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FROM AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 
TO SMART DEVELOPMENT: A THEORETICAL 
APPROACH TO THE EVOLUTION OF PUBLIC 
INTERVENTION IN RURAL AREAS

ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to analyze public intervention in rural areas, with the 
focus on the definitions and characteristics of rural development paradigms. 
The study also explores the evolution of public intervention and the significance 
of agriculture for rural development, functions of rural areas and the assump-
tions of the nascent paradigm of smart rural development.

A literature review was conducted to identify the main concepts of rural 
development, i.e. agricultural development, multifunctional development of 
agriculture, multifunctional rural development, sustainable rural develop-
ment, integrated rural development and smart rural development. The article 
identified the main assumptions of these concepts and demonstrated how 
their key elements have been preserved since the 1960s as the new concept of 
smart rural development is based in part on older concepts. With regard to any 
new features of smart rural development, the article referred to the findings of 
leading researchers in the field as well as of EU institutions which recognized 
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that implementation of new technologies and ICT in the economic, social and 
environmental spheres is necessary for rural areas to have a chance to develop.

Key words

rural development policy, sustainable development, smart rural development, 
rural development paradigms

Introduction

As indicators of socio-economic development in rural areas are lower than in 
cities or areas under urbanization processes, states and international organiza-
tions pursue policies aimed at strengthening the potential of rural areas, which 
since the end of World War II have experienced significant changes due to 
an increased public intervention in this field, particularly among member states 
of the European Economic Community (EEC), and then the European Union 
(EU), as well as in the United States. The objective of this study is to analyze 
the composition of the main directions of public intervention in relation to rural 
areas. The author aims to address the following research questions: How is rural 
development defined? What are the most significant paradigms of rural develop-
ment and their characteristics? How have the directions of public intervention 
changed in relation to rural areas? What is the significance of agriculture for 
rural development? What are the functions of rural areas? What are the assump-
tions of the nascent paradigm of smart rural development?

A review of literature on the subject was conducted to characterize the main 
paradigms, which are also ideal types (utopias). Based on a self-designed ques-
tionnaire, crucial assumptions were then synthesized, making it easier to com-
pare them and highlight the most important similarities and continuities of 
specific assumptions as well as innovative elements.

Rural development

Rural development is defined in the literature as “development that benefits ru-
ral populations; where development is understood as the sustained improvement 
of the population’s standards of living or welfare” (Anriquez & Stamoulis, 2007, 
p. 2). Bruce F. Johnson argues that rural development should result in struc-
tural changes in rural areas, including increased agricultural productivity and 
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a decrease in employment in the sector and the proportion of rural residents 
in the total population (Johnson, 2007, pp. 2–3). Jan Douwe van der Ploeg et al. 
(2000) highlight the importance of producing high-quality food, promoting 
short supply chains, diversifying economic activities and finding alternative 
sources of income for rural residents (pp. 392–392). Ian Hodge and Peter Mid-
more (2008) also emphasize the impact of diversifying economic activities in 
rural areas (p. 25). Maria Halamska and Ruta Śpiewak (2008) stress the signifi-
cance of planning and coordinating changes by various entities (citizens, central 
and local authorities) in order to improve the living conditions of rural residents 
and integrate these communities with the whole society. Christopher L. Atkin-
son (2017) highlights social and economic activities that contribute to improving 
the quality of life.

Rural development – main approaches

The approach to rural development has undergone a significant evolution. Early 
concepts stressed the need to implement solutions that were better suited to cit-
ies. However, the urbanization of rural areas did not yield effective results, often 
intensifying the disparities in development between urban and rural regions 
and contributing to the degradation of the natural environment (Michalewska-
Pawlak, 2013, p. 30). This was followed by the emergence of the new concepts of 
rural development: agricultural development, multifunctional agricultural de-
velopment, multifunctional rural development, sustainable rural development 
and integrated rural development.

The concept of agricultural development links rural development to the agri-
culture sector. This approach, implemented after World War II, aimed to address 
food security concerns in a war-ravaged Europe and regarded agriculture as 
the core of rural economies, requiring public intervention to achieve objectives 
such as food security, stable incomes for farmers, and environmental protection. 
Agriculture was considered the driving force behind rural development and 
its productive, social and environmental functions (Hodge & Midmore, 2008, 
pp. 25–26). However, this proved to be inefficient due to high costs, growing inef-
ficiency, and environmental degradation caused by increased production that 
involved mechanization, extensive use of fertilizers and new technologies (p. 26).

