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1. INTRODUCTION

egional disparities become ever more relevant as economic, social, and demographic divides

deepen between areas. Investment and growth tend to flow to urban areas, while rural or
former industrial regions are left with population decline, unemployment, and income inequality.
These divides were further exposed (Leach et al., 2020) during the COVID-19 pandemic, with
differences in healthcare, digital access, and economic resilience laid bare.

This research aims to study existing literature concerning regional inequality, internal migration,
and income inequality, and their connection as contributing factors to, and effects of, regional
inequality. Through a research of academic discourse on these interlinked variables, the present
study aspires to determine major trends, motivations, and consequences of regional disparity.
To align with this aim, three research questions (RQs) have been generated: RQ1: What role do
economic and demographic indicators play in shaping regional inequalities? RQ2: What are the
most common methodologies used in the regional inequity related papers? RQ3: To what extent
has the focus on economic data in regional inequality studies overshadowed the consideration of
environmental and social factors in policymaking?

The literature on economic growth and inequality highlights the complex relationship between
regional disparities, economic development, and spatial dynamics. Barro and Sala-i-Martin (1991,
1995) provide foundational insights into regional convergence, where poorer economies grow faster
than richer ones, reducing income disparities over time. Their analysis of U.S. states and global
data reveals conditional convergence, influenced by factors such as education and government
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policies. The inverted-U Kuznets curve (Kuznets, 1955) complements this discussion by suggesting
that inequality initially rises during industrialization but declines as economic growth becomes
more widespread, a framework widely debated and expanded upon by subsequent studies.

Krugman’s (1991) core-periphery model and theories of economic geography further emphasize
spatial dynamics, showing how increasing returns to scale, transportation costs, and market demand
concentrate economic activity in core regions, often at the expense of peripheral areas. Briilhart
and Sbergami (2009) extend this work by examining agglomeration’s role in economic growth,
supporting the Williamson hypothesis that agglomeration drives growth in early development
stages but can lead to diminishing returns in mature economies due to congestion effects. They
also stress the varying impact of agglomeration in open versus closed economies.

With conflicting empirical results influenced by methodologies, research periods, and geographic
location, the argument over regional convergence versus divergence is still ongoing (Armstrong,
1995; Marques & Soukiazis, 1998). Theoretical and empirical contributions highlight the necessity
of complex strategies that take into account trade dynamics, economic development phases, and
regional differences in order to successfully reduce inequality.

The structure of this paper is as follows: it begins with a literature review, providing an overview
of key concepts and previous research on regional inequality, income disparities, and internal
migration. This is followed by a detailed methodology section, outlining the research design and
data collection approach. This paper employs a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodol-
ogy, incorporating both the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) and PEO (Population, Exposure, Outcome) frameworks, to ensure a compre-
hensive and structured examination of the relevant literature. Additionally, a mapping study was
conducted to analyze and outline the current academic landscape within this field, providing a
broad overview of existing research trends and gaps. Next, the results are presented and analyzed
to highlight significant findings related to regional disparities. Finally, the paper concludes with
a discussion of the implications of the findings and a conclusion summarizing the study's contri-
butions and suggestions for future research.

2. METHODOLOGY

This article uses a systematic literature review method on the topic of regional inequality. Systematic
literature reviews vary from further literature reviews in their method to reducing bias and providing a
complete analysis of research. While traditional literature reviews, often found in research introductions
and discussions, may be influenced by selection bias—favoring major studies and those aligning with
the authors' opinions—systematic reviews seek to identify all relevant studies addressing a specific
question. This includes both positive and negative findings, even those published in lower-impact
journals. The methodologies for selecting studies in systematic reviews are designed to ensure a bal-
anced and unbiased summary of the literature, thereby improving the overall quality and reliability of
the findings (Kitchenham et al., 2009; Bartucz et al., 2023). The research questions of the paper are:

R1: What role do economic and demographic indicators play in shaping regional inequalities?
R2: What are the most common methodologies used in the regional inequity related papers?

R3: To what extent has the focus on economic data in regional inequality studies overshadowed
the consideration of environmental and social factors in policymaking?
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For preparing a methodological and transparent SLR, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews (PRISM A) recommendations were used in this review (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). Using
the PRISM A method, the paper ensured a consistent, peer-accepted methodology that employs a
guideline checklist, which was used during the preparation of this paper (Briner & Denyer, 2012).
This method improves the quality assurance of the analysis process and guarantees its replicability.

