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Abstract
In the context of agricultural activity intensification and rural abandonment, neo-rurality has emerged as a back-to-the-land 
migratory movement led by urban populations seeking alternative ways of life close to nature. Although the initiatives of 
the new peasantry are diverse, most are land related, such as agriculture and livestock farming. A priori, neorural people 
undertake agri-food system activities in ways that differ from the conventional model, following the principles of environ-
mental and social sustainability. We conducted a systematic review of the literature on the neo-rural phenomenon with the 
main objective of examining how neo-rurality has been found to support agroecological transitions. The corpus of neo-rural 
studies was analyzed from a social-ecological perspective, and a Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) was conducted to 
determine whether neo-rural agri-food system activities follow agroecological principles. The results indicate that neo-rural 
studies is an emerging research field that has received considerable attention in western countries. Diverse conceptualizations 
and terms have been used to address the phenomenon, but the literature agrees on political and environmental motivations 
and several barriers faced by neo-rural people. This population and in particular new peasants, are employing a wide variety 
of agroecological practices and strategies throughout the agri-food system. Overall, neo-rural people have been reported to 
contribute significantly to agroecological transition.
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Introduction

In the last century, traditionally agrarian rural areas world-
wide have experienced deep changes in demographics and 
human–nature relations. The prevailing urban-industrial 
development model, converging with the Green Revolution, 
resulted in two simultaneous and largely common trends. 
On one hand, the twentieth century saw the intensification 

and technification of agricultural productive activities in 
efforts to achieve maximum productivity using external 
inputs (Borlaug 1971; Bowler 1992). On the other hand, 
the deagrarization of rural areas due to the disappearance of 
considerable portions of small-scale farmers, together with 
large-scale urban industrialization, has promoted a rural 
exodus (Camarero 1993; Saville 2013; Baudin and Stelter 
2022). This massive outmigration of people from rural areas 
to cities, which in Europe started between the 1950s and the 
1970s and continues today, is one of the largest migratory 
movements in western countries’ histories (Camarero 1993).

The social-ecological consequences of these changes are 
multidimensional, encompassing ecological impacts such as 
landscape homogenization (Tilman 1999) and biodiversity 
(local breed and variety) loss, as well as negative impacts on 
ecosystem services such as water and soil pollution, soil ero-
sion, and habitat fragmentation (Matson et al. 1997; Swinton 
et al. 2007). Demographic impacts include the depopulation 
of rural areas and the aging and masculinization of rural 
populations (Camarero 2017; Baudin and Stelter 2022). 
Economic consequences include the lack of generational 

 * Beatriz Vizuete 
 beatriz.vizuete@uam.es

 Elisa Oteros-Rozas 
 elisa.oterosrozas@gmail.com

 Marina García-Llorente 
 marina.gllorente@uam.es

1 Social-Ecological Systems Laboratory, Department 
of Ecology, Faculty of Science, Autonomous University 
of Madrid, Madrid, Spain

2 Department of Agronomy, E.T.S.I.A, University of Sevilla, 
Sevilla, Spain

3 FRACTAL Collective, Madrid, Spain

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0531-8777
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4313-3041
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3527-9318
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10460-023-10537-0&domain=pdf


 B. Vizuete et al.

replacement, dependence on global markets, deregulation, 
the strengthening of the tertiary sector, and the exploitation 
of rural areas for tourism and leisure activities (Bonanno 
1994). Sociocultural impacts encompass the abandonment 
of local agricultural and livestock practices; the loss of local, 
traditional, and indigenous ecological knowledge (Aswani 
et al. 2018); the rupture of identity links with the land; 
changes in producer–consumer relations (Therond et al. 
2017); and the devaluation of the peasantry. Policy-level 
effects include the bureaucratization of agricultural activi-
ties (FAO 2017; Lojka et al. 2021) and the application of 
health and hygiene regulations designed for large industries.

Agri-food system industrialization and globalization 
are responsible for a substantial share of current global 
environmental change (Tilman 1999; Bennett 2017). The 
main driver of this change is the current agricultural model, 
which negatively affects genetic diversity, freshwater use, 
land-use changes, and biogeochemical flows (Campbell 
et al. 2017). To mitigate these negative impacts, deep trans-
formations are required, not only in the primary sector but 
throughout the agri-food system, including production, 
processing, and distribution (Ingram 2011; Springmann 
et al. 2018). Among alternatives for the mitigation of this 
social-ecological crisis, social movements and political 
paradigms such as agroecology, food sovereignty, and 
back-to-the-land movements (e.g., neo-rural and new 
peasantry paradigms) have emerged as resistance and con-
testation forces aiming to relocate and deeply transform 
agri-food systems to guarantee the right to food through 
socially and environmentally sustainable and just practices 
(Martinez-Torres and Rosset 2010; Altieri and Nicholls 
2012; Forssell and Lankoski 2015; Gliessman 2018).

Agroecology has been articulated as a tripartite vision 
for practice, science, and social movement (Wezel et al. 
2009). This interdisciplinary paradigm provides an ecologi-
cal approach to land management (Wezel et al. 2014) that 
goes beyond a set of agricultural practices (LVC 2010) and 
cannot be separated from the political component of social 
critique (Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 2013; Márquez-
Barrenechea et al. 2020). Agroecological transitions have 
been conceptualized as sets of changes and, overall, trans-
formation from the conventional industrialized model to a 
sustainable agricultural model, with agri-food systems that 
foster the development and maintenance of resilient social-
ecological systems (Ollivier et al. 2018).

