapping of rural marketing
Thematic Evolution of Rural Marketing. The thematic evolution of rural marketing over a period of one
decade (2015-2025) has been portrayed in figure 6.

2015-2019 2020-2023 2024-2025
human heterogeneity ecotourism
marketing marketing marketing
rural areas marketing channels

rural development

rural development rural tourism
rural tourism
social media social marketing
smallholder sustainability sustainability

Figure 7: Thematic evolution of rural tourism and marketing research (2015-2025)

Cluster 1: Marketing (red)

The concept of rural development has increasingly been identified as multidimensional and not just limited
to the economic growth of rural environments but to social, cultural and environmental development.
According to scholars, rural regions should be approached with combined means that are consistent with the
ideas of sustainable development, where natural resources are used optimally, and the livelihood of the local
population is improved (Chambers, 1983; Todaro & Smith, 2015). In this context, marketing channels are
central in linking rural producers to the larger market, eliminating asymmetries, and fostering inclusive
growth (Kotler & Keller, 2016). Good marketing avenues do not only enhance access to the market by the
rural population but also enhance the adaptation of sustainable rural practices through promotion of value
addition and fair trade, which reinforce the overall rural development objectives (Barrett et al., 2012).

Cluster 2: Rural tourism (blue)

Rural tourism is also a significant source of economic and social development in villages, which provides
other livelihoods and conserves cultural and natural resources (Lane & Kastenholz, 2015). With global
tourism shifting towards rural areas as tourists sought out authentic experiences, tranquillity, and nature, the
COVID-19 pandemic completely changed the tourism trends worldwide, which shifted the desire toward
rural tourism due to perceived safety and the lack of people density (Gossling et al., 2021). In China, rural
tourism was not only perceived to be a poverty alleviation tool but also an effective response to the pandemic,
so local tourists started travelling to the nearby rural regions rather than urban ones (Liu & Li, 2021; Yang
etal., 2021). Therefore, the example of rural tourism in China shows how the rural setting keeps up with the
global crises to maintain its status as an important tourist destination in the post-COVID environment.

Cluster 3: Social media (green)

Social media has emerged as a strong tool for accessing and communicating with the rural populations,
especially in the communication of information and behavior change campaigns. Researchers pinpoint that
social marketing through incorporation with online applications promotes awareness and engagement
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because it customizes the message with cultural and social backgrounds of the rural society (Kotler & Lee,
2008; Weinreich, 2011). Recent research indicates that social media sites do not only help people in getting
access to health, education and livelihood services but also provide the community with the ability to share
articles and stories that interest them and cause them to trust and take action (Alalwan et al., 2017, Kapoor
et al., 2018). The crossover of social media and social marketing, therefore, is a transformative strategy of
empowering the rural population via the exchange of information as well as human-orientated narratives.

Cluster 4: Sustainable marketing and digital marketing (yellow)

The nexus between sustainability and digital marketing has received increasing academic interest as
companies and organizations attempt to strike a balance between the growth of the economy and the
environment and social responsibility. Digital marketing, with the help of social media, search engines, and
content marketing, offers inexpensive platforms with wide reach to promote sustainable products and
practices (Kumar et al., 2016; Lim et al., 2021). Researchers state that incorporating sustainability messages
in online marketing efforts, companies have a chance to shape consumer perception, develop green brands,
and create responsible consumer behaviour (Leonisou & Skarmeas, 2017; Martin-Consuegra et al., 2022).
Furthermore, digital marketing minimizes the dependency on conventional advertising techniques that in
most cases use more physical resources, which in turn promotes extended sustainability objectives (Dwivedi
et al., 2021). These findings are consistent with global trends observed in rural marketing research, where
digital transformation and sustainability have emerged as dominant themes (Dwivedi et al., 2021).

Cluster 5: Tourism (purple)

The ability of tourism to promote rural development has been a longstanding fact, giving the rural areas a
chance to diversify their local economies and provide employment, as well as enhance rural infrastructures
(Sharpley & Roberts, 2004). Especially rural tourism is intimately connected with the promotion of cultural
and natural resources, allowing communities to earn some income yet, at the same time, retain their culture
and nature (Lane & Kastenholz, 2015). Marketing is a vital part of such a process, as it helps to increase the
awareness of rural destinations, introduces the local products and services to the wider market, and shapes
the impression of tourists addressing the particular promotional tactics (Bello et al., 2018). Tourism
marketing is effective in not only attracting tourists but also enhancing the sustainability of the rural
development programs through encouraging a repeat visitation program and community participation
(Kastenholz et al., 2014).