In order to be able to find an answer to the above-mentioned research questions, the research used the
SLR method. The data, which in this case were the related articles, were collected from the Scopus data-
base. During the keyword selection process, the research took into consideration the most predominant
synonyms and substitutes for regional inequality-related terms. These keywords were subsequently
arranged according to the Population, Exposure, and Outcome (PEO) framework (Mammun et al.,
2021). Although this model is frequently used in health disciplines (Moola et al., 2015), it provided a
qualitative framework for planning and carrying out this study's keyword search (Buics et al., 2024).
Following this approach, the keywords listed below were identified and utilized in the study.

Table 1. Keywords according to the PEO framework

Population Exposure Outcomes

regional inequality income inequality regional policy

regional development demographic differencies economics

regional disparities population movement development
internal migration

Source: Own research

Keyword combinations were utilized in the Scopus database with the aid of Boolean operators to
produce more complex and effective search results. These combinations were structured according
to the developed PEO model. The following inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied:

In order to receive more complex types of effective search results, Boolean operators were used
in the Scopus database, with keyword combinations. Combined these according to the developed
PEO model. The below presented inclusion and exclusion criteria was used:

1. Only articles should be included as documents.

2. The articles must pertain to the fields of social, environmental, economics, business and
management sciences.

The articles do not need to be freely accessible.

The articles must be written in English.

The articles must have been published between 2014 and 2024.

The source type should exclusively be journals.

Only articles that are in the final stage of publication should be considered.

The articles must be relevant to the research question.

NN kW

The initial keyword search yielded 357 articles, which were subsequently narrowed down to 130
articles. In the following chapter, the specific steps and processes employed to implement these
criteria, including the screening and eligibility assessment, will be discussed in detail.

3. RESULTS

The following section presents the results, divided into two main subsections: the first is the bib-
liometric analysis, which provides a statistical overview of the research, while the second focuses
on the content analysis.
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3.1. Bibliometric Analysis

Following the final keyword selection using the PEO framework, the next step involves searching
databases for high-quality and relevant papers using the proposed source. Boolean expressions
are utilized to combine multiple Boolean values and logical operators (AND, OR, parentheses)
to construct more refined search conditions. The initial search in Scopus yielded a significant
number of 357 articles based on the following keyword combination: ("regional inequality" OR
"regional development" OR "regional disparities") AND ("income inequality" OR "demographic
differences" OR "population movement" OR "internal migration") AND ("regional policy" OR
economics OR development). These steps ensured a rigorous and systematic approach to identi-
fying and selecting studies for the review.

The following figure (Figure 1) illustrates the steps of the aforementioned PRISM A process, which
was conducted during the systematic review of the literature. In the initial stage, 357 studies were
identified from the Scopus database. Following the application of inclusion and exclusion criteria,
227 records were excluded. Subsequently, 130 studies were screened, out of which 20 additional
records were excluded. The remaining 110 studies were assessed for retrieval, but 5 reports could
not be obtained. As a result, 105 studies were evaluated for eligibility, during which 4 reports were
excluded. Ultimately, 101 studies were included in the final review. The figure clearly demonstrates
the entire process, highlighting the number of records excluded at each stage to ensure transparency.

[ Identification of studies via database ]
Identification Records identified from Scopus: Records removed by inclusion and
357 exclusion criteria:
n=227
v
4 ) Records screened: Records excluded:
130 n=20
SRR Reports sought for retrieval: Reports not retrieved
110 n=5
Reports assessed for eligibility: Reports excluded:
105 n=4
)
Included Studies included in review
101
-

Figure 1. SLR selection criteria based on the PRISM A method

Source: Qwn research

As it can be seen in Figure 2, the chart provides a comparative overview of the examined research
outputs indexed in Scopus from various countries. It highlights significant disparities in the number
of documents produced by different nations. Of the total 357 papers, nearly 19% originated from
China. Following closely is the United States, which underscores its long-standing position as
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a leader in academia and innovation. European countries, such as Spain, and Italy, make up the
next tier with notable contributions. At the lower end of the chart, Turkey and Australia also make
contributions, while Hungary ranks last among the listed countries, indicating comparatively lower
research output. Overall, this chart illustrates the uneven distribution of research contributions
globally, with clear dominance by China and the United States, while European countries and
emerging nations show varying but growing levels of academic engagement.
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Figure 2. Examined papers by country or territory
Source: Scopus