The neo-rural phenomenon (Chevalier 1981; Nogué 
1988), also called the back-to-the-land/countryside move-
ment (Wilbur 2013), is an increasingly popular reverse-
demographic trend of urban–rural migration. It origi-
nates in countercultural and hippie movements in Europe 
and North America in the second half of the twentieth 
century (Belasco 2007; Stuppia 2016; Toledo Machado 
2024). The study of neo-rurality has expanded since its 

first definition in many disciplines and using different 
frameworks (Trimano 2019a), such as new rural (Cama-
rero and Oliva 2016), amenity migration (Moss 2006; 
Abrams et al. 2012), counterurbanization (Ratier 2002), 
and back-to-the-land (Wilbur 2014a, b) movements. In 
most research, the phenomenon is equated to its protago-
nists’ roles, such as in profiles of neo-rural practitioners 
(Chevalier 1981; Nates and Raymond 2007; Rivera 2020; 
Karpinski 2020) and studies of their motivations and val-
ues (Bertuglia et al. 2013; Dopazo Gallego and De Marco 
Giachino 2014; Pinto-Correia et al. 2016) and the barri-
ers that they face (EIP-AGRI 2016; Flament-Ortun et al. 
2017). Researchers have not reached consensus on the 
extent of the concept or even who is neo-rural. Different 
classifications have been proposed to delimit the field, 
resulting in a diversity of terms such as “commuters,” 
“new peasants,” “retired people,” and even “neo-rurals 
separated from the land” (Ratier 2002; Ploeg 2010; Nogué 
2016). The concept is difficult to define theoretically 
because it distorts the boundaries of the historical urban/
rural dichotomy (Camarero and Oliva 2016), and practi-
cally because it has been argued to lose meaning when 
encompassing all rural return migration (Halfacree 2007). 
The provision of a historical perspective on the phenom-
enon and the disentangling of different conceptualizations 
in neo-rural studies are thus of interest.

In attempts to characterize neo-rural diversity, researchers 
have proposed the terms “new peasantry” (Van der Ploeg 
2009; Monllor 2012), “new entrants into farming” (EIP-
AGRI 2016), and “new farmers” (Mailfert 2007; Laforge 
et al. 2018) to describe those who focus their activities on 
the agri-food sector. These individuals are urban people who 
move to rural areas to work the land, such as by perform-
ing agricultural and livestock farming activities, seemingly 
in ways differing from those of the conventional agri-food 
model (Monllor and Fuller 2016). In their daily work, they 
may adopt practices and values of the agroecological para-
digm (Rosset and Torres 2016), potentially contributing to 
the building of more sustainable agri-food systems.

However, the literature on neo-rurality and the new peas-
antry to date has barely addressed the nexus among neo-rural 
people, their activities, and the host territories, understood as 
social-ecological systems (Berkes and Folke 1998). The con-
sideration of agroecosystems as social-ecological systems 
implies the adoption of a holistic vision that challenges the 
historical human/nature dichotomy, with the perspective that 
the coevolution of both has given rise to current cultural and 
rural landscapes (Berkes et al. 2000). A social-ecological 
perspective on this phenomenon could shed light on whether 
and how neo-rural and new peasantry movements are actu-
ally embodying the sustainable repopulation of rural areas 
and eventually promoting agroecological transitions of agri-
food system toward food sovereignty.



Role of the neo‑rural phenomenon and the new peasantry in agroecological transitions: a…

The main goal of this review was to examine the literature 
on the ways in which the neo-rural phenomenon supports 
agroecological transitions. We analyzed the literature on 
neo-rurality and new peasantries using a social-ecological 
approach. In particular, we aimed: (1) to provide an his-
torical perspective and characterize the geographical dis-
tribution of scientific studies on neo-rurality, new entrants 
into farming, and new peasantries; (2) to explore different 
conceptualizations and terminological nuances; (3) to sys-
tematize neo-rural individuals’ motivations, values, barri-
ers, and difficulties; (4) to explore relationships of neo-rural 
individuals and new peasants to agroecological transition; 
and (5) to identify potential impacts of the neo-rural phe-
nomenon on social-ecological systems. In this paper, we use 
the term “neo-rural” to refer to this concept most inclusively.

Theoretical frameworks for the exploration 
of linkages between the neo‑rural phenomenon 
and agroecological transitions

We examined three theoretical frameworks for the explora-
tion of relationships of the neo-rural phenomenon and new 
peasantry to agroecological transition and the identifica-
tion of their potential impacts on social-ecological systems: 
one focused on agroecological transitions and two on how 
the new peasantry relates to ecosystems. Anderson et al.’s 
(2019) “transformation domains” framework encompasses 
six critical areas of practices and strategies that contribute 
to agroecological transformation from a multilevel perspec-
tive: access to natural ecosystems, knowledge and culture, 
systems of exchange, networks, discourse, and gender and 
equity (Table 1). It is useful for the characterization of agro-
ecological transition as a process, and it enabled us to ana-
lyze the literature that relates this process to the neo-rural 
phenomenon. Second, in the context of “repeasantization”, 
Van der Ploeg and Roep (2003) proposed a framework for 
new rural development for agriculture in response to the 
modernization paradigm that has prevailed in agricultural 
development in recent decades. The authors define three 
rural development strategies for the diversification of the 
agricultural income base and encouragement of the transi-
tion to multifunctional agroecosystems in rural areas: deep-
ening, broadening, and regrounding (Van der Ploeg and 
Roep 2003) (Table 1). Related to that framework and with 
the integration of insights from research on new ruralities 
and peasant agriculture, Monllor (2013) proposed an agroso-
cial framework for the conceptualization of agro-livestock 
practices and values being developed by new peasantries 
and their contributions to the transformation of the agri-
food system. Monllor (2013) developed an agrosocial index 
with eight components: autonomy, cooperation, diversity, 
environment, innovation, local scale, slow focus, and social 
commitment (Table 1).

Alongside the transformation domains approach, which 
focuses on agroecological transition, the second and third 
frameworks incorporate the concept of the new peasantry 
and link it theoretically to specific agri-food system activ-
ities carried out by neo-rural individuals. Although we 
recognize the existence of other well-known frameworks 
for the analysis of agroecological practices (e.g., those 
proposed in FAO 2019; HLP 2019; Wezel et al. 2020), we 
argue that these three approaches together encompass most 
of the diversity of neo-rural land-related activities. Moreo-
ver, we find them to be optimal for the achievement of the 
main objective of the study, as they provide an overview of 
how new farmers relate to agri-food systems and, in par-
ticular, how they contribute to agroecological transition.

