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Abstract. Rural areas play a crucial role in achieving sustainable development, yet
they face persistent and recurring social issues such as demographic decline, limited
access to essential services, and economic stagnation. Framed on community revitali-
zation and place-based development, this study examines the factors influencing qual-
ity of life in marginal rural areas at high risk of abandonment, focusing on Basilicata
and Tuscany - two Italian regions with distinct socio-economic profiles. Adopting a
qualitative approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted with local stakehold-
ers to capture their lived experiences and perceptions of rural well-being and devel-
opment opportunities. The analysis, supported by textual data processing, highlights
shared and region-specific challenges. Key themes include service accessibility, demo-
graphic dynamics, economic opportunities, and governance capacity. Findings reveal
that while both regions emphasize essential services and economic revitalization, their
approaches differ: Basilicata stakeholders stress infrastructural deficits and demograph-
ic decline, whereas Tuscany stakeholders highlight rural diversification and place-
based initiatives. These insights underscore the importance of local stakeholder per-
ceptions in shaping rural development strategies. The study contributes to theoretical
debates on rural well-being by demonstrating how stakeholder perspectives influence
policy priorities and intervention strategies. It advocates for place-sensitive policies
that enhance institutional capacity and leverage regional assets to promote sustainable
rural community revitalization. These findings support the need for a context-specific
approach to rural policy that integrates both qualitative and quantitative measures of
well-being.

Keywords: well-being, inner areas, sustainable rural development, local context,
place-based policy.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Rural areas play a key role in achieving the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals (SDGs) established by the United
Nations (United Nations, 2015). In the European Union
(EU), these areas encompass 80% of the territory and
accommodate 30% of the population (European Com-
mission, 2021a). They are fundamental for food produc-
tion, the sustainable management of natural resources,
landscape conservation, and tourism development, sig-
nificantly contributing to preserving European cultural
heritage and traditions (European Commission, 2021a).
Despite these assets, rural areas face considerable chal-
lenges, including globalization, urbanization, demo-
graphic decline, and population ageing, threatening
rural infrastructure and services (Li et al., 2019; OECD,
2020a; Shucksmith, 2016).

To respond to these challenges, the EU has devel-
oped several initiatives and programs, such as the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy (CAP), Rural Development
Programs (RDPs), the European Agricultural Fund for
Rural Development (EAFRD), and LEADER program
(European Commission, 2021b). These programs sup-
port sustainable agriculture, innovation, and competi-
tiveness in the agricultural sector, protect the rural envi-
ronment and landscape, and improve the quality of life
(QoL) in rural areas.

The EU underscored the importance of maintaining
satisfactory QoL levels in rural areas as a fundamental
prerequisite for their development in the Cork Declara-
tion 2016 (European Union, 2016). This prominence was
reiterated in 2021 with the “Long-term vision for the EU’s
rural areas - Towards stronger, connected, resilient and
prosperous rural areas by 2040” (European Commis-
sion, 2021a). The Vision leverages opportunities emerg-
ing from the EU’s green and digital transitions, as well as
lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic, to address
these concerns comprehensively. This policy framework
highlights the need for differentiated strategies that
reflect the diversity and complexity of rural areas.

In TItaly, additional measures have been mobilized
through the National Recovery and Resilience Plan
(RRPs), financed by the NextGenerationEU funds (Euro-
pean Parliament and Council, 2021). The plan includes
targeted interventions to improve accessibility, digitali-
zation, social cohesion, and innovation capacity in rural
and inner areas. Within this framework, the National
Center for Agricultural Technologies (Agritech) is tasked
with analysing the socioeconomic determinants of devel-
opment disparities and identifying the specific needs
of rural communities (Ministero dell’Universita e della
Ricerca, 2022).
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Although this topic is of significant importance,
intervention strategies aimed at improving the QoL in
rural areas remain limited (Casini et al., 2019). A key
barrier lies in the complexity of defining and operation-
alizing well-being, which is inherently multidimensional
and strongly context-dependent (Stiglitz et al., 2009;
OECD, 2020a; Casini et al., 2021; Veréb et al., 2024).
Previous studies have emphasized the importance of
considering local contexts and subjective perceptions
when assessing quality of life in rural and marginal are-
as (Scott, 2012; Shucksmith, 2016; McCrea et al.,

2016). However, empirical research based on quali-
tative, place-based analyses of local stakeholders” per-
ceptions — particularly in Italian inner areas — remains
limited. Addressing this gap requires a deeper under-
standing of lived experiences and locally grounded inter-
pretations of well-being, which can inform more context-
sensitive development strategies.

This study aims to respond to this challenge by con-
tributing new conceptual and empirical insights to the
literature on rural well-being and place-based develop-
ment. This study focuses on stakeholder perceptions of
well-being in inner areas of two Italian regions, Basili-
cata and Tuscany, defined under the National Strategy
for Inner Areas (Barca et al., 2014). The research aims
to investigate how key local stakeholders perceive well-
being in marginal rural areas, with a focus on identify-
ing the socio-territorial dynamics that influence current
challenges and shape development opportunities. Apply-
ing a qualitative approach, the research explores the
interplay between demographic trends, service provision,
and territorial assets in shaping QoL. While grounded in
the Italian context, the study also aims to extract broad-
er conceptual patterns that inform the understanding
of rural marginality in other European settings. In this
way, it seeks to enhance the generalizability of its find-
ings and contribute to cross-contextual theorizing on
rural transformation.

The study addresses the following research ques-
tions: i) Which specific dimensions of well-being are
perceived as most relevant by local stakeholders in Ital-
ian inner areas? ii) What region-specific challenges and
opportunities emerge from stakeholders’ narratives, and
how do these reflect broader patterns of rural transfor-
mation? iii) In what ways do thematic clusters, such as
demographic dynamics, public services, agricultural sys-
tems, and territorial governance, interact in shaping per-
ceptions of QoL and prospects for rural development?

Through semi-structured interviews with local
administrators, the study offers a qualitative exploration
of these issues. The methodology enables the collection
of rich, context-specific knowledge and offers detailed
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insights into the governance dynamics influencing QoL
in rural territories (Shucksmith and Brown, 2016). Beyond
documenting casespecific dynamics, the study aims to
identify recurring discursive configurations that may
inform a more generalizable understanding of rural well-
being. The findings contribute to the broader literature on
place-based development and inform policy efforts to fos-
ter inclusive and sustainable rural regeneration.

By emphasizing stakeholder voices, this research
seeks to support policies that are locally grounded. In
doing so, it responds to the growing recognition that
rural well-being cannot be externally imposed but must
be co-constructed with local communities.

The contribution of this study lies in its ability to
link grounded stakeholder perspectives with broader
conceptual debates on rural well-being and governance.
The empirical contribution is twofold: first, it deepens
the understanding of local perceptions of QoL in inner
areas; second, it identifies discursive patterns that are
potentially generalizable across diverse rural contexts.

2. BACKGROUND
2.1 Marginal and inner areas

Marginal areas are territories of significant interest
in terms of geography, regional development, and the
formulation of policy strategies (Li et al., 2019). They
become particularly crucial in countries like Italy, where
geographic diversity and socio-economic development
disparities pose significant challenges (Bertolini and
Pagliacci, 2017). In Italy, the definition of marginal are-
as is associated with that of inner areas provided in the
Italian National Strategy for Inner Areas, an initiative
launched by the Italian government in 2014 to address
issues of marginalization and promote socio-economic
development in remote areas (Barca et al., 2014). In Italy,
inner areas encompass 60% of the national land area,
52% of municipalities, and 22% of the population (Agen-
cy for the Territorial Cohesion, 2024). Inner areas are
characterized by their considerable distance from cen-
tres offering essential services such as healthcare, educa-
tion, and mobility. These areas possess a rich heritage of
environmental and cultural resources and exhibit great
diversity due to their intrinsic nature and centuries-long
processes of anthropisation that have shaped them (Bar-
ca et al., 2014).

During the second half of the 20th century, Italy’s
inner areas were often regarded, particularly from soci-
odemographic and economic perspectives, as shrink-
ing regions - marginal, declining, and contracting areas
afflicted by dramatic depopulation. This phenomenon,

characterized by a mass exodus, especially of young peo-
ple, to urban and metropolitan areas in the plains and
coastal zones, resulted in a significant demographic shift
(Bertolini and Pagliacci, 2017; Mallach, 2017; Martins
and Davino, 2023). The exodus was driven by the pur-
suit of better living conditions and propelled by industri-
alization and urbanization dynamics (Barca et al., 2014).