Figure 3 shows the annual publication trends of examined papers from 2014 to 2024, highlight-
ing significant fluctuations in research output over the years. Starting at a low point in 2014, the
number of publications increased sharply in 2015, reaching its first peak. However, a decline follows
between 2016 and 2018, with 2017 showing the lowest number of documents. The trend recovers
after 2018, with a substantial increase leading to a peak in 2020, which might be associated with
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, driving heightened research activity and a focus on
global challenges. A sharp drop is observed in 2021, possibly reflecting the shifting priorities or
delays in academic production caused by the ongoing effects of the pandemic. This chart reflects
irregular patterns in research output, possibly influenced by external factors like funding, global
priorities, or academic focus shifts. The overall trend demonstrates periods of both growth and
decline in publication activity.
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Figure 3. Examined papers by Year
Source: Scopus
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The distribution of 101 articles in the field of regional studies based on their Q classification and the
average H-index of the journals they were published in was analysed in depth. The majority of the
articles (56) fall into the QI category, with an impressive average H-index, indicating publication
in highly impactful journals. Q2 journals follow with 27 articles and an average H-index of 34.85.
Q3 contains 13 articles and Q4, the least represented category, has 3 articles. Notably, 2 articles
did not have a Q classification. To determine the quality classification of the filtered articles, they
were compared with the SCImago database, which provided the Q rankings for each journal. This
analysis highlights the prevalence of high-quality publications (Q1) within the examined dataset
and offers an overview of the corresponding journal impact through their H-index averages.

3.2. Content Analysis

This chapter presents the analysis of the research content. The methodologies of 101 articles
were analyzed and categorized into five groups: quantitative, theoretical, mixed, qualitative, and
comparative. According to the results, it is clear that the topic of regional inequalities is predom-
inantly approached using quantitative methodologies, which account for a significant 81% of the
articles. In contrast, theoretical methods constitute 9%, while mixed methods are employed in
5% of the articles. Comparative approaches represent 4% and qualitative methodologies just 1%
of the analyzed works. These findings underline the predominance of quantitative approaches in
the field, indicating these are the most appropriate when it comes to research on regional inequal-
ity. The following five categories of data were identified from the articles: Economic Indicators,
Demographic Data, Geographic Data, Social Indicators, and Environmental Data. Because the
studies were diverse, some papers used more than one data type. Economic data is used the most
frequently in the researched articles, apparently in 94 articles (93%). After the economic indicators,
the next in frequency line is demographic data, which can be found in 69 articles. Geographic
data appears in 61% of the researched articles, while social indicators appear in 47 articles (46%).
The least used data is environmental data, appearing in only 4 articles (4%). This distribution is
characteristic of a body of literature centered on economics and is to be expected for a subject
concerned with inequalities in economic development. Similarly, demographic and geographic
data are also very important as population data and spatial data both influence inequality. Unlike,
as a regional dimension, environmental issues have played a lesser role in the reviewed research,
indicating a potential need for environmental factor integration into regional disparity studies.

Almost half of the analyzed articles, 49 of them had the conclusion that outlined the need for better
policy interventions from the government side. These conclusions emphasized the need for state
involvement in designing targeted and effective policy remedies to promote equitable regional
development and, at the same time, reduce the aforementioned imbalances.

The analysis of articles published between 2014 and 2024 reveals a recurring conclusion: the need
for improved policy interventions. Studies from both the beginning (2014) and end (2024) of this
period consistently highlight the need for more operative regional policies, specifying that even after
a decade of research and discussion, these challenges continue largely unresolved. The persistence
of this recommendation gives emphasis to the persistent nature of regional disparities and suggests
that current policy measures have yet to produce significant progress in addressing these challenges.

Out of 101 articles that were analyzed more in-depth, 55 were missing a research question or
hypothesis, and 4 of them did not include a research goal. More than a few patterns and similarities
can be found in the research objectives of the analyzed articles. Many articles cover the related
topics of income inequality, regional disparities, and migration patterns; thus, these topics are
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characterized as issues of central importance to regional studies and have gathered high interest in
policy. One of the most noticeable themes is income inequality, covered in roughly 25-30 studies
where the focus is on this issue specifically. These articles are actually trying to find the causes
of income differences between all the regions, like Brazil, China, the USA, and Europe. E.g.,
"Regional income inequality in Brazil" (Bhering, 2024) and "What has caused regional income
inequality in China?" (Li et al., 2021) examine the socio-economic and structural influences on
income inequality in these settings. Another common focus is on regional disparities, with around
15-20 studies on this topic. These articles aim to find the differences between regions in terms
of demographic changes, socio-economic data and economic development. Another common
theme is migration, identified in approximately 15 studies, mainly the emergence of migration
as a factor influencing regional development and income inequalities. A number of publications
touch on the socio-economic implications of internal and inter-regional migration. These studies
highlight how migration patterns influence regional economies and contribute to inequalities.