Materials and methods

Literature search

We conducted a review of the scientific literature (i.e., 
scientific papers, book chapters, PhD dissertations, and 
technical reports) published through the end of 2021 on 
the neo-rural phenomenon and the new peasantry. We 
adapted the PRISMA protocol (Page et  al. 2021) and 
initially included only English- and Spanish-language 
publications, but later also incorporated publications in 
French and Portuguese to mitigate potential language 
bias. We initially (on 16 September 2021) searched the 
Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus databases using the 
keywords “neo-rural*,” "neorural*,” “neorrural*,” “new 
peasant*,” “neo-peasant*,” and “newcomer* into farming”. 
We retrieved 290 publications (151 from WoS, 139 from 
Scopus); we screened their titles, abstracts, and keywords, 
excluded 51 duplicates, and retained only those that were 
original research or reviews that discussed: (1) contem-
porary urban–rural migration, (2) the neo-rural/new peas-
antry phenomenon as the main or secondary theme, and/or 
(3) links between this phenomenon and agroecology and/or 
the food sovereignty movement. We read the complete texts 
of 115 selected publications and excluded another 21 that 
did not focus on the neo-rural/new peasantry phenomenon 
or urban–rural migration. We then expanded the database 
search using a snowball methodology adapted from Lecy 
and Beatty (2012), identifying studies cited in the selected 
publications that fulfilled the selection criteria. In this 
way, and due to the diverse, multidisciplinary nature of the 
object of study (Gretter et al. 2019), we included 42 more 
scientific papers and gray-literature items (i.e., newspaper 
articles and social movement writings). The final sample 
comprised 136 publications (Fig. 1; see Online Resource 1 
for the complete list of included publications).
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Data collection and analysis

Two databases were created for the mixed qualitative and 
quantitative analysis. An Excel 18.0 (Microsoft Corporation, 
Redmond, WA, USA) database was used to systematize infor-
mation on the following variables for quantitative analysis: (1) 
publication characteristics (year, research type, spatial scale, 
geographical distribution, language, research discipline, pub-
lication type, methodological approach, inclusion of the term 

“agroecology” and a gender-focused perspective), (2) agri-
food system activities, and (3) activity impacts on social-eco-
logical systems. We further classified agri-food system activi-
ties according to the three conceptual frameworks (Table 1) 
to provide overviews of their involvement in agroecological 
transitions. As the term “agroecological practices” usually 
refers to farming and “agroecological strategies” usually 
refers to transformation and distribution tasks (Wezel et al. 
2014; Agroecology Europe 2021), we use the term "agri-food 

Fig. 1  Flow of literature selection (adapted from the PRISMA guidelines)
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system activities" to refer to an umbrella concept encompass-
ing all actions that neo-rural individuals take at the agri-food 
system level. This approach enables us to not overlook activi-
ties that have not been classified as practices or strategies and 
that are based on neo-rural motivations and values (e.g., bar-
tering and self-management). We calculated descriptive sta-
tistics for the first set of variables and determined the frequen-
cies of mentions activities falling into the different framework 
categories. To explore relationships between the activities and 
framework domains (Anderson et al. 2019), strategies (Van 
der Ploeg and Roep 2003), and components (Monllor 2013), 
we performed a multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) 
with the XLSTAT software (2023). We also quantified the 
co-occurrence of mentions of agri-food system activities and 
social-ecological impacts.

We used an NVivo 12 (Lumiero, QRS International) data-
base created using a previously developed coding scheme 
(Online Resource 2) for the analysis of the included pub-
lications’ content. Inductive and deductive coding was 
performed until an accurate code list was created. Impacts 
were classified into five categories: (1) socio-economic, (2) 
demographic, (3) socio-political, (4) ecological, (5) and 
philosophical/symbolic.

Results

History and geographical distribution of scientific 
studies on the neo‑rural phenomenon, new entrants 
into farming and new peasantries

Most (80%) of the publications appeared in the last decade 
(Fig. 2b). In the international databases considered, "neo-
rural" first appeared in Garcia (1977), accompanied by the 
first theoretical conceptualization of the topic. Most [n = 84 

(61%)] studies in the sample were performed in Europe, 
followed by South America [n = 26 (15.4%)]. We found no 
publication related to Africa or Oceania, and 20 (14.7%) 
publications were theoretical and had no geographic focus 
(Fig. 2a).

Most publications were scientific papers (76.5%; Fig. 3a) 
describing studies with exclusively qualitative designs 
(79.4%; Fig. 3b), most commonly involving semi-structured 
interviews. Case studies comprised 77.2% of the sample, 
and 41.2% of these publications included theoretical reflec-
tions (Fig. 3c). The most common scales were local (29%) 
and national (22%; Fig. 3d), and the most common publica-
tion languages were Spanish (48.5%) and English (39.7%; 
Fig. 3e). The most interest in the neo-rural phenomenon was 
in the social sciences and humanities (62.5%), followed by 
rural studies (12.5%) and the gray literature (9.6%), includ-
ing publications by social movements and neo-rural collec-
tives (Fig. 3f). More than half (68%) of the studies examined 
agroecological strategies and practices, but the term “agro-
ecology” was used in only 41 (30%) publications (Fig. 3g).

Less than one-quarter (23.5%) of the publications con-
tained reporting by gender; women were referred to most 
commonly in descriptions of back-to-the-land demograph-
ics and data collection. Most of the reviewed works did 
not describe the adoption of a gender-based approach; 21 
publications described barriers that neo-rural women faced 
(Fig. 3h).

Differences in conceptualization and terminological 
nuances

The neo-rural phenomenon has been conceptualized in west-
ern academia as part of “new ruralities” (Ratier 2002) and 
“new rural movements” (Camarero and Oliva 2016), with 
social and geographical fuzziness of urban/rural boundaries. 