These regions face a comprehensive structural crisis
marked by economic and labour market decline, periph-
eralization, and a widening urban-rural divide, exacer-
bating the inherent disadvantages of rural areas (ESPON,
2017). Additionally, shrinking inner areas experience a
deterioration of rural infrastructure, a reduction in the
availability of essential services, difficulties in accessing
healthcare, social services, and education, as well as limi-
tations in transport, digital connectivity, and postal and
banking services (European Commission, 2024). These
factors have led to negative outcomes such as higher pov-
erty and unemployment rates compared to more devel-
oped regions, such as urban areas.

Inner areas exhibit various territorial, cultural, and
social aspects that can be leveraged to foster the develop-
ment of these regions (Tricarico et al., 2022). These areas
are often rich in valuable natural and scenic resources,
including mountains, hills, forests, and natural parks that
provide opportunities for tourism, recreational activities,
and biodiversity conservation. The natural heritage repre-
sents a fundamental asset that, if properly managed, can
stimulate economic development and improve the QoL
for residents (Sardaro et al., 2021). The cultural heritage
of inner areas is equally significant, encompassing histor-
ic villages, archaeological sites, local traditions, and arti-
sanal products (Crociata et al., 2025). These elements can
drive cultural tourism and the promotion of typical prod-
ucts, contributing to the enhancement of local identities
and social cohesion (Woods, 2006).

Inner areas offer a more tranquil and less polluted
living environment compared to urban areas (Cozzi et
al., 2022). The presence of green spaces, low population
density, and direct contact with nature are factors that
contribute to a higher QoL (Casini et al., 2021). These
aspects can attract new residents, particularly families
and individuals seeking a more sustainable and healthier
lifestyle (Sgroi, 2022).

Social cohesion is a crucial factor for community
resilience and the ability to tackle economic and social
challenges.

Communities in inner areas are often characterized
by a strong sense of belonging and social cohesion (Vic-
caro et al., 2021). This cohesive social structure facili-
tates collaboration and active citizen participation in
local development projects (Mastronardi et al., 2020).



Agriculture represents an important component
of the economy in inner areas (Boncinelli and Casini,
2014). The availability of agricultural land offers oppor-
tunities for economic development and employment
(Christiaensen et al., 2021). The enhancement of local
productions and the integration of agri-food supply
chains can significantly contribute to the sustainable
development of rural areas (Liu et al., 2022).

Recently, interest in inner areas has grown, driven
by increased awareness of their potential for sustainable
development and the enhancement of territorial herit-
age (Yin et al.,, 2022). The abundant natural resources,
including forests, pastures, watercourses, and biodiver-
sity, present invaluable opportunities for nature tourism
and green economy activities (Barca et al., 2014). Addi-
tionally, the rich cultural heritage, characterized by cen-
turies-old traditions, local craftsmanship, and distinctive
products, provides a foundation for the development of
high-quality agri-food chains and cultural tourism (Bar-
ca et al., 2014). This renewed focus on inner areas under-
scores their strategic importance in fostering sustain-
able economic growth and enhancing the QoL for their
inhabitants (Marsden, 2009).

2.2 Quality of life in marginal rural areas: definitions,
dimensions, and approaches

In the context of marginal rural areas, QoL has
emerged as a central concern for both researchers and
policymakers (Meloni et al., 2023; Veréb et al., 2024;
OECD, 2020a). In territories affected by structural vul-
nerabilities, QoL transcends standard measures of eco-
nomic performance, encompassing a broader set of
material and immaterial dimensions (OECD,

2020a). The term “quality of life”, often used syn-
onymously with well-being or happiness, indicates an
individual’s overall satisfaction with his or her existence
(McCrea et al., 2016). It is a complex and dynamic con-
cept that varies across time and social contexts (Pontin et
al., 2013), reflecting the diverse needs and experiences of
local populations (Viccaro et al., 2021). It is also relative,
as assessing well-being often involves comparing individ-
uals or communities with others (Casini et al., 2021).

Among the conceptual frameworks, the capabil-
ity approach offers a useful reference point (Nussbaum,
2000; Sen, 1999), highlighting the importance of assess-
ing well-being in terms of people’s effective freedoms
and real opportunities to pursue the lives they value.
This perspective reinforces the need for a multidimen-
sional and context-sensitive interpretation of QoL, espe-
cially in marginal areas where structural constraints
may limit individual and collective agency.
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Since capabilities are context-dependent, the selec-
tion of dimensions must be adapted to each case (Nuss-
baum, 2000; Sen, 1999). In the Italian rural context,
studies have identified key QoL dimensions including
economic conditions, healthcare, education, employ-
ment, transport, safety, environmental quality, land-
scape, cultural heritage, social ties, and innovation (Cas-
ini et al., 2021; Viccaro et al., 2021).

Methodologically, the literature distinguishes between
subjective and objective approaches to assessing well-
being (OECD, 2020b; Voukelatou et al., 2021). Each offers
distinct but complementary insights: subjective methods
focus on personal perceptions, while objective ones rely
on measurable indicators (Cummins, 2000; Stiglitz et al.,
2009; Vigané et al., 2019). Subjective approaches assess
individuals® satisfaction with housing, health, education,
employment, and social life, typically through surveys,
interviews, or focus groups (Casini et al., 2021; Contzen
and Hiberli, 2021; MakiOpas et al., 2022; Vendemmia
et al., 2021). Qualitative methods, in particular, capture
the complexity of lived experiences (Creswell and Poth,
2017). For instance, quantitative measures might indicate
generally adequate healthcare facilities in a community,
yet qualitative data might reveal barriers linked to trust,
culture, or accessibility (Kahneman and Krueger, 2006).
These methods thus allow a richer, community-grounded
understanding of QoL.

Objective approaches rely on quantifiable indica-
tors such as income, employment, education, or life
expectancy (ISTAT, 2023; OECD, 2020b). Their strength
lies in standardisation and comparability across con-
texts (Barrington-Leigh and Escande, 2018; Veréb et
al., 2024), but they may miss subjective experiences and
local specificities. While indispensable for large-scale
analysis, they should be complemented by more contex-
tual tools (Frey and Stutzer, 2002).

The qualitative approach, which involves conducting
interviews or focus groups with citizens and specially
informed people to measure QoL, is suitable for gath-
ering detailed data essential for identifying emerging
themes and outlining key variables that may influence
the QoL in the communities under study (Makri and
Neely, 2021).

In this regard, our study, based on a qualitative
approach through interviews with mayors, offers sig-
nificant advantages. First, mayors represent a privileged
point of observation, as they possess both institutional
knowledge and direct experience of the everyday chal-
lenges faced by their communities. As the leading fig-
ures of local authorities, they are entrusted with respon-
sibilities across social, environmental, and economic
domains, dimensions that closely intersect with QoL.
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Their narratives provide valuable and privileged points
of view into the interplay between structural constraints
and local resources, and into the perceptions of what
constitutes a “good life” in marginal areas. Second, the
qualitative method allows for flexibility and depth, cap-
turing place-specific understandings of QoL that are
often overlooked by standardized metrics. Finally, this
approach aligns with the capability perspective, enabling
a contextualized and peoplecentred reading of well-
being that is sensitive to the values, priorities, and aspi-
rations of local populations.

3. CASE STUDIES AND METHODOLOGY

3.1 Methodological approach and research design

This study adopts a qualitative methodology with an
exploratory purpose. The research design is guided by
three general research questions formulated to analyze
the relationship between quality of life, local governance,
and conditions of territorial marginality. These ques-
tions are intentionally broad to capture the complexity of
the social, institutional, and territorial processes under
analysis. The aim is to investigate the perceptions of key
local stakeholders regarding the factors that influence
QoL in rural areas. This choice, grounded in a bottom-
up logic, is driven by the need to capture direct experi-
ences and socio-cultural nuances often overlooked by
top-down quantitative approaches (Corbetta, 2015). This
approach is particularly suited for understanding human
experiences within their natural context and for build-
ing theory directly from data (Creswell & Poth, 2017;
Sutton & Austin, 2015). The instrument for data collec-
tion was the semi-structured interview, selected for its
capacity to ensure both flexibility in inquiry and compa-
rability across data sets. As highlighted by Hijmans and
Kuyper (2020), this technique relies on a thematic guide
and open-ended questions, allowing the conversational
path to be adapted while ensuring investigative depth.
The interview protocol (see Appendix), composed of 13
questions, was developed from the key points emerging
from a previous study by Casini et al. (2021) regarding
viability and well-being in marginal areas. These dimen-
sions were used to operationalize the research questions
through a contextualized adaptation of empirical evi-
dence, specifically calibrated for mayors of inner areas
in Basilicata and Tuscany. Rather than a one-to-one
correspondence, each of the three research questions
is explored through a set of complementary questions,
ensuring coherence between the theoretical framework,
research questions, and data collection instruments. Spe-
cifically, the interview protocol explored dimensions of

rural life (Meloni et al., 2023) such as accessibility and
satisfaction with services (e.g., education, healthcare,
transportation, tourism), social cohesion and safety,
environmental quality and territorial strengths, chal-
lenges faced by specific demographic groups (e.g., youth,
women, immigrants), issues in agricultural activities,
strategies to address depopulation, and opportunities for
public funding and sustainable development. The inter-
views were conducted online between May and Septem-
ber 2023, each lasting 50-60 minutes, and were audio-
recorded with informed consent.