Multifunctional agriculture is based on the idea that rural areas should 
perform functions beyond traditional food production. These functions include 
providing public goods such as rural landscapes, biodiversity and cultural heri-
tage (Kołodziejczak, 2015, p. 132), which can satisfy a number of environmental, 
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economic, social or cultural needs of the entire society (Wilklin, 2010, p. 19). 
Guido van Huylenbroeck et al. (2007) categorize the non-commercial functions 
of agriculture into four types: green, blue, white and yellow (p. 7). The green 
functions include management of natural resources (flora and fauna) and land-
scapes, contributing to the improvement of animal welfare, reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions and building a circular economy. The blue functions concern wa-
ter management (taking care of its quality, regulating the flow and responding 
to floods), as well as wind energy generation. The white functions of agriculture 
include ensuring food security and safety. The yellow functions are related to 
the cultural heritage of rural areas, the development of agritourism and care for 
the vitality of these areas.

Multifunctional rural development is a broader concept and indicates that 
agricultural activity is just one of the possible forms of economic activity in rural 
areas. The concept promotes the diversification of economic activity and the de-
velopment of highly competitive agricultural activities (Michalewska-Pawlak, 
2015, p. 32). Rural residents can find employment and additional income in 
the service sector, industry, and tourism and recreation (Hodge & Midmore, 
2008, p. 26). New activities can include the production of high-quality lo-
cal products, management of natural resources and rural landscape (Knickel 
& Renting, 2000, p. 513). Attractive goods and services can increase the income 
of rural residents and farmers (van der Ploeg & Roep, 2003, p. 43). Apart from 
stimulating local entrepreneurship, multifunctional development of rural areas 
means investing in infrastructure or increasing levels of education (Sikora, 2012, 
p. 217).

According to the concept of multifunctional development, rural areas have 
a number of different functions. Jerzy Wilklin (2010, p. 29) divides these func-
tions into four categories. The first of these is production, which encompasses 
the commercial production of food and raw materials for industry and energy, 
as well as tourism and non-commercial services such as the production of food 
and domestic inputs. The second category encompasses the social aspect and 
includes ensuring social cohesion in rural areas and providing social security 
for agricultural and non-agricultural families. The next function is cultural 
and concerns the protection of traditions, the strengthening of cultural identity 
and local and regional distinctiveness. The final function is environmental. Its 
negative aspects include the contribution to soil erosion, watercourse pollution, 
greenhouse gas emissions, and/or a reduction in biodiversity. On the other hand, 
its positive effects include protecting soil, watercourses, and biodiversity. Ac-
cording to Michalewska-Pawlak, rural areas fulfill several functions: residential 
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(serving as a place of residence for people involved in agriculture and other sec-
tors); production (focused on food production); services (offering services that 
improve the quality of life in rural areas); recreation (taking advantage of natural 
resources such as forests, meadows, diverse flora and fauna, and clean air for 
rest and relaxation; tourism (through the development of agritourism); culture 
(related to local culture, cultural heritage, rural art and customs); environmental 
(protecting the natural environment and genetic resources); and aesthetic (pre-
serving the beauty and traditional rural landscape) (2015, pp. 32–33).

Sustainable agricultural and rural development is a key component of 
the multifunctional development of agriculture and rural regions – a response 
to the widespread environmental degradation after World War II caused by 
mechanization, use of chemicals, and the rapid growth of agricultural produc-
tion (Adamowicz & Zwolińska-Ligaj, 2020, p. 20). Sustainable development is 
based on responsible use of natural resources so that future generations can ben-
efit from them as we do today. It emphasizes the need for balanced development 
not only in the economic dimension but also in the social and environmental 
spheres.

The concept of sustainable development in rural areas focuses on creating 
a favorable business environment. Here economic activities are diversified, with 
agriculture not being the dominant sector. The indicators for employment and 
education are high, and the inhabitants of rural areas have stable incomes and 
unemployment is at a natural level. The quality of life in rural areas improves 
through various initiatives such as the provision of infrastructure and public 
services aimed at reducing poverty and social exclusion. Cultural values, such 
as heritage, rituals, traditions and folk art, are emphasized. Natural resources, 
including soil, water and air, are used responsibly. Sustainable development in 
rural areas also involves protecting biodiversity, preserving ecosystems, limit-
ing the use of chemicals, and exercising prudence in the use of biotechnology 
and genetic engineering in agriculture and food production. Thus the concept 
supports stable economic and social development while maintaining ecological 
balance (Adamowicz & Zwolińska-Ligaj, 2018; Czudec et al., 2018; FAO, 2017; 
Roszkowska-Mądra, 2009; Stanny & Czarnecki, 2011; Wilklin, 2011; Wlazły, 
2018; Woś & Zegar, 2002).