Fig. 2  Geographical distribution of case studies (with numbers of references per category) and historical trend of publications
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Different social profiles, motivations for migration, and 
process types underlie the use of different terms within the 
larger concept of neo-rurality. For instance, participants in 
back-to-the-land movements (migrants from cities to the 
countryside) have been referred to as “hippies” (Trimano 
2015, 2019a; Morales 2016), “new pioneers” (Jacob 1997), 
“outsiders” (Cáceres-Feria and Ballesteros 2017; Dal Bello 
et al. 2022a, b), “back-to-the-landers” (Wilbur 2014a, b), 
“new peasants” (Ploeg 2010; Corrado 2010) and “newcom-
ers into farming” (Monllor 2012). Motivations underly-
ing such movements have been characterized as “amenity 
migration” (Moss 2006 in Quirós 2019), entailing natural or 
cultural leisure purposes; “pro-rural migration” (Halfacree 
and Rivera 2012), involving permanent relocation, predomi-
nantly in the global north; “counter-urbanization” (Ratier 
2002), entailing former city dwellers’ maintenance of their 
urban occupations in rural areas; a “return to the country-
side” (Nates and Raymond 2007), focusing on urban way of 
life enjoying the benefits of the countryside; a “return to the 
land” (Nates and Raymond 2007), focusing on the adoption 
of a neo-peasant lifestyle in balance with the environment; 
and “repeasantization” (Van der Ploeg 2009), referring to 
the transformation of conventional farmers into peasants 
and their struggle for self-sufficiency and subsistence in 

the context of deprivation and dependence. Descriptions of 
processes and settings in which the neo-rural phenomenon 
has manifested are also diverse, including mention of the 
migration of couples and families (Aguilar 2003a, b), com-
munity living (Castaño et al. 2020), ecovillage (Renau 2018; 
Ruiz Escudero 2019), rural squatting (Ruiz de Lobera 2018; 
Barbeta 2020), and the repopulation of abandoned villages 
(Gómez-Ullate 2004; Artiborain n.d.). Despite this diversity, 
the literature reviewed seems to show agreement that neo-
rural populations are characterized by the greater presence 
of women and young, well-educated, and wealthy people 
relative to those following the conventional agri-food model 
(Chevalier 1981; Muzlera 2019; Monllor 2012; Rivera 
2020).

Conceptualization of relationships of neo‑rural individuals 
and the new peasantry to agri‑food activities

Although “rural” tends to be associated with the land and natu-
ral resource management practices, terminology and theoriz-
ing about relationships between neo-rural individuals and the 
territories that they inhabit are diverse. Since the emergence 
of neo-rural studies, agricultural and livestock activity com-
ponents have been examined (Chevalier 1981). The objects 

Fig. 3  Publication characteristics (n = 136)
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of study have expanded to include all types of people who 
move to the countryside from cities to start life projects and 
those who maintain close connections with urban environ-
ments (e.g., though telework and/or commuting to cities for 
work or leisure) (Nogué 2016). The conceptualization of the 
relationship between neo-rurality as a socio-demographic 
migration phenomenon and ties to the land and the agri-
food system has been and remains subject to debate. Some 
authors have proposed adherence to the initial definition of 
neo-rural individuals as people of urban origin who perform 
land-associated rural activities (Giuliani 1990), whereas oth-
ers have advocated for the consideration of individuals not 
associated with agri-food activities as neo-rural (Nogué 2016) 
or have proposed new categories such as “landless neo-rural” 
and “veteran neo-rural” (Ratier 2002). In the French school of 
geography, the term “new peasantry” was coined from néo-
paysan (Chevalier 1981) to refer to people who move to the 
countryside to start production activities linked to the land 
with the aim of developing socially and environmentally fair 
agri-food systems (Nogué 2016; Milone and Ventura 2019; 
Castaño et al. 2020). In the North American literature, this 
concept has been expanded upon within the framework of new 
social and peasant movements, with the introduction of the 
term “new farmers” (Wilbur 2014a, b; Laforge et al. 2018; 
Xie 2021) and the less ambiguous term “neo-farmers” to dis-
tinguish those without a farming background (Mailfert 2007). 
The term "peasant" refers to the vocation that aims to recover 
agrarian practices that are part of traditional ecological knowl-
edge and pre-industrial land management based on subsist-
ence and local markets. Along similar lines, Van der Ploeg 
(2010) defined the new peasantry as a group of fundamental 
actors in the process of repeasantization and the generation of 
autonomy against agribusiness through agroecology. A similar 
concept appears in the Spanish literature, with the use of the 
terms “jove pagesia” and new “Baserritarras" in publications 
describing studies conducted in Catalonia (Monllor 2012) and 
the Basque Country (Calvário 2017), respectively. New peas-
antries have been classified according to productive activities 
and the degree of dedication (Castaño et al. 2020). In the South 
American literature, the term “new peasantry” refers not to a 
type of urban–rural migration, but to the political protagonists 
of the new peasant movements and the struggle to gain sov-
ereignty for indigenous peoples (Veltmeyer 1997; Rosset and 
Torres 2016; Van den Berg et al. 2018).

Neo‑rural motivations, values, barriers, 
and difficulties

Motivations and values underlying neo‑rurality

The motivations and values underlying neo-rural individu-
als’ migration to the countryside appeared as a main or sec-
ondary theme in all studies reviewed. Neo-rural worldviews 

and values related to environmental, pro-decrecentist, and 
feminist activism are often part of the definition of the 
phenomenon and the drivers of migration (Bertuglia et al. 
2013; Baylina 2019; Miguel Alonso 2019). For this reason, 
neo-rurality has been called "amenity migration" to reflect 
the leaving of cities in search of a better quality of life and 
connection to nature, rather than out of necessity (Moss 
2006 in Quirós 2019). Despite its diversity and evolution, 
the neo-rural vision is based on the countercultural and hip-
pie movements of the twentieth century (Toledo Machado 
2024). Nature is understood as the ideal place for self-reali-
zation, the cultivation of personal relationships, slowing of 
the pace of life, and raising of children (Rivera and Mormont 
2006; Álvarez 2013; Bertuglia et al. 2013). This perspec-
tive encompasses the essentialism of nature and rejection of 
the opposite, the city as “otherness,” materialized as urban 
pollution, rushing, noise, and consumerism (Mercier and 
Simona 1983; Álvarez 2013). Thus, neo-rurality has also 
been characterized as "utopian migration" due to its ideal-
ized vision of rural areas that often does not correspond to 
reality (Nogué 1988).