3.2 Case studies and sample

The case selection is guided by a comparative logic
and a maximum variation sampling strategy. The objec-
tive is to include territories with differing socio-econom-
ic and morphological conditions, which are nonetheless
united by their shared classification under the National
Strategy for Inner Areas (NSIA) 2021-2027.

In particular, the analysis focus on specific inner
areas of Basilicata and Tuscany, two Italian regions char-
acterized by distinct geographical, demographic, and
socio-economic profiles. The selection of these regions
is also driven by their explicit inclusion in the PNRR
Agritech project, which targets rural innovation and
development in selected areas of Southern and Cen-
tral Italy. By examining these contrasting case studies,
the research aims to identify key challenges and factors
affecting QoL of rural communities. This serves as a
starting point for defining specific approaches to inves-
tigate QoL dimensions in greater depth and oftering pol-
icy recommendations to enhance rural development and
improve QoL.

Basilicata and Tuscany (Figure 1) were selected for
their rural landscapes and socio-economic structures.
Basilicata, located in southern Italy, is predominantly
rural (OECD, 2020b), with 72 municipalities classified
as peripheral or ultraperipheral by the National Strategy
for Inner Areas (NSIA) 2021-2027. The region faces sig-
nificant challenges, including population aging, depopu-
lation, and limited economic development, making it a
vital case for studying rural marginalization (Viccaro et
al., 2015, 2021).

The seven Basilicata’s inner rural areas (Alto Brada-
no, Montagna Materana, Marmo Platano, Mercure -
Alto Sinni - Val Sarmento, Medio Agri, Medio Basento,
Vulture) highlight both socio-economic difficulties and
opportunities for endogenous development. Tuscany
(central Italy), in contrast, offers a more diversified rural
environment across its ten provinces. The NSIA 2021-
2027 identifies six inner areas (Casentino - Valtiberina,



Figure 1. Inner areas in Italy (a), Tuscany (b), and Basilicata (c).

Garfagnana - Lunigiana - Media Valle del Serchio - Pis-
toia Apennines, Valdarno - Valdisieve - Mugello - Val
Bisenzio, Amiata Grossetana - Amiata Val d’Orcia - Col-
line del Fiora, Alta Valdera - Alta Val di Cecina - Col-
line Metallifere - Val di Merse, Valdichiana Senese),
encompassing 164 municipalities classified as intermedi-
ate, peripheral, or ultra-peripheral. Tuscany’s rural com-
plexity, rooted in its natural resources, cultural heritage,
and socio-economic infrastructure, provides insights
into QoL dynamics (Casini et al., 2018). Together, these
regions enable a comparative analysis of local adminis-
trators’ perspectives regarding rural well-being and sus-
tainable development.

This study employed a purposive sampling strategy
aimed at engaging institutional stakeholders who could
offer both a strategic and an operational perspective on
local dynamics. All mayors of the municipalities clas-
sified as peripheral and ultra-peripheral (NSIA, 2021-
2027) in the two regions under consideration were con-
tacted, along with the Presidents of National Association
of Italian Municipalities (NAIM) Tuscany and Basilica-
ta, via official emails requesting their participation in a
qualitative interview. The final sample consists exclusive-
ly of those who expressed their availability to participate,
thus constituting a self-selected sample from the target
population of local decision-makers. No ex-ante selec-
tion criteria were applied other than institutional status
and geographical location. Specifically, in Basilicata, four
mayors and one President of Unions of Municipalities,
who also serve as mayor, were interviewed. In Tuscany,
the sample comprises three local administrators from
the Tuscan-Emilian Apennines area, one Vice President
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of Unions of Municipalities, who also serve as mayor
and the President of NAIM Tuscany. Although the sam-
ple is not statistically representative, it is nonetheless
consistent with the exploratory objectives of qualitative
research, as it consists of individuals directly involved
in decision-making and territorial management pro-
cesses. This composition ensures qualified institutional
representation and allows for a comparison between
two different ideas of rural governance, which is useful
for uncovering local perceptions, priorities, and strategic
visions. A summary overview of the sample composition,
including ID (MB means mayor of Basilicata and MT
means mayor of Tuscany), role, and geographical origin,
is provided in following Table 1.

The decision to involve mayors does not stem from
the assumption that their viewpoint is the most relevant

Table 1. Sample composition.

ID Role Location
MB_01 Mayor Basilicata
MB_02 Mayor Basilicata
MB_03 Mayor and President of Union of Municipalities Basilicata
MB_04 Mayor Basilicata
MB_05 Mayor Basilicata
MT_01 Mayor Tuscany
MT_02 Mayor Tuscany
MT_03 May(_)r'anc.l Yice President of Union of Tuscany

Municipalities
MT_04 Mayor Tuscany
MT_05 President of NAIM Tuscany Tuscany
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among all stakeholders, but from the recognition that
they are among the most representative figures for their
territory, in their capacity as “first citizens” and spokes-
persons for the local population. Furthermore, they are
key actors in local change, as they directly lead the pro-
cesses of planning, management, and administrative
innovation, particularly in peripheral contexts where
local government plays a crucial role in ensuring the
provision of services and attracting resources for devel-
opment (Viccaro, 2021).

3.3 Data analysis and methodological tools

The analysis of the empirical material was designed
to combine the depth of qualitative interpretation with
the efliciency of computational methods by tools for
textual analysis. This approach aimed to identify recur-
ring themes, relational patterns, and semantic structures
emerging from stakeholders’ narratives, while maintain-
ing strong adherence to the original discourse (Chaves et
al., 2017; Ratinaud, 2008).

The transcriptions were carried out using an open
coding approach (McLeod, 2024), according to the
Grounded Theory Method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967),
based on a word-by-word and event-by-event logic, to
maximise fidelity to the participants’ expressions and to
enable the emergence of meaningful interpretative cues
(Tarozzi, 2008). This detailed and unfiltered transcrip-
tion ensured that the subjective nuances of each inter-
viewee’s narrative were retained as input for the subse-
quent stages of text processing and analysis.

For example, the following segment from interview
MT_01: “The young people I see around here are more
interested in niche products linked to production and bak-
ing, such as ancient grains, chestnut flour and desserts
made with chestnut flour and potatoes...”. Was coded as:
youth entrepreneurship, agricultural innovation, niche
production. Another example, from interview MB_01:
“We have two main urban centres more than 18 km
apart... we have the same human resources as an average
municipality but we have to manage twice as much”. Was
coded as: infrastructure duplication, administrative frag-
mentation, human resource strain.

The transcripts were further processed using IRa-
MuTeQ (Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimen-
sionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires) software, ver-
sion 0.7 alpha 2, developed by Pierre Ratinaud (2008).

The IRaMuTeQ software was chosen because it sup-
ports a systematic and comparative textual analysis aimed
at a multi-level understanding of stakeholder perceptions
(Rodriguez et al., 2024, Mendes et al., 2016; Souza et al.,
2018). Its primary strength lies in applying quantitative

methods to qualitative data, thus enriching the interpreta-
tion with statistical evidence without sacrificing the depth
of the original discourse (Camargo & Justo, 2013; Lahlou,
2012). Furthermore, its suite of integrated tools ensures
methodological coherence across all phases of the analysis
(Ratinaud, 2008; Mennani & Attak, 2024).