Sustainable rural development is not possible without sustainable agricul-
tural development based on responsible use of soil and water resources and their 
proper maintenance for future production. The products and raw materials 
derived from such agriculture should be safe, meet the needs of consumers and 
the food industry, and guarantee food self-sufficiency in rural areas. Farmers 
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should aim to reduce or eliminate environmental risks, and all land users should 
work to protect and preserve biodiversity. Employment agriculture should offer 
incomes comparable to those in other sectors and facilitate the modernization 
and growth of farms (Krasowicz, 2005, p. 25). According to Philip G. Robertson 
and Richard R. Harwood, sustainable farming practices must be economically 
viable, environmentally safe, and socially acceptable. John Reganold stresses 
the importance of economic benefits and environmental safety (1990), while Rod 
MacRay emphasizes the minimization of waste, promotion of self-regulation 
and increasing ecosystem resilience (Velten et al., 2015).

The concept of integrated development, as another approach, is based on 
multifunctionality and the territorial approach (Michalewska-Pawlak, 2015, 
p. 35). The territorial approach assumes that the spatial disparities in socio-
economic development can be addressed by means of external stimuli (such as 
aid programs financed by central authorities) and the involvement of local actors 
(Nemes, 2005, p. 24). It is important to take into account the unique charac-
teristics of each region and tailor intervention tools accordingly. A wide range 
of stakeholders (local authorities, residents, economic and social organizations, 
community leaders, and others) should be involved in setting the objectives of 
local development strategies (Dudek, 2017, pp. 20–22; Kostov & Lingard, 2004, 
pp. 10–11). Baldock et al. identify three principles of integrated rural develop-
ment: integration, individuality and involvement. Integration involves balanc-
ing different interests to achieve economic, social and environmental objectives. 
Individuality recognizes the distinctiveness of each region. Involvement refers to 
building local partnerships, promoting social participation, and engaging the lo-
cal community in the development process (2001, pp. 14 –15).

Smart development

Smart development is founded upon an economy centered on knowledge and 
innovation. As such, in the strategic documents of the European Union, future 
development depends on investing in the education sector and supporting 
the transfer of knowledge and innovation. A key role in this process is played by 
information and communication technologies, as well as by its enhanced com-
mercialization so that innovative ideas are transformed into marketable goods 
and services. This, in turn, is intended to contribute to economic growth, job 
creation and solving social problems (European Commission, 2010, p. 13). Smart 
development is not possible without investment in the research and development 
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(R&D) sector, the promotion of lifelong learning, and building a digital society 
(pp. 13–14).

The elements that make up the concepts of smart development and their 
impact on development at the regional level have been studied and described in 
the literature. A study into the impact of R&D investments was undertaken by 
Rodriguez-Pose (2001) and Bilbao-Osorio and Rodriguez-Pose (2004). The im-
portance of the presence of the high-tech sector was underlined by Feldman and 
Florida (1994), Florida and Kenney (1986), and Hansen and Winther (2011).

The concept of smart development emphasizes the importance of location 
and regional specificity (Wójcik, 2018, p. 8). Spatial diversity in socio-economic 
development, determined by the resources available (natural, human, finan-
cial, technical infrastructure, functioning institutions), determines the type 
of economic activity undertaken and the inflow of investments (Romer, 1990; 
Wójcik, 2018). It is therefore necessary to identify the strengths of a region so 
that inhabitants can take advantage of specializing in a given field (as in the In-
nis’ staple theory (Gałązka, 2017) or Porter business clusters (Pylak et al. 2014, 
p. 10). Within smart specialization, investments are made in the R&D sector, 
and innovations are created that relate to the economic structure and activities 
in a given area (Foray et al. 2011, p. 5; Naldi et al., 2015, p. 92).

Smart rural development

Smart rural development is a term that often appears in the literature (Adamo-
wicz, 2020; Komorowski & Stanny, 2020; Naldi et al., 2015; Prause & Boevsky, 
2017; Wójcik, 2018; Wójcik, 2018a). This is a relatively new concept, which has 
not yet been defined in a well-established way, as individual authors pay atten-
tion to different aspects of development.