Despite the mention of socio-economic motivations such 
as starting a new job or lifestyle, philosophical and environ-
mental motivations are most frequently mentioned in the 
literature. For new peasants, the construction of "peasantry" 
is understood as antagonistic to capitalism and part of one’s 
political-ideological values (Hajdu and Mamonova 2020), 
and the building of an alternative agri-food system through 
agroecology is a major motivation, even if not the only one 
(Monllor i Rico and Fuller 2016).

Barriers and difficulties associated with neo‑rural migration

This topic is one of the most thoroughly studied, as reflected 
in the literature. The main barriers mentioned are at the soci-
etal level and related to adaptation to new places of resi-
dence (AEI-AGRI 2016), such as limited access to housing, 
the lack of support from institutions, lack of understand-
ing from local populations, poor infrastructure (more acute 
in isolated areas), and language problems for foreigners. 
The most frequently reported barriers for new farmers are 
access to land and excessive bureaucracy (Flament-Ortun 
et al. 2017; Rivera 2020). Neo-rural individuals who adopted 
squatting as a political strategy for rural repopulation expe-
rienced many administrative problems and frequent eviction 
(de Bustillo 2017). On the other hand, European regulations 
and the common agricultural policy, which prioritize the 
market economy, force the regularization of local and tra-
ditional practices that are not included in formal legisla-
tive frameworks and hinder components of community and 
autonomous governance models, such as self-management, 
bartering, and seed exchange (Castaño et al. 2020; Cazella 
2001). The barriers that neo-rural people face at the sectoral 
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level are the lack of specific knowledge (Renau 2018), profit-
ability, and access to economic capital (Monllor i Rico and 
Fuller 2016). In addition, neo-rural women face several gen-
der-specific barriers, such as undervaluation, paternalism, 
and difficult work–family balance (Dopazo Gallego and De 
Marco Giachino 2014; Nigh and González Cabañas 2015; 
Samak 2017). Barriers may generate mismatches between 
expectations and reality, causing many neo-rural initiatives 
to fail (Rodríguez Eguizabal and Trabada Crende 1991).

Relationships between neo‑rural and local inhabitants

Although relations between neo-rural and other inhabitants, 
referred to as locals or natives, are frequently discussed in 
the literature on barriers and difficulties associated with 
neo-rural migration, we discuss them separately due to 
their diversity and complexity. They range from suspicion, 
conflict, and lack of understanding to mutual support, coop-
eration, and welcoming (Aguilar 2003a, b; Mailfert 2007; 
Cortes-Vazquez 2014) and vary according to economic, 
sociocultural, political, and environmental factors (Wil-
lis and Campbell 2004; Simard et al. 2018). This diversity 
is due to differences in sociocultural trajectories, values, 
and power inequality between actors, as well as the social-
ecological histories of the host territories (Trimano 2015). 
These differences frequently cause locals to feel invaded and 
see their traditions as being in danger; neo-rural inhabitants 
encounter a lack of support, hostility, and rejection from 
their neighbors, who consider them to be strangers or hip-
pies (Ruiz Escudero 2012; Stuppia 2016). Conflicts with 
locals directly influence new peasants’ access to land and 
traditional ecological knowledge (Mailfert 2007; Gretter 
et al. 2019). Although this factor poses one of the stronger 
initial barriers for neo-rural people, living together, sharing, 
and meeting in common spaces (e.g., schools, markets, local 
festivals) promote relationships of trust and mutual support 
(García-Fernández 2020; Rivera 2020). However, the build-
ing of strong ties between neo-rural and local inhabitants is 
considered to be difficult and slow (Mailfert 2007).

Relationships of neo‑rural people and new peasants 
to agroecological transition

Although at least one agroecological activity was mentioned 
in most (75.7%) publications reviewed, the agroecological 
framework was explicitly adopted in few studies (Dourian 
2021). A total of 110 activities, practices, and agroecological 
strategies were identified (Online Resource 3) and grouped 
into 60 categories to facilitate subsequent analysis; those 
mentioned in fewer than 5 publications were disregarded. 
Most (47%) belonged to the production sector, followed by 
governance (19%) and the transformation and distribution 
sectors (15% each; Fig. 4a). The most frequently reported 

primary-sector activities were horticulture, extensive live-
stock (particularly sheep and goat) farming, the conservation 
and breeding of traditional breeds and landraces, small-scale 
production, diversification of activities, and the recovery 
of traditional knowledge and its integration with technical 
innovations. Artisanal agri-food production was a frequently 
mentioned secondary-sector activity, and local direct sales 
and attention to producer–consumer connections were fre-
quently mentioned third-sector components. Collaboration 
and social participation (e.g., in cooperatives and associa-
tions) were the most frequently mentioned governance-level 
components.

In agreement with Anderson et al. (2019), most reported 
activities fell in the domain of access to natural ecosystems 
(48%), and practices related to the equity domain were 
described least frequently. According to Ploeg and Roep´s 
(2003) definition of new rural development for repeasantiza-
tion, 26 activities corresponded to deepening and 31 each 
corresponded to broadening and regrounding. Diversity and 
environment were the agrosocial paradigm (Monllor 2013) 
components most closely associated with the activities iden-
tified, although all 8 components were associated with at 
least 30 agroecological activities (Fig. 4, Online Resource 
3).

Using an MCA, we explored how these activities, a priori 
non-agroecological, were reported to be linked to or to fol-
low agroecological logic, and thus how they are meant to 
contribute to agroecological transition according to the theo-
retical frameworks used. The MCA yielded four clusters. 
The first two axes explained 33.41% of the variance (Fig. 5, 
Online Resource 4). The first axis revealed a separation 
between productive agroecological practices related to the 
primary sector (negative side) and agroecological activities 
related to the distribution sector and governance (positive 
side). On the second axis, distribution activities related to 
the deepening strategy were on the positive side and net-
works related to cooperation were on the negative side.