The analysis employed a multi-phase process using
several of IRaMuTeQ’s analytical tools to compare per-
ceptions across Basilicata and Tuscany. Initially, we con-
ducted an exploratory analysis using a word cloud and
similarity analysis to identify core concepts and reveal
their underlying connections, effectively mapping the
stakeholders’ discourse (DePaolo & Wilkinson, 2014;
Bletzer, 2015; Segev, 2022). Following this, we applied
Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC) to induc-
tively group the text into coherent thematic clusters.
Finally, the robustness of this thematic structure was
statistically validated with Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(CFA), which confirmed the consistency and differen-
tiation of the clusters (Brown, 2015; Mishra, 2016). This
structured approach enabled a detailed, comparative
analysis of perceptions of rural well-being.

For this study, the interview transcripts were trans-
formed into two different corpora representing stake-
holders from Basilicata and Tuscany: each corpus of
analysis included five interviews, known as an Initial
Context Unit - ICU (Souza et al., 2018), for each region.
These corpora were then analysed using word cloud vis-
ualization, similarity analysis, DHC and confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) (Camargo and Justo, 2013; Castro
et al., 2014). To ensure data integrity, only “full” lan-
guage elements - adjectives, nouns, verbs, and auxiliary
forms - were retained during corpus preparation, enrich-
ing the content, and enhancing the depth of analysis.
Corpus preparation involved standardizing acronyms,
correcting typographical errors, and adjusting composite
words (e.g., “wild_animals” or “hydrogeological_insta-
bility”) to ensure consistent processing.

It is important to point out that, in adherence to the
methodological principles of the Grounded Theory, the
interviews were analysed and subjected to textual analy-
sis in their original language (Italian) without any modi-
fications. This decision is consistent with established
practices in the existing literature (i.e., Karim et al,,
2024; Chaves et al., 2022; Galli & Fasanelli, 2020; Souza
et al.,, 2018), which frequently employs the IRaMuTeQ
software for the textual analysis of interviews, favouring
the use of texts in their original language.

The analysis revealed core themes influencing
rural well-being in Basilicata and Tuscany, highlighting
shared and region-specific perspectives. The methodo-
logical steps provided a detailed understanding of rural
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well-being, offering actionable insights for addressing
challenges and promoting sustainable development in
rural areas.

4. RESULTS

The findings presented in this section are derived
from semi-structured interviews with 10 mayors from
the two case study areas. Although this sample is not
statistically representative, as previously noted, the anal-
ysis holds significant validity. It reflects the perspective
of key institutional actors whose political and adminis-
trative vision constitutes the primary source of the data
analyzed.

4.1 Word cloud and thematic coding

The application of IRaMuTeQ software facilitated
the creation of word clouds, a technique that aggregates
words and organizes them graphically based on their
frequency in the text. Words that appear more frequently
are displayed in larger sizes, offering a visually engaging
and straightforward method for identifying key themes
in the qualitative data. The generated word clouds high-
lighted recurring issues raised by the stakeholders (Fig-
ure 2). and represent a first level of exploration of the
textual data. Furthermore, to enrich the understanding
of the underlying meanings, a qualitative thematic cod-
ing was carried out based on the full texts (Table 2).

The coding followed an inductive and iterative
approach (Thomas, 2003), which allowed us to identify
the main thematic areas and semantic interconnections
between concepts. The most significant themes were
organised into main categories and subcategories, as
shown in the Table 2.

Table 2. Thematic coding.

Thematic Code Key Issues

Essential services Schools, healthcare, local public
transport

Staff shortages, NEETS, turnover
Tourism, agriculture, circular

economy

Human resources
Territorial development
Structural vulnerabilities Hydro-geological instability,
isolation, bureaucracy
Depopulation, birth/death rate,
immigration

Demographics and population

Governance and administration Union of municipalities, PNRR

funds, inland area planning

Maria Andreoli et al.

This structure has made it possible to interpret word
clouds not only in terms of frequency, but as a visual
representation of a complex network of meanings, con-
sistent with territorial narratives.

Common themes across both Basilicata and Tuscany
included terms such as territory (territorio), municipality
(comune), citizen/people/population (cittadino/persona/
popolazione), agriculture (agricoltura), human capital
(risorse umane), essential services (servizio/servizi essen-
ziali), tourism (turismo), and hydro-geological instability
(dissesto idrogeologico).

Distinctive regional differences were also evident.
In Basilicata, terms such as depopulation/demographic
decline (spopolamento/calo demografico), green commu-
nity, scattered houses phenomenon (fenomeno delle case
sparse), union of municipalities (unione dei comuni), and
innovative school (scuola innovativa) emerged promi-
nently. In contrast, Tuscany featured terms such as popu-
lation growth/positive population rate (crescita demogra-
fica/tasso popolazione positivo), forest (bosco), mountains
(montagne), local public transport (trasporto pubblico
locale), and 1€ houses project! (progetto case a I€).

Although word clouds effectively highlight signifi-
cant terms, they do not capture the underlying complex-
ities behind these terms.

To explore the meaning of these concepts in greater
depth, a qualitative thematic coding was applied, which
made it possible to contextualise the terms within the
narratives expressed by the interviewees. The qualitative
interpretation was supported by direct quotations taken
from the text corpus, which allowed each key term to be
linked to its specific narrative and semantic function.
Here are some relevant examples.

4.1.1 Depopulation and demographic trajectories

The phenomenon of depopulation (spopolamento/
calo demografico) in Basilicata is not merely a statisti-
cal trend but represents a profound and systemic lived
experience for its communities. Interview data elucidate
a deeply negative natural balance (births vs. deaths),
where deaths significantly outnumber births, compound-
ed by a pronounced exodus of younger generations.
As one stakeholder (MB_01) articulated, “We are los-

! The “€1 houses project” initiative refers to local municipal programs
aimed at counteracting depopulation and housing abandonment in
inner and marginal areas. Through this scheme, municipalities transfer
ownership of abandoned or underused dwellings at a symbolic price,
in this case 1 €, while purchasers commit to renovating the proper-
ties within a defined timeframe. Beyond the symbolic value of the sale
price, the initiative seeks to stimulate local economic activity, attract
new residents, and support place-based strategies for rural regeneration.
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Figure 2. Word clouds generated from textual analysis using the IRaMuTeQ software, based on interviews for the Basilicata region (a) and
the Tuscany region (b). The key terms, “territorio” (territory) and “comune” (municipality), highlight the central themes addressed in both

corpora. Word size indicates term frequency and correlation.

ing entire generations. They reach the age of 18 and then
[...] they leave.” This demographic decline is quantified
by another participant (MB_03): “The natural balance
(births vs. deaths) is minus 18, minus 19, which means
that in five years, almost 100 inhabitants have been lost.”
These narratives correspond to the analytical codes of
youth exodus, demographic imbalance, and demograph-
ic contraction. Conversely, the demographic landscape
in Tuscany is characterized by a “positive population
trend” (crescita demografica/tasso di popolazione posi-
tivo). This growth is propelled primarily by in-migra-
tion, including a notable trend of individuals return-
ing to their ancestral or second homes in search of an
enhanced quality of life. This is evidenced from MT_02
by observations that “a demographic return of individuals
originally from Vernio is also occurring” and from MT_01
that “approximately 10-15 families have returned in recent
years; they have purchased detached houses with gardens
[...] for a better quality of life compared to the city.” This
phenomenon is coded as residential return and attractive
in-migration, underscoring the region’s appeal.

4.1.2 Essential services and quality of life
While the term “essential services” (servizi essen-

ziali) is pivotal in both regional contexts, its connota-
tions diverge significantly. In Basilicata, the discourse

is dominated by themes of scarcity and fragmentation.
The administrative structure itself exacerbates these
challenges, as one stakeholder explained (MB_2): “As a
highly fragmented municipality, we are compelled to man-
age multiple instances of every service [...J, which results in
a duplication or triplication of both problems and costs.”
This strain is particularly acute in the educational sec-
tor, where dwindling numbers threaten viability MB_4):
“Our school has only 30 children in total. This makes it
challenging to sustain the organization of services.” These
conditions are analytically captured by the codes inef-
ficient duplication of public services and erosion of the
critical mass for educational services. In Tuscany, by
contrast, while challenges are acknowledged, the nar-
rative reveals a greater degree of institutional resilience
and proactive problem-solving. A key example is the
strategic response to healthcare needs (MT_02): “We
decided to establish a Casa della Salute (community
health center) [...], which delivers a highquality healthcare
service”. This proactive approach is coded as innovation
in territorial healthcare services, highlighting a capacity
for adaptive governance.