Wójcik (2018a) outlines the various aspects of smart rural development. 
These include public services (education, health care and security), management 
and co-management (participation of citizens in this process and their influence 
on decisions concerning the financing of undertaken activities), social creativ-
ity (seeking innovative ways of solving local social and economic problems), 
technological innovations (possibly used in social activities and developing en-
trepreneurship), development of communication (means of communication, IT 
networks), environmental protection and new ways of using natural resources, 
including an increase in the importance of alternative energy sources.

Philip McCann and Raquel Ortega Argilés noticed that implementation of 
the concept of smart rural development requires a different approach than those 
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used in the cities. Smart specialization can be implemented only in intermediate 
regions (EU specifies three types of regions in regional policy: less developed 
regions with GDP lower than 75% of average GDP per capita in the EU, inter-
mediate regions with GDP between 75% and 90%, and most developed regions 
with GDP above 90%) and only in areas that have sufficiently large population 
base, otherwise smart specialization may actually limit possibilities and inhibits 
development (Naldi et al., 2015, p. 93).

The concept of smart rural development builds upon prior development 
concepts, which primarily focused on regions rather than rural areas. Smart 
rural development, however, introduces some new elements. A questionnaire 
was designed and administered to identify the key elements of the most im-
portant rural development concepts, allowing for a comparison of their main 
assumptions (Table 1). The elements compared included: main approach, sup-
ported economic sectors, driving force of economic development, functions 
of agriculture, directions of public intervention, and functions of rural areas. 
The identified approaches were sectoral (focused solely on a limited sector of 
economy, in this case agriculture), multisectoral (considering multiple sectors 
of the economy such as agriculture, forestry, services, industry), territorial (em-
powering local authorities to play a role in decision making and to collaborate 
with other communities, local and regional authorities to determine supported 
sectors), and participatory (requiring involvement from a wide range of local ac-
tors and stakeholders, such as businesses, non-profit organizations, volunteers, 
activists, etc.). In terms of supported economic sectors, the analysis considered 
which sectors were provided with special aid.

The driving force of economic development is an important part of compari-
son and in this regard, we observe the major changes. Initially, the authorities, 
particularly the EEC institutions and national governments, focused solely on 
agriculture and food production in the rural areas. Later, they realized that in 
order for agriculture to drive economic growth in these regions, it needed to be 
competitive on a global scale. Sustainable rural development requires decou-
pling economic development from the depletion of natural resources. The ap-
proach to integrated rural development is based on the recognition that local 
conditions, such as climate, natural landscape, traditional ways of food produc-
tion, buildings, lifestyle, and natural resources are important determinants of 
rural development. Local actors should follow global trends and leverage their 
strengths in the development process. The new concept of smart rural devel-
opment stresses the importance of local specificity while also acknowledging 
that modern development is impossible without the implementation of new 
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technologies, including ICT, big data and the Internet. The development of 
knowledge also plays a critical role, as people in rural areas need to be educated 
and trained to implement new solutions in sectors such as agriculture, forestry, 
services, public services (health care, education, culture, transportation) and 
production systems. Public intervention has also shifted towards investments in 
modern technologies in various sectors, such as public services, environmental 
protection and food production.

Since the implementation of the concept of multifunctional rural develop-
ment, there has been a growing belief that rural areas serve multiple purposes 
beyond production, including social, environmental, cultural, service, residual, 
aesthetic, and recreational functions.

Conclusion

The main goal of this research was achieved through the analysis of key concepts 
in rural development, which are agricultural development, multifunctional de-
velopment of agriculture, multifunctional rural development, sustainable rural 
development, integrated rural development, and smart rural development.

The analysis showed that there has been a continuous evolution in the ap-
proach to rural development. After World War II, a sectoral approach dominat-
ed, with public intervention focused primarily on agriculture as the main driver 
of economic development. However, over time it became clear that the role of 
agriculture in economy and employment was diminishing, and that rural areas 
needed support in social and economic spheres, such as infrastructure, public 
services, transportation and environmental protection.

Although the concept of rural development has changed, some of the older 
aspects of public intervention in this area remain relevant. For example, since 
the Treaty of Rome in 1958, the EEC has supported farmers’ income and food 
supply, indicating that the scope of public intervention is expanding. New chal-
lenges and goals are being addressed with new instruments.

The new concept of smart rural development builds upon many of the previ-
ous concepts, but with an emphasis on the integration of new technologies and 
ICT in the economic, social and environmental spheres. The literature review 
demonstrated that the instruments and solutions used in smart city development 
cannot be directly applied to smart rural development. Similarly, the institutions 
of the European Union and researchers in this field recognize that new technolo-
gies and ICT are necessary for rural areas to develop.
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