The first cluster of agroecological activities was 
defined by the productive sector, access to natural eco-
system domains, deepening strategies, and the environ-
ment, and included small-scale production and the con-
servation and breeding of local landraces and breeds. The 
second cluster was related to the transformation sector, 
the deepening strategy, diversity, and slow focus, and 
included artisanal production and the recovery of tra-
ditional techniques. The third cluster was related to the 
distribution sector, exchange systems, knowledge and 
culture domains, local scale, autonomy, and innovation, 
and included certification and labeling and direct local 
sales. The fourth cluster was related to the governance 
level, equity, networks and discourse domains, the broad-
ening strategy, social commitment, and cooperation, and 
included participation in agri-food cooperatives and price 
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setting according to social and economic criteria. The 
regrounding strategy was not represented in a single clus-
ter, but by activities from all clusters, as the relocation 

of inputs and farm income involves activities throughout 
the agri-food system such as composting, self-sufficiency, 
and pluri-activity.

Fig. 4  Classification of 
agri-food system activities 
mentioned in the publica-
tions reviewed according to 
a sector, b transformation 
domain (Anderson et al. 2019), 
c repeasantization strategy 
(Ploeg and Roep 2003), and 
d agrosocial paradigm compo-
nent (Monllor 2013)

Fig. 5  Scatter plot of the first 
two axes from the multiple 
correspondence analysis of the 
agroecological activities per-
formed by the new peasantry, 
representing agri-food sectors 
(AS, green), transformation 
domains (TD, yellow), strate-
gies for new rural development 
(SD, blue), and agrosocial 
components (AC, purple)
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Potential impacts of the neo‑rural phenomenon 
on social‑ecological systems

Neo-rurality and repeasantization entail interaction between 
subjects and rural host environments (Méndez Sastoque 2012; 
Trimano 2019a), including a set of transformations in interac-
tions among physical, environmental, social, and symbolic 
spaces (Table 2). Although no study described in the publi-
cations reviewed involved the analysis of these impacts as a 
main theme, they were mentioned in more than half (n = 100) 
of the publications. Sociocultural impacts were mentioned 
most frequently (22.3%), with the creation of new relational 
links in terms of social innovation [e.g., building of trust-
ing producer–consumer relationships (Orria and Luise 2017; 
Laforge et al. 2018; Xie 2021), increased associationism and 
cooperativism (e.g. Dopazo Gallego and De Marco Giachino 
2014; Méndez Sastoque 2012)] being the largest subcategory. 
The second most frequently mentioned impacts were philo-
sophical (20.5%), such as the promotion of new human–nature 
relationships based on new forms (e.g., ecological, agroeco-
logical, permaculture, biodynamic) of agri-food production 
(e.g., Gretter et  al. 2019; Woodhouse 2010). Ecological 
impacts such as the regulation of nature´s contribution to peo-
ple (Palacio 2021) were mentioned in 14.8% of publications, 
followed by demographic impacts (7.5%) such as population 
fixing and rural rejuvenation.

Agri‑food system activities and their impacts 
on social‑ecological systems

Most agri-food system activities and impacts mentioned in 
the reviewed publications were included in the co-occur-
rence analysis (Fig. 6). This analysis showed that coopera-
tion and the promotion of mutually supportive stakeholder 
relationships was supported by diversification activities at 
the production level. The promotion of new human–nature 
relationships based on new forms of agri-food production 
was encouraged through governance components, including 
the creation of and participation in associations and coop-
eratives and municipal agroecological distribution activities 
such as direct sales. The emergence of new relations through 
the growth of associationism and cooperativism was fostered 
by horticulture, extensive livestock farming, the diversifica-
tion of activities and production, and local sales.

Discussion

In the context of multidimensional crisis, phenomena such 
as neo-rurality and agroecology have emerged as attempts 
to find alternatives to rural abandonment and a highly 
unsustainable production model. Given the increasing 
interest in rural repopulation and new agri-food models in 

certain social movements, academia, and the policy arena, 
neo-rurality, and particularly repeasantization, is more fre-
quently emerging as an option to reverse rural and agricul-
tural abandonment. This review is part of a growing body of 
literature on neo-rurality and repeasantization. It synthetizes 
previous knowledge and provides insights for future research 
and critical reflection on definitions, activities encompassed, 
claimed impacts, and relationships among these factors, 
particularly in mountainous, remote, and poorly populated 
regions.

Gaps and biases in neo‑rural and new peasantry 
studies

Our results on temporal trends in neo-rural studies coincide 
with the increase in current (in recent decades) socio-politi-
cal debates and governmental agreements on the sustainable 
repopulation of rural areas. The pro–rural migration trend 
is growing, particularly in the West, as an alternative to the 
multisystemic crisis we face (Orozco 2011).

Most case studies reviewed were performed in Europe, 
followed by Latin America. This distribution is consistent 
with the origin of the terms “neo-rural” and “new peasant” 
in the French school of geography and the inclusion of the 
new peasantry in the framework of the new peasants move-
ments in South America. In addition, Spain is one of the 
European countries in which neo-rurality has been most 
studied and discussed in recent decades, corresponding to an 
increase in rural migration in the country. The results reveal 
significant gaps in the study of neo-rurality in North Amer-
ica, Asia, and Africa, where only 8% of the included case 
studies were performed. The first gap could be explained by 
a methodological limitation of this study, as the term “new 
farmer,” used in the North American literature as a synonym 
for “new peasantry,” was not included in the initial set of 
keywords because it is not specifically related to urban–rural 
migration and thus did not comply with the inclusion crite-
ria. Although we included studies of new farmers through 
the application of the snowball methodology, such studies 
may have been underrepresented in this review. The lack of 
studies conducted in Asia and Africa could be explained by 
historical, social, and economic factors, as the neo-rural phe-
nomenon is situated in the context of rural revitalization as a 
critical response to development and modernization (Pereiro 
and Prado 2013) and the search for a post-industrial world 
(Chevalier 1981). However, ecovillages and repeasantization 
concepts have appeared in Africa (LVC 2011), and Chinese 
academics are is increasingly interested in new peasants’ 
innovations for the future of rural development (Xie 2021). 
Furthermore, the geographical distribution of the included 
studies may have been affected by the geographical and lin-
guistic biases of the databases searched and the distribution 
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Table 2  Social-ecological impacts of neo-rurality described in the reviewed literature