4.1.3 Work

The term “to work” (lavorare) appears in both word
clouds but reflects different perspectives in the two
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regions. In Basilicata, the term “lavorare” is associated
with a lack of job opportunities, as expressed by stake-
holders who noted the absence of work and the chal-
lenges faced by a large segment of the NEET population
(Not in Education, Employment, or Training). Expres-
sions like (MB_03): “[...] work is the big absent and it
does not allow us to catch the opportunities of the terri-
tory [...], [...] there is a very large segment of NEET popula-
tion, they have difficulties to find their own work dimen-
sion [...]”, highlight this aspect. These expressions align
with the codes of structural unemployment and skills
mismatch. On the other hand, in Tuscany, the same term
conveys a positive outlook, reflecting the availability of
jobs, particularly in small- and medium-sized industries
(MT_O1):[...] thank goodness Mugello is still today an
area where there are industries and therefore job oppor-
tunities, whether they are small or medium industries...
so there is a job opportunity [..]”. Furthermore, there
are clear signs of innovation and entrepreneurial spirit,
particularly in the agricultural sector (MT_03): “Young
farmers are taking marketing very seriously”. These
dynamics are coded as youth entrepreneurship and agri-
cultural innovation.

4.1.4 Tourism development strategies

Similarly, the concept of “tourism” (turismo), present
in both analyses, is imbued with distinct strategic ori-
entations in each region. In Basilicata, tourism develop-
ment is increasingly linked to territorial branding and
specialized niches, such as wellness. This is exempli-
fied by the initiative to create “a territorial brand called
Latronico, city of wellness” (MB_01), which is coded as
experiential tourism linked to wellness and health. In
Tuscany, the tourism strategy is deeply integrated with
the enhancement of existing cultural and landscape her-
itage. The focus is on sustainable and networked models,
as illustrated by the success of a specific trekking route
(MT_04): “The trekking route running parallel to the
Via degli Dei (Path of the Gods) [...] generates 1,500 over-
night stays for our local accommodation facilities”. This
approach is classified as slow tourism, integrated with
the territorial network.

4.1.5 Environmental management and risk perception

Finally, the issue of “hydrogeological instability”
(dissesto idrogeologico), while a shared concern, elic-
its divergent responses and narratives. In Basilicata, it
is framed as an immediate and recurrent threat that
defines the territory’s vulnerability. As one interviewee
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stated (MB_01), “Hydrogeological instability is the big-
gest issue [...]. Flooding, landslides, and canals that need
to be fixed”. This perception corresponds to the codes of
structural fragility and natural risk. In Tuscany, while
the presence of the same risk is acknowledged, the nar-
rative is oriented towards prevention and active man-
agement. The problem is viewed as manageable through
proper stewardship of natural resources, reflecting a
proactive rather than reactive stance (MT_05): “If a for-
est is cared for, it is cut down, water drainage channels
are built, the forest is a resource and does not cause prob-
lems”. This perspective is coded as sustainable manage-
ment of forest resources.

4.2 Similarity analysis

A similarity analysis was conducted using graph the-
ory concepts to gain deeper insights into these dynam-
ics. This method identifies co-occurrences within the
text corpus, grouping closely related words into clus-
ters. Each cluster represents a “lexical community” that
reflects central themes in the representations of the
participants (Salviati, 2017; Reinert, 1983). The more
closely and/or overlapping the blocks, the greater their
commonality. In this way, words with a high level of co-
occurrence with each other will be found in the same
communality, instead weakly connected with other com-
munalities (Salviati, 2017). In Basilicata, the analysis
revealed four main clusters (Figure 3): territory (territo-
rio), municipality (comune), service (servizio), and demo-
graphic decline (calo demografico). The central cluster,
“territorio”, included words such as citizen, essential
services, agriculture, difficulty, and development. It
is semantically dense and interconnected, highlight-
ing how the territory is not perceived solely as a geo-
graphical space, but as a container of needs, challenges
and potential. On the one hand, structural weaknesses
linked to accessibility and geographical marginality; on
the other, the presence of local resources, such as agri-
culture, which represent opportunities for revitalisa-
tion. Furthermore, showed a strong correlation with the
cluster “comune”, which featured terms such as hydro-
geological instability, safety, health services, migration,
inhabitants, and funding.

The cluster “comune” focuses on institutional and
managerial aspects. It is closely related to the themes
of safety and environmental security, suggesting that
municipalities are perceived as responsible for caring for
the territory. The intersection between the two clusters
reflects a structural relationship: the municipality is the
institutional point of contact between citizens and the
territory.
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Figure 3. Similarity Analysis generated with the IRaMuTeQ software for Basilicata region. The map shows 4 main thematic clusters based
on co-occurrences of terms: (1) territorio (land: green cluster), (2) comune (municipality: red cluster), (3) servizio (service: yellow cluster),

(4) calo demografico (demographic decline: light blue cluster).

The cluster “servizio”, represents one of the central
thematic areas in the text corpus analysed for Basilica-
ta region. This semantic group has developed around a
set of terms that denote a strong focus on social, infra-
structural and quality of life needs in rural contexts.
The most frequent and highly interconnected words
include: income, welfare, social services, population age-
ing, quality of life, transport, school, roads, tourism, air

quality, and future opportunities. Within this cluster,
two main sub-themes emerge, which can be interpreted
as functional sub-clusters. Sub-cluster 1: Basic Services
and Mobility. This includes terms such as transport,
school, and roads, which are linked to the daily acces-
sibility and usability of the territory. These aspects are
frequently associated with the logistical difficulties of
inland areas, particularly for the elderly and students.
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Their presence in the discourse suggests a lived experi-
ence of isolation, which is attributed to a lack of funda-
mental public services. Sub-cluster 2: Services for Devel-
opment and Sustainability. Featuring words like tourism,
air quality, and future opportunities, a more proactive
and forward-looking narrative emerges, oriented towards
leveraging the territory as a resource for sustainable
development. The cluster “servizio” was also correlated
with the cluster “territorio”, a connection evidenced by
their proximity and partial overlap on the cluster map.
This suggests that services are intrinsically linked to the
quality and sustainability of the territory. Furthermore,
the semantic relationship with the “calo demografico”
cluster is indirect but significant: the lack or inadequacy
of services appears to be a structural cause of depopula-
tion, while simultaneously representing a potential lever
to reverse this trend if strengthened through targeted
public investment. In summary, the “servizio” cluster
reflects a set of concrete and perceived challenges in the
daily lives of the inhabitants of Basilicata’s inland areas.
At the same time, it reveals a forward-looking perspec-
tive aimed at reconstructing a fabric of services capable
of attracting and retaining the population, particularly
its youth. This makes the cluster particularly rich and
strategically significant for future territorial planning.
The cluster “calo demografico”, related to the cluster
“territorio”, grouped terms such as depopulation, deser-
tion, work, project, and green community. This cluster
underscores the pressing issue of demographic decline
in Basilicata and the importance of developing pro-
jects, such as green community initiatives, to combat
this challenge and foster regional resilience. The overlap
with “territorio” underlines the interconnection between
demographic dynamics and the quality of the living
environment.

In Tuscany, the similarity analysis identified five
main clusters (Figure 4): territory (ferritorio), service
(servizio), zone (area), issue (problema), and municipal-
ity (comune). The central cluster “territorio” represents
a detailed and integrated vision of the regional context,
where elements of identity, economic development, envi-
ronmental sustainability and repopulation of inland
areas converge. It includes words like security, tourism,
farms, livestock, agriculture, young population, hydro-
geological instability, demographic return, and produc-
tion, and exhibited strong correlations with its sub-clus-
ters. These latter express an integrated representation of
‘living’ the territory. Two sub-clusters emerge within this
cluster. Sub-cluster 1: Territory as a Productive and Sce-
nic Resource. Terms such as agriculture, livestock farm-
ing, tourism, local products, and agricultural enterpris-
es delineate a vision of the territory as a driver of local
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development. Agritourism practices and the valorisation
of traditional local products are perceived not only as
economic activities but also as instruments for cultural
and environmental promotion. Sub-cluster 2: Territory
as a Space for Return and Regeneration. Featuring words
such as youth, demographic return, €1 houses project,
mountain, and opportunities, a proactive narrative
emerges in which the territory is viewed as an opportu-
nity for repopulation and social innovation, particularly
by young people and new inhabitants. There are also ref-
erences to structural challenges, such as hydrogeological
instability, which frequently appear alongside words like
safety and prevention, signalling the need for investment
in environmental risk management. However, this prob-
lematic component is integrated into a resilient and pro-
active vision of the territory. The “territorio” cluster in
Tuscany should therefore be interpreted in a dual sense:
on the one hand, it summarises a set of concrete needs
related to the stewardship and valorisation of the land;
on the other, it fosters a strategic vision in which the
rural landscape becomes a space for innovation, inclu-
sion, and rebirth.