Future directions for rural marketing research

In this study, we performed a trend analysis as shown in figure 7 and figure 8 to find out the trending topics,
with the goal of enhancing and advancing our knowledge of Rural Marketing. Additionally, we identify
emerging topics that have lesser-explored themes by examining the word cloud of every thematic cluster. It
is used to supplement the trending topics obtained from the trend analysis, resulting in a more comprehensive
and meaningful agenda for the future direction of RT. The combined analysis of the thematic evolution map
and the trend topic diagram depict the following areas of research for future researchers. Generally, the field
is evolving from general concepts to more technology-driven, integrated, and socially orientated
applications, specifically within rural and sustainable contexts.

Data-driven marketing strategies for sustainable rural tourism

Geographic Information Systems and digital transformation in tourism marketing and decision-making.
Develop models that use spatial data and digital footprints to optimize marketing channels, manage tourist
flows, and enhance visitor experiences in eco-tourism destinations. Future researchers can explore how GIS-
based sentiment analysis of social media data informs target marketing and sustainable decision-making for
eco-tourism.

Digital transformation of rural marketing

The trend topics show social media and digital as ongoing trends. The research areas include the branding
of rural destinations and the tech role of social media and study how social marketing and social media can
be used to build authentic brand identities for rural areas, combat overtourism, and promote sustainable
development values. The future scholars can explore what is the impact of micro-influencers versus macro-
influencers on perceived authenticity and travel intention for remote rural tourist destinations.

Leveraging technology for sustainable commerce and development
The trend shows commerce and sustainability as the key research area, and the evolution map presents
decision-making. The research area is artificial intelligence tools for sustainable commerce in rural tourism,
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and focus should be on investigating how artificial intelligence and digital transformation can support
decision-making for local commerce. This could consist of dynamic pricing for local experiences, waste
reduction in hospitality, and connecting tourists with local artisans to boost the rural economy. Future authors
can explore how artificial intelligence can utilize resource allocation and highlight local commerce and
maintain the cultural integrity of rural areas.

Social marketing and human centricity in rural context

The trend topics include social marketing and humans, highlighting an emerging interest in the sociological
and psychological dimensions. The research area is community-led social marketing and behavioral nudges.
The scholars can apply social marketing and behavioral economics to promote pro-environmental behaviour
in rural tourist destinations among tourists. The models where local community leads marketing support to
ensure benefits are equitably distributed. The scholars can explore how effective community-led social
media campaigns are using behavioral nudges in decreasing littering and promoting conservation among
ecotourists.
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Figure 9: Trend topics visualization depicting the shift from traditional rural marketing to digital and sustainable approaches

Comparative studies of cross cultural

The dominant presence of China in the evolution map suggests a case study for future direction to test
findings in other contexts. In the research area of comparative analysis on digital rural tourism models, the
scholars can focus on the area of comparing the digital transformation of rural tourism and the effectiveness
of marketing channels in China versus, like, Southeast Asia and Europe. The future scholars can investigate
what the differential impacts of digital marketing channels are on rural development in collectivist versus
individualist cultural contexts. By concentrating on these interconnected domains, researchers can enhance
the quality, efficacy, and sustainability of tourism marketing and rural development.
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Discussion

This bibliometric analysis demonstrates that rural marketing has evolved into a multidisciplinary field with
significant growth over the past decade (2015-2025). The increasing volume of publications, particularly
after 2020, reflects rising academic and practical interest in rural markets. The findings identify five major
thematic clusters, marketing and rural development, rural tourism, social media, sustainability and digital
marketing, and tourism-development integration, highlighting the expanding scope of the field. The thematic
evolution further indicates a clear transition from traditional agricultural marketing to more specialized,
technology-driven, and sustainability-oriented research, reflecting broader global and technological shifts.
The study contributes to the literature by systematically mapping the intellectual structure of rural marketing
and addressing the conceptual fragmentation noted in earlier studies (Walmsley, 2012. The identification of
thematic clusters provides a structured understanding of the field and supports the shift from conventional
marketing approaches (Jha, 1988; Kashyap & Raut, 2006) towards context-specific and digitally enabled
strategies that account for rural heterogeneity. From a practical perspective, the findings highlight key areas
for policy and managerial intervention. The growing importance of digital platforms and marketing channels
underscores the need for investment in digital infrastructure and e-commerce ecosystems to enhance rural
market access (Liu & Feng, 2024; Hara et al., 2020). Similarly, the sustainability cluster emphasizes the role
of green marketing practices in promoting environmentally responsible development (Chin et al., 2018). The
prominence of rural tourism further suggests opportunities for destination management strategies that
support post-pandemic recovery and sustainable tourism development (Lane & Kastenholz, 2015; Eusébio
et al., 2017). Despite these contributions, the study has certain limitations. The reliance on the Scopus
database may have excluded relevant publications indexed elsewhere, and the focus on English-language
sources may limit the inclusion of research from non-English-speaking regions. Additionally, while
bibliometric analysis provides valuable insights into the intellectual structure of the field, it does not capture
the qualitative depth of individual studies. Future research could address these limitations by adopting multi-
database approaches and combining bibliometric techniques with systematic or qualitative reviews to
provide a more comprehensive understanding.
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