Impact type Subtype (n of citations) References

Socio-economic Local employment creation (17) Llobera 2014; Rivera 2020
Service generation and revitalization (17) AEIP-AGRI 2016; Milone and Ventura 2019
Increased local revenues (5) Monllor 2013; Giordano et al. 2018
Emergence of new agroecological initiatives (12) Calvário 2017; Karpinski 2020
Increased housing prices due to gentrification (9) Nates and Raymond 2007; Guimond and Simard 2010
New professional activities/business innovation (14) Gretter et al. 2019; Miguel Alonso 2019
Diversification of marketing channels (e.g., direct sales, 

local markets, community-supported agriculture) (20)
Koensler 2020; Willis and Campbell 2004

Generation of higher-quality agri-food products (8) Orria and Luise 2017; Van den Berg et al. 2018
Increased tourism (7) Brunet and Alarcón 2008; Chiodo et al. 2019
Property redistribution (i.e., access to land, houses) (2) Trimano 2019a; Quirós 2019

Demographic Population fixing (24) Baylina et al. 2019; Rubio and Sánchez 2012
Rural rejuvenation (10) Artiborain n.d.; Bertuglia et al. 2013
Increase/maintenance of agro-livestock population (9) Cazella 2001; Dopazo Gallego and De Marco Giachino 2014
City decongestion (2) Artiborain n.d

Socio-cultural Local dynamization (participation in local life, collective 
events) (13)

Dourian 2021

Social innovation: trust-based producer–consumer relations 
(35)

Nigh and González Cabañas 2015

New relational links: tensions and conflicts between new-
commers and locals (32)

Flament-Ortun et al. 2017; Simard et al. 2018

Recovery/revalorization of immaterial cultural heritage 
(local celebrations, traditional professions) (10)

Artiborain n.d

Existence of traditional ecological knowledge and retro-
innovations (31)

Ruiz Escudero 2012; Wilbur 2014a, b

Positive feedback dynamics among initiatives (gregarious-
ness) (13)

Rodríguez Eguizabal and Trabada Crende 1991; Ploeg 2010

Cooperation and promotion of mutually supportive stake-
holder relationships (37)

Plews-Ogan et al. 2017; Giordano et al. 2018

Socio-political Increased political participation at municipal level (8) Méndez Sastosque 2012; Guillemin and Bermond 2021
Cross-cutting political discourse on practices (26) La Llamada 2018; Nogué 2016
New relational links: increased associationism and coopera-

tivism (61)
Monllor 2013

Generation of socio-environmental awareness (7) Bertuglia et al. 2013; Hakimi-Pradels 2021
Ecological/material Increased crop diversity (16) Garcia 1977; De Matheus e Silva 2013

Increased landscape diversity (11) Fernandes 2016; Pinto-Correia et al. 2016
Changes in land use: recovery of grasslands and abandoned 

farmlands (10)
Sampieri n.d.; Palacio 2021

Conservation and recovery of cultivated agrobiodiversity 
(local landraces and breeds) (5)

Hajdu and Momonova 2020; Monllor i Rico and Fuller 2016

Conservation of wild biodiversity (7) Cortes-Vazquez 2014; Fernandes et al. 2016
Promotion of regulating services: land fertilization, fire pre-

vention, erosion control, disease management, improve-
ment of water quality and availability, carbon sequestra-
tion, closing cycles (17)

Martín 2020; Sanz 2020

Preservation of traditional infrastructure (stonewalls and 
buildings) (19) 

Palacio 2021; Pereiro and Prado 2013

Increased use of local resources and reduced dependence on 
external inputs (4)

Berg et al. 2018

Increased farm resilience (9) Ploeg 2010; Oliveira and Penha-Lopes 2020
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of global academic production, which is concentrated in 
northern countries.

New agri-food models and back-to-the-land movements 
are characterized by the greater presence of women rela-
tive to the conventional agricultural model and mascu-
linization of rural areas (Monllor 2012; Dopazo Gallego 
and De Marco Giachino 2014; Laforge et al. 2018; Bay-
lina 2019). However, less than one-quarter of the publica-
tions reviewed mention this characteristic, and only about 
10% of studies incorporated gender-based analyses. The 
implementation of innovative agrosocial practices, sexual 
division of labor, and barriers that women face were the 
most frequently mentioned topics. We believe that gender-
focused work in neo-rural studies is essential and needs to 
continue, but researchers must be careful about how they 
situate women in their studies (Urretabizkaia 2020; Iniesta-
Arandia et al. 2014).

The social‑ecological perspective in neo‑rural 
studies

From diverse approaches, the most common definition of the 
neo-rural phenomenon is the displacement of people from 
urban to rural areas in search of life projects. This general 
description has allowed the application of the neo-rural label 
to many different groups, such as foreign retirees, floating 
populations, and remote workers who do not establish rela-
tionships with the countryside (Guimond and Simard 2010; 
Cáceres-Feria and Ballesteros 2017). While these groups 
share the quest for the rural idyll (Yarwood 2015), the nature 
of the life projects they seek has lost its original focus (Chev-
alier 1981; Mercier and Simona 1983). In this sense, the 
term “neo-rural” may be useless as an analytical category. 
Some researchers have attempted to delimit the concept 
based on settlement distances from cities (Schwake 2021), 
which are related to the type of neo-rurality and its degree 
of incorporation into the agri-food (especially productive) 

sector. However, we believe that this delimitation is based 
on highly variables characteristics that depend on local and 
socio-demographic contexts. It highlights two issues that 
may explain the difficulty of conceptualizing the phenom-
enon. First, the flexible nature of neo-rurality gives rise to 
identity changes, i.e., one can equally become and stop being 
neo-rural (Castaño et al. 2020). Second, diverse terms have 
emerged from academic epistemological exercises, and the 
people they describe usually do not recognize or relate to 
them. The latter is linked to local linguistic diversity; for 
example, farmers in Catalonia refer to themselves as page-
sia (“peasant”) (Monllor 2011), whereas small-scale agro-
ecological farmers in most of Spain would not self-identify 
using the corresponding term campesino. Neo-rurality 
has a rebellious component related to the forging of new 
human–nature relationships based on shared values and 
practices.