The clusters “servizio” and “area” were also closely
linked, grouping terms such as meeting points, essential
services, health services, local development, public trans-
port, forest as a resource, youth challenges, internet con-
nectivity, and depopulation. These clusters highlighted
both the critical services needed to improve QoL and
the challenges faced by the region. Furthermore, shows
strong interconnections with the “territorio” cluster. The
latter shares spatial and infrastructural references (pub-
lic transport, forest as a resource, local development)
with the “area” cluster. On the other hand, it shares the
concepts of essential services and quality of life with the
“servizio” cluster, reinforcing the centrality of the territo-
ry in the design of local public policies. Lastly, the clus-
ters “problema” and “comune”, that showed weaker corre-
lations with the cluster “territorio”. This apparent disper-
sion may be due to the stakeholders’ use of synonymous
terms, such as criticality and issue, or administered land
and municipality. Despite this, these clusters still encom-
passed significant terms, including human resources,
communication, future immigration, population growth,
social services, financing, and income. Although less
central, the “problema” and “comune” clusters function
as contextual indicators.

The “problema” cluster signals the grey areas of the
discourse: elements of discontinuity, inequality, or uncer-
tainty for which participants struggle to find a shared
vocabulary. The “comune” cluster shows that the local
level is acknowledged as crucial, yet also as vulnerable
and in need of support, both in terms of governance and
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Figure 4. Similarity Analysis generated with the IRaMuTeQ software for Tuscany region. The map shows 5 main thematic clusters based on
co-occurrences of terms: (1) territorio (territory: blue cluster), (2) servizio (service: green cluster), (3) area (zone: orange cluster), (4) prob-
lema (issue: light green cluster), and (5) comune (municipality: red cluster).

resources. In summary, their marginality on the map
does not correspond to a lack of thematic relevance but
rather to the lexical dispersion and variability with which
these institutional and problematic issues are addressed.

The following Table 3 provides a comparative over-
view of the key themes emerging from the word cloud
and similarity analysis conducted on the interview cor-
pora of Basilicata and Tuscany.

4.3 Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC) and
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

A thematic exploration was conducted using the
Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC) tech-
nique to deepen the analysis, applying the Reinert meth-
od (1983). This approach facilitates the identification of
clusters composed of words with shared characteristics
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Table 3. Comparative overview word cloud and similarity analysis.

Maria Andreoli et al.

Category Basilicata Tuscany
Depopulation, hydrogeological instability, scattered houses, . . .
Key Themes uniI()) np of municigali tige R & ¥ Population growth, forests, public transport, €1 house project
Territory, municipality, essential services, agriculture, . . . s
Clusters demongphic decfine ¥ & Territory, area, services, issue, municipality
. . . . Territorial regeneration, return to rural areas, residential
Narrative Systemlc crisis, isolation, service shortages .
attractiveness

Structure Clusters centered on fragility and vulnerability Clusters focused on territorial enhancement

classe 1 classe 4 classe 3 classe 2 classe 5
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Figure 5. Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC) of themes derived from the textual analysis of interviews related to the Basilicata
region, generated using the IRaMuTeQ software. The five identified classes (red: Cluster 1, blue: Cluster 4, green: Cluster 3, grey: Cluster 2,
and purple: Cluster 5) group semantically related terms, highlighting the main topics discussed. The percentages indicate the distribution of

terms across the different classes.

represented through a dendrogram of classes (Souza
et al., 2018). The DHC technique statistically identi-
fies homogeneous groups of topics within a text corpus
by analysing the frequency of words. The ChiSquare
(x?) test is employed to measure the associative strength
between words and their respective classes, with a value
greater than 3.84 indicating significance at p<0.0001
(Lahlou, 2012).

In Basilicata, five distinct classes emerged from the
analysis (Figure 5).

Class 5 (24.2%) is the most prominent, highlight-
ing mobility issues, such as inadequate public transport
and connections, damaged or impassable roads due to
hydrogeological instability, and poor land management.
This category reflects the physical and infrastructural
crisis facing the region. For many public officials, mobil-
ity is not merely a logistical problem but a community-
wide issue: such deficiencies lead to a scarcity of services
and exacerbate depopulation. The difficulty in moving
around restricts access to healthcare, education, employ-
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ment, and culture, creating a vicious cycle of isolation
and marginalization: “Our small municipality remains
isolated for three months of the year due to landslides. For
this reason, we have implemented a social taxi service for
the elderly and students”.

Class 1 (22.9%) emphasizes the relationship between
agricultural land, production quality, and the shortage
of young or adequately trained farmers. This class indi-
cates a strong productive identity and reveals that while
agricultural management is a valuable asset, it requires
policies for generational renewal, support for innovation,
and access to land. Without targeted action to attract
young farmers, the rural fabric of the Basilicata region
risks a progressive decline, regardless of the quality of
its products. Class 3 (18.3%) addresses the intertwined
issues of depopulation, demographic decline, and essen-
tial services. This represents one of the main problems
afflicting Basilicata’s inner areas, where the lack of essen-
tial services contributes to depopulation and demo-
graphic decline. At the same time, the reduced popula-
tion discourages the provision of such services, creating
a negative vicious circle. Class 4 (17.6%) is the class of
local strategies for development and resilience. This class
represents communities that, despite structural con-
straints, demonstrate a distinct capacity for endogenous
project development. Through resilient and community-
based initiatives — often rooted in the cultural, tourism,
or social sectors - these areas position themselves not as
passive policy recipients, but as proactive agents experi-
menting with innovative solutions for local development.
Finally, class 2 (17%) is the class of local governance,
planning, and networks. Complementing the previous
cluster, this group represents its political-institutional
counterpart. Here, local governance, though operating
with limited resources, is characterized by the adoption
of innovative and integrated strategic planning. This
includes initiatives such as smart welfare, the promotion
of short supply chains, and administrative cooperation.

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) further sup-
ports these findings, with two principal factors that col-
lectively explain 56.44% of the total variance. The first
factor, accounting for 28.9% of the variance, is defined
as the Axis of ProjectBased Resilience. The second fac-
tor (27.54%) represents the Axis of Structural Criticality.
Together, these axes constitute two latent dimensions
that semantically organize the discourse of local actors
and are visualized on the X and Y axes in Figure 6.

The analysis shows that classes 2, 3, and 4 are close-
ly interconnected and situated in the same quadrant.
This indicates the necessity of addressing major issues
(class 3) by implementing targeted socio-economic initi-
atives (classes 2 and 4). This suggests that local commu-

nities are not passive in the face of the crisis, but develop
detailed and proactive responses, even in a context of
scarcity. Conversely, classes 1 and 5 are situated in sep-
arate quadrants, reflecting their relative independence
and lack of a direct cause-and-effect relationship. While
these classes address important themes highlighted by
stakeholders, they are not perceived as directly influenc-
ing one another. The areas covered in the interviewees’
texts remain more descriptive than strategic. In sum-
mary, the CFA in Basilicata region confirms the cen-
trality of the crisisresponse dynamic, highlights critical
“shadow areas”, and underscores the coherence between
perception and narrative. In Tuscany (Figure 7), the
most significant class, class 2 (24.3%), encapsulates criti-
cal challenges in the region’s inner areas, such as limited
access to primary schools, inadequate essential services,
crime, and shortages of human resources and healthcare.
The analysis of Tuscany’s inland areas reveals a condi-
tion of systemic vulnerability. The level of vulnerability
appears comparable to that observed in the Basilicata
region, although the Tuscan situation exhibits distinct
regional characteristics: a less pronounced degree of geo-
graphical isolation is offset by a marked crisis in essen-
tial services, which ensure the connection between local
communities and the region’s main urban centres.
Closely related to class 2 is class 3 (18.4%), which
outlines strategies for socio-economic improvement,
including leveraging forests as a resource, boosting tour-
ism, creating jobs, improving mobility, and enhancing
local governance. Moreover, this class represents the
regional strategy aimed at redefining territorial identity.
Moving beyond the mere acknowledgment of the ser-
vice deficit, it promotes a revival founded upon culture
and tourism. Class 1 (20.3%) focuses on Tuscany’s agri-
cultural sector, characterized by young farmers, high-
quality local products, livestock, food processing, and
the growth of agritourism. In contrast to Basilicata, the
agricultural sector in Tuscany shows a superior degree
of integration within local development strategies. This
integration is bolstered by greater youth participation
and an enhanced capacity to articulate a contemporary
agro-territorial vision. Class 5 (13%) highlights tools for
development and repopulation, such as economic incen-
tives, university collaborations, and the “1€ home pro-
ject”, trying to convert territories into opportunities for
new inhabitants. Lastly, class 4 (24%), while represent-
ing a significant portion of the text, appears as an out-
lier, addressing a political vision for the future through
elements such as programming, policy frameworks, and
public initiatives. The class can be defined as politically
aspirational because it expresses a long-term strategic
vision that transcends the management of immediate
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Figure 6. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) of themes derived from the textual analysis of interviews related to the Basilicata region,
generated using IRaMuTeQ software. The CFA reduces data dimensionality by grouping terms into two main factors (X-axis and Y-axis).
The colour of the words corresponds to the clusters identified in Figure 5, highlighting the semantic associations between terms.

crises. It outlines a transformative orientation aimed at
reforming the structural conditions of the inland areas.
The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for Tuscany
yielded two factors that collectively account for 55.31%
of the total variance (see Figure 8). These have been
identified as factor 1 Axis of Structural Vulnerabilities
(explaining 29.67% of the variance) and factor 2 Axis
of Strategic Response and Political Vision (explaining
25.64% of the variance). CFA revealed strong connec-
tions between classes 2 and 3, which are located in the
same quadrant. This underscores the interplay between
the primary challenges in Tuscany’s inner areas (class 2)
and the proposed solutions for socio-economic develop-
ment (class 3), aligning with the DHC results. In con-

trast, classes 1, 4, and 5 exhibit greater dispersion and
independence. These classes are less directly linked to
the narrative of daily emergencies and instead fulfil
complementary and strategic roles. They are configured
as project-based and political-institutional domains,
to be activated in parallel with addressing immediate
needs. Their semantic distance from classes 2 and 3 sig-
nals that they are not yet fully integrated into the oper-
ational management of crises, but represent potential
levers for structural change. Indicating that while impor-
tant to stakeholders, they do not form a cohesive cause-
and-effect relationship with other clusters. In summary,
the CFA for Tuscany highlights a convergence between
local needs and responses, the presence of governance
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tools and strategic visions that remain insufficiently inte-
grated, and a conscious yet segmented representation of
territorial challenges.

The following Table 4 presents an integrated com-
parison between the two regions analyzed (Basilicata
and Tuscany), based on the results of the DHC and CFA.
It summarizes the main thematic classes identified, the
latent factors extracted, and the discursive and analytical
implications that characterize each territorial context.

4.4 Integrated summary of results

The qualitative analysis revealed a nuanced framework
of local administrators’ perceptions regarding the primary
factors influencing quality of life in inland areas, high-
lighting specific convergences and divergences between
Basilicata and Tuscany. In both contexts, the themes of ter-
ritory, essential services, agriculture, and environmental

risk are central, although framed by distinct rationales and
priorities. In Basilicata, narratives of structural vulnerabili-
ty, depopulation, isolation, and service deficiencies are pre-
dominant; these, however, are accompanied by experiences
of territorial resilience based on endogenous initiatives.
Tuscany, in contrast, demonstrates a stronger integration
of local governance, development strategies, and projects
aimed at territorial regeneration and attracting new resi-
dents. The analysis led to the identification of two princi-
pal interpretative axes: the ‘Axis of Structural Vulnerabil-
ity’, which underscores the systemic fragilities of the terri-
tories; and the ‘Axis of Strategic Response’, which reflects
the capacity for political, administrative, and project-based
mobilization. These axes translate into a series of challeng-
es and opportunities, summarized in the following table
(Table 5), which constitutes a valuable knowledge base
for the formulation of targeted policies for the sustainable
development of inland areas.
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Figure 8. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) of themes emerging from the textual analysis of the interviews related to Tuscany, generated
using the IRaMuTeQ software. The CFA reduces data dimensionality by grouping terms into two main factors (X-axis and Y-axis). The
word colours correspond to the clusters identified in Figure 7, highlighting the semantic associations between terms. The factors explain
28.67% and 25.64% of the total variance, respectively.

Table 4. Integrated comparison between DHC and CFA.

Class / Factor

Basilicata

Tuscany

Class 1 (DHC)
Class 2 (DHC)
Class 3 (DHC)
Class 4 (DHC)
Class 5 (DHC)
Factor 1 (CFA)
Factor 2 (CFA)

Association

Implications

Agriculture and lack of generational turnover

Local governance and planning

Depopulation and essential services

Resilient local projects and community initiatives
Infrastructure and mobility issues

Axis of Project-Based Resilience

Axis of Structural Criticality

Strong connections between local issues and responses,
though thematically fragmented

Focus on urgency and local solutions; discourse remains
partially segmented

Integrated agriculture and local products
Deficiencies in essential services

Economic and territorial development strategies
Political vision and long-term programming
Repopulation tools and €1 house project

Axis of Structural Vulnerability

Axis of Strategic Vision and Political Response

Greater coherence between needs and strategies, though
vision is not fully operationalized

Strategic discourse more cohesive and development-oriented
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Table 5. Challenges and Opportunities.

Thematic Category Identified Challenges

Opportunities

Demography outmigration (especially in Basilicata)

Essential Services fragmentation, limited mobility
Work and Human
Resources human resources
Tourism and Local
Development
Environment and Risk .
maintenance

Coordination difficulties among local

Governance and Vision .
authorities, scarce resources

Depopulation, negative natural balance, youth

School and healthcare deficiencies, administrative

Limited tourism attractiveness or fragmented offer

Recurrent hydrogeological instability, poor land

Residential return and new migration (e.g., €1 house
project in Tuscany)

Creation of health centers, smart welfare initiatives,
alternative transport solutions

Youth unemployment, skills mismatch, lack of qualified Youth entrepreneurship and innovation in agriculture

(especially in Tuscany)

Development of territorial brands (e.g., ‘City of
wellness’), sustainable trekking, slow tourism
Sustainable forest management, proactive prevention,
promotion of natural resources

Participatory strategic planning, Union of
Municipalities, access to NRRP funds

5. DISCUSSION

The results presented through word cloud, similar-
ity analysis, and hierarchical classification provide criti-
cal insights into how local stakeholders perceive QoL in
marginal rural areas. In both Basilicata and Tuscany,
stakeholders strongly emphasized the importance of
essential services — particularly healthcare, education,
and transport — as core components of rural well-being.
As shown in the similarity analysis (Figures 3 and 4),
the clusters labelled “servizio” and “territorio” were cen-
tral in both regions. This supports Moseley and Owen’s
(2008) argument that service accessibility lies at the
heart of rural vitality. However, the perception of these
services varied significantly. In Basilicata, the cluster
“calo demografico” (Figure 3) reveals that service scar-
city is intertwined with demographic decline and infra-
structural limitations. Stakeholders described a cycle of
depopulation and service withdrawal, where insufficient
transport and healthcare access contribute to popula-
tion loss, which in turn justifies further service cuts.
This aligns with the DHC Class 3 (Figure 5), highlight-
ing a perceived need for urgent interventions to break
this cycle. Indeed, Basilicata communities faced the so-
called “rural vulnerability cycles” (Marsden, 2009) where
demographic, economic, and service declines reinforce
each other. This perception of demographic decline as a
pressing issue reflects local experiences of ageing popula-
tions, out-migration, and the subsequent loss of human
capital, all contributing to the region’s economic stagna-
tion. Local stakeholders are attuned to the daily conse-
quences of these demographic shifts, such as the closure
of schools, reduced services, and weakened social net-
works (Black et al., 2019).

Conversely, in Tuscany, although stakeholders also
pointed to service needs (DHC Class 2, Figure 7), the

overall perception was more optimistic. The presence
of ongoing projects, such as the “1€ house” initiative
and forest-based tourism (DHC Class 5 and 3), points
to a more proactive local governance model. The clus-
ter “giovani_agricoltori” and associated terms suggest
that youth engagement and agricultural diversification
are seen as realistic strategies for repopulation and rural
vitality, supporting Brunori and Rossi’s (2007) work on
rural diversification.