We detected another form of bias relating to the separate 
analysis of neo-rural topics (motivations, barriers, relation-
ships with locals) without the establishment of relationships 
among. This could be due to the lack of the required inter-
disciplinary lens and the understanding of the phenomenon 
only as the migration of its protagonists. Trimano (2019a) 
proposed the characterization of the neo-rural phenom-
enon as “the union in the interstice” to solve this theoretical 
problem:

We call neo-rurality the result of the confluence of 
trajectories and experiences of heterogeneous actors, 
who interact in a habitat, at the same time as they are 
challenged […] (2019, 137).

Thus, the neo-rural is a hybrid entity in terms of those 
who arrive and those who stay, and the urban and the rural. 
It aligns with the postmodern perspective in which “rural” 
has multiple meanings beyond the classic stereotype of the 
countryside as an agrarian, backward, and depopulated place 
(Halfacree 1997; Camarero and Oliva 2016). As Pereriro and 

Table 2  (continued)

Impact type Subtype (n of citations) References

Philosophical/sym-
bolic/ontological

Construction of a "neo-rural collective identity" and other-
ness; clashes between local and neo-rural identities that 
respond to different territorial, temporal, social, and 
symbolic imaginaries and values (22)

Quirós 2019; Trimano 2019a

Emergence of new meanings due to hybridization of rural 
and urban values and trajectories (10)

Halfacree 2007; Trimano 2019b

New human–nature relationships: new values associated 
with nature, new meanings of rural, (de)mystification (38)

Dopazo Gallego and De Marco Giachino 2014; Oliveira and 
Penha-Lopes 2020

New human–nature relationships: new forms of agri-food 
production (e.g., ecological, agroecological, permaculture, 
biodynamic, conservation, regenerative livestock farming) 
(51)

Monllor 2012; De Matheus e Silva 2013
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Prado (2013) argue, rural and urban are not static categories, 
but discursive imaginaries according to specific sociocul-
tural contexts. We propose that neo-rurality be considered 
as the interaction between neo-rural people and rural host 
environments, i.e., as a complex of social-ecological rela-
tionships in line with an integrated view of natural systems 
(Berkes and Folke 1998).

The role of the new peasants in agroecological 
transition

Except for some key papers (Ploeg 2012; Monllor 2013; 
Dopazo Gallego and De Marco Giachino 2014; Dourian 
2021), the reviewed publications including the term “agro-
ecology” did not describe specific agricultural activities. 
Moreover, many researchers examining agroecological 
activities established relationships to organic agriculture or 
permaculture, but not to the agroecological paradigm. The 
scientific-technical development of these fields as alterna-
tives to industrial agriculture without the integration of the 
social component could explain this result (Palomo Camp-
esino 2021).

According to our findings, neo-rural people are currently 
applying diverse agroecological practices and strategies 
covering multiple agri-food dimensions (production, trans-
formation, and distribution) and aligned with the values of 
the new agrosocial paradigm and repeasantization strate-
gies. On-farm transformation, pro-environment practices, 
and distribution diversification (i.e., local direct sales, labe-
ling, use of multiple sales channels) are related to deepening 
strategies because they enhance and communicate the added 
value of products (Dourian 2021). Practices that foster social 
engagement, cooperation among stakeholders, and the crea-
tion of new networks are part of the broadening strategy. In 
other words, farm-related activities are expanded beyond the 
productive arena, diversifying income sources, promoting 
project autonomy from global markets and external inputs, 
and overall creating farm multifunctionality (Van der Ploeg 
and Roep 2003). However, equity and gender dimensions 
are underrepresented in neo-rural research. Social inclu-
sion activities, such as the integration of immigrants into 
agri-food projects and promotion of their access to land, are 
the only equity-specific practices that have been examined. 
Similarly, no agroecological activity has been described as 
minimizing the gender gap or promoting women’s inclu-
sion in decision making. These gaps need to be addressed 
to avoid the construction of an agroecological model that 
fosters inequality (Anderson et al. 2021). As some research-
ers have claimed, agroecological transition cannot take place 
without a feminist/gender-focused perspective (Morales 
2021; Zaremba et al. 2021).

This review shows that neo-rural people, and spe-
cifically new peasants, are key actors in the grounding of 

agroecological theory and concept of food sovereignty in 
rural territories (e.g., Rosset and Torres 2016; Laforge et al. 
2018). Along with those of young, small-scale, and women 
farmers, populations of new farmers need to be strengthened 
to increase the resilience of rural communities (Recanati 
et al. 2019; Aguilera et al. 2020).

Back‑to‑the‑landers as a driver of change

The addressing of neo-rurality from a social-ecological 
perspective requires the examination of the biophysi-
cal impacts of neo-rural activities on landscapes. Land 
abandonment driven by urban migration has negative 
impacts on rural ecosystems, including inhabitants’ 
quality of life, biodiversity, and ecosystem services (Rey 
Benayas et al. 2007; Santos-Martín et al. 2019; Quintas-
Soriano et al. 2022). Rural repopulation could also have 
consequences for the social and biophysical dimensions 
of host ecosystems. However, the reviewed publications 
mentioned few biophysical impacts, particularly in rela-
tion to ecosystem regulation, possibly due to the abun-
dance of social-science publications focusing on social-
economic impacts. Of the most commonly cited impacts, 
three were related to increased relational connections, in 
social networks and and human-nature connectedness. 
Neo-rural people and new peasants seem to be enhanc-
ing connectivity among agri-food system components, 
generating new social relations in rural territories and 
with cities, and promoting new sustainable relations 
through their activities. The activities and innovations 
of the new peasantry are contributing to the sustainable 
transformation of agro-ecoystems, ultimately driving 
agroecological transition.

Although this review shows the potential of the neo-
rural phenomenon and new peasantry in contributing to 
agroecological transition, it also points to several avenues 
for future research. We recommend the performance of 
case studies focused on relationships between agroecologi-
cal practices and transformation, with the examination of 
social-ecological impacts. Additionally, the exploration of 
geographic differences in cultural and socio-demographic 
factors associated with the neo-rural phenomenon would 
enable the exploration of neo-rurality as a transnational 
but context-specific phenomenon.
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