Another relevant dimension concerns perceptions
of agriculture. In Basilicata, Class 1 of the DHC and
the associated CFA quadrant (Figure 6) link agriculture
to structural challenges, particularly the lack of genera-
tional turnover and the environmental fragility of rural
land. Stakeholders explicitly mentioned the absence of
young and adequately trained farmers as a threat to agri-
cultural sustainability. This reflects findings by Li et al.
(2019) and Marsden (2009) on the compounding effects
of rural demographic and economic decline. In Tuscany,
by contrast, Class 1 (Figure 7) connects agriculture to
local identity and economic opportunity, emphasizing
value-added products and integration with tourism. This
perception aligns with Woods’ (2005) view that rural
areas can leverage local assets to create new development
pathways.

Importantly, the role of local governance was repeat-
edly emphasized. In Basilicata, stakeholders pointed to
institutional weaknesses and limited capacity to coordi-
nate development projects, as reflected in DHC Classes 2
and 4. In Tuscany, the proximity to regional institutions
and stronger collaboration among municipalities facili-
tated more strategic planning and access to funding (see
Figure 8). This resonates with the place-based approach
advocated by Barca et al. (2014).

Overall, these findings support the view that rural
development trajectories are deeply mediated by local
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perceptions and governance capacity. Rather than pre-
senting universal challenges, our results demonstrate that
the same issue - be it demographic change, agriculture,
or service access — is understood and acted upon differ-
ently depending on context. Our results suggest the need
for policy approaches that account for local perceptions
and capacities, supporting Marsden’s (2016) and Pugh
and Dubois’ (2021) call for context-sensitive rural devel-
opment strategies. This is particularly important given
the emerging challenges highlighted by stakeholders.

The contrasts between Basilicata and Tuscany dem-
onstrate that rural development trajectories are not prede-
termined but shaped by the interactions between percep-
tions, institutional capacity, and resource availability. This
supports the work by Li et al. (2019) on the diversity of
rural evolution pathways while providing specific insights
into how local context mediates development outcomes.

Finally, our findings point out important insights
about rural governance and policy implementation.
Indeed, stakeholder perceptions significantly influence
how policies are interpreted and implemented locally
(Lopolito et al., 2015; Scott, 2012). This is particularly
evident in how similar EU rural development initiatives
yield different outcomes in Basilicata versus Tuscany,
supporting the place-based development approaches
(Barca et al. 2014).

6. CONCLUSIONS

This study set out to investigate how local stakehold-
ers in inner areas of two Italian regions, Basilicata and
Tuscan, perceive QoL and to identify the socio-territorial
dynamics that shape rural development. The perspec-
tives of stakeholders, grounded in local knowledge and
lived experiences, offer invaluable insights for informing
policies and initiatives aimed at enhancing QoL and fos-
tering community revitalization in rural areas. Through
a qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews, sup-
ported by textual processing, we addressed three core
research questions.

First, regarding the dimensions of well-being per-
ceived as most relevant, stakeholders in both regions
emphasized access to essential services (health, educa-
tion, transport), economic opportunities, and demo-
graphic stability. However, the interpretation of these
dimensions varied contextually: in Basilicata, stakehold-
ers framed them as areas of structural deficiency, while
in Tuscany they were linked to opportunities for innova-
tion and revitalization.

Second, the analysis revealed region-specific chal-
lenges and opportunities. In Basilicata, depopulation,
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service erosion, and institutional fragility emerged as
interrelated issues. Tuscany stakeholders, on the other
hand, identified demographic return, youth entrepre-
neurship, and multifunctional agriculture as promising
development vectors. These divergent framings dem-
onstrate how similar problems, such as outmigration or
infrastructure needs, are differently conceptualized and
addressed, confirming the relevance of context-sensitive
analysis (Pugh and Dubois, 2021).

Third, our results illustrated the interaction among
demographic dynamics, service provision, and territorial
governance. The co-occurrence patterns and hierarchical
classes pointed to cyclical processes in Basilicata — where
service deficits contribute to population decline - and to
more resilient configurations in Tuscany, where place-
based initiatives are helping to stabilize or reverse rural
decline.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contrib-
utes to debates on rural well-being by demonstrating the
central role of perception in shaping development pri-
orities. Our findings support capability-based (Sen, 1999;
Nussbaum, 2000) and governance-oriented approaches,
highlighting the need to include stakeholder perspec-
tives in assessments of rural vitality. Methodologically,
the integration of textual analysis with qualitative cod-
ing reinforces the value of combining Grounded Theory
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and computational tools (Rat-
inaud, 2008; Camargo and Justo, 2013) in rural studies.

The policy implications are equally significant. The
evidence suggests that a one-size-fits-all strategy is inad-
equate for rural development. In Basilicata, investment
should prioritize rebuilding institutional capacity and
infrastructure, while in Tuscany, policy can focus on
consolidating existing diversification pathways. In both
cases, policies must respond to local framings and lived
experiences, not just statistical indicators (Scott, 2012).

Despite the contributions provided, this study has
limitations that should be acknowledged. The focus on
mayors, although justified by their institutional role and
their privileged position in observing territorial dynam-
ics, excludes other relevant stakeholder groups whose per-
spectives could further enrich the understanding of well-
being in inner areas. Moreover, the analysis is limited to
two Italian regions, Basilicata and Tuscany, characterized
by specific socio-territorial configurations; therefore, the
results reflect strongly contextualized dynamics and can-
not be automatically extended to other rural contexts.

Future research should involve a larger and statisti-
cally representative sample, including broader stakehold-
er categories, such as youth, women, and sectoral repre-
sentatives, to deepen the understanding of intra-regional
diversity. Expanding the analysis to other regions could
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also enhance generalizability and contribute to compara-
tive theorization across European rural contexts.

In conclusion, this study reinforces the importance
of perception-led, place-based strategies in addressing
rural marginality. By foregrounding the voices of local
administrators, it offers actionable insights for designing
policies that are both territorially embedded and socially
responsive.
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APPENDIX

1. T would like to begin by asking for a brief, general
description of the territory you administer. Could
you please specify its name, geographical location,
and province? I am also interested in knowing if it
is part of a national park or nature reserve and, if so,
what specific constraints or regulations apply. Final-
ly, could you provide the approximate population?

2. Regarding local services, I would like to inquire
about their importance, presence, and the communi-
ty’s level of satisfaction with them. Specifically, I am
interested in:

i.  Education.

ii. Healthcare services, including hospitals, local
health authorities (such as Azienda Sanitaria
Locale - ASL), community health centres, social
assistance services, and pharmacies.

iii. Which is the nearest urban centre that offers a
comprehensive range of services? I would also
like to know the typical distance and travel time
to reach it.

iv. Transportation infrastructure, such as train and
bus services, and the condition of the road net-
work.

v. The role of tourism. Is it a significant sector in
the area? If so, what is the availability of accom-
modation and dining facilities? vi. The presence
of commercial services and amenities, such as

10.

11.

12.

13.

supermarkets, postal services, banks, tobacco-
nists, and clothing retail.
vii. Recreational, sporting, and cultural facilities,
including cinemas and community centres.
Could you describe the social fabric of the commu-
nity? Furthermore, I would like to know if there are
significant or established immigrant communities
residing in the area.
Regarding safety and security, what is the general
perception within the community? Are there any
specific safety concerns I should be aware of?
I would like to inquire about the quality of the local
environment and the state of the landscape.
From your perspective, what would you identify as
the main challenges, resources, and strengths of this
territory?
Do you observe specific challenges or difficulties
faced by particular socioeconomic groups, such as
young people, women, or immigrants? If such chal-
lenges exist, I would like to know if any specific poli-
cies or interventions have been implemented to sup-
port these groups and, if so, what they entail.
In relation to the municipal administration, I would
like to ask if you consider the available human
resources to be sufficient. Furthermore, are they ade-
quately trained to meet the current and future needs
of the municipality?
Focusing on the agricultural sector, I would like to
understand the main difficulties faced by local farm-
ing operations. On a related note, I am interested
to know if there is a presence of young farmers or
entrepreneurs who have chosen to remain in and
invest in the local agricultural economy.
I would like to inquire about demographic trends.
Have you observed a tendency towards depopulation
in your municipality? If so, I am interested in learn-
ing about any strategies or specific projects, such
as the ‘One-EuroHouse’ initiative, that have been
implemented to counteract this trend.
Regarding sustainable development, I would like to
know if the municipality has received public fund-
ing for related initiatives. If so, do you consider this
funding to be sufficient to achieve your objectives?
In your opinion, what actions or policies could be
suggested to further improve the quality of life in
this area?
Finally, I would like to explore the perspective of
young people. What do you believe are the primary
reasons that motivate young people to remain in the
municipality? Furthermore, what arguments would
you use to persuade young individuals or families to
move here?
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