Many studies concentrate on specific countries or regions, including China, the United States,
and European nations, while others provide global or multi-country analyses. Numerous articles
examine the connection between economic policies, government interventions, and regional ine-
qualities, such as "Development Policy Implications for Growth and Regional Inequality in India"
(Barua & Sawhney, 2015). Several studies adopt a historical perspective to trace long-term trends
in inequality and regional development. The year 2020 was analyzed in this section, as it had an
exceptionally high number of published articles compared to the other years examined between
2014 and 2024. The comparison of the articles (there were 17 articles from 2020) based on their
author keywords, methodologies, data types, conclusions, and methodology categories reveals both
similarities and differences across the studies. Among the 17 articles, 5 articles share a focus on
income inequality and its regional determinants. Out of the 17 articles, 14 studies employ quan-
titative methodologies, relying on techniques such as regression analysis, panel data models, and
spatial econometric methods. The geographic coverage of these studies also varies significantly.
Six articles focus on Asian countries, reflecting a strong emphasis on this region. Five studies
examine European regions, such as Turkey, Spain, and the EU, while four articles analyze regions
in the Americas, specifically the United States, Canada, and Argentina. Additionally, two studies
adopt a global perspective, analyzing trends across multiple countries or regions. This diverse
geographic focus highlights the global relevance of the issues discussed, such as income inequality
and regional disparities, while also addressing region-specific challenges.

The conclusion part of the above-mentioned 17 papers shows both frequent themes and unique
results. Seven articles conclude a persistence of regional income inequalities. Furthermore, five
articles lay emphasis on the critical role of policy interventions in addressing these inequalities.
In summary, the research objectives of the analyzed studies from 2020 converge around three
key topics: income inequality, regional disparities, and migration. Income inequality is the most
frequently addressed theme, followed closely by regional disparities and migration. While each
study provides unique insights into these issues, the overarching themes reflect their significance
in understanding and addressing regional inequalities worldwide.

The other year, which had an exceptionally high number of published articles compared to the
other years examined between 2014 and 2024, was 2022. The author’s keywords from 2022 reveal
both similarities and differences in the focus of the 14 articles. Six articles share a central focus
on income inequality, exploring its causes, implications, and patterns across different regions.
In addition, four articles emphasize regional development and disparities. These studies analyze
economic and social differences between regions. Another three articles focus on migration
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dynamics, addressing how migration patterns shape and are shaped by regional and economic
factors. The methodologies employed in the 14 articles reveal both shared approaches and unique
strategies. A significant similarity is that 12 articles rely on quantitative methodologies, utilizing
techniques such as regression models (e.g., pooled OLS, logistic regression) and spatial econo-
metrics (e.g., Moran's I, spatial filtering). These quantitative methods allow for precise analysis
of regional disparities, income inequality, and migration patterns.

4. DISCUSSION

The study addressed three research questions (RQs), providing insights based on the systematic litera-
ture review. The goal of this section is to answer them. RQ1: What role do economic and demographic
indicators play in shaping regional inequalities? Economic and demographic indicators appear as
vital drivers of regional inequalities across the analyzed articles. Economic factors, such as income
levels, GDP per capita, and employment opportunities, are repeatedly identified as critical factors of
regional disparities. The studies highlight how agglomeration effects in urban areas focus wealth and
resources, repeatedly leaving rural and peripheral regions last. Demographic indicators, like popu-
lation density, migration patterns, and age distribution, also play a fundamental role in influencing
regional inequalities by shaping labor market dynamics and access to services. To create fair policies,
the findings indicate that interventions should be tailored to specific regions. Initiatives that promote
balanced economic development by investing in infrastructure, education, and healthcare in less
developed areas may help reduce inequalities. Additionally, tackling demographic issues, including
an aging population and outmigration, necessitates focused efforts such as workforce development
programs and incentives for companies to establish operations in these underserved regions.

RQ2:What are the most common methodologies used in the regional inequity related papers? The
results evidence that quantitative methodologies lead the field, with 81% of the analyzed
articles using statistical models, spatial econometrics, and regression analyses to identify
patterns and test hypotheses. Quantitative methods offer data-driven visions, such as the
relationship between income inequality and migration or the effects of government policies
on regional development. However, depending heavily on quantitative methods could restrict
the comprehension of the contextual and qualitative dimensions of regional inequalities. On
the other hand, qualitative and mixed-method research, although not as common, provides
significant insights by examining the lived experiences and social interactions that contribute
to regional disparities. The variant methodologies significantly influence policy recommen-
dations. Quantitative studies are inclined to support broad, data-driven policy interventions,
while qualitative research highlights contextualized and community-specific solutions.

RQ3:To what extent has the focus on economic data in regional inequality studies overshadowed the
consideration of environmental and social factors in policymaking? The analysis highlights
a significant focus on economic metrics, as 93% of the reviewed articles include indicators
like GDP, income levels, and employment rates. Although these measures deliver essential
insights into regional inequalities, the insufficient attention to environmental and social
aspects represents a considerable shortcoming. Merely 4% of the studies directly consider
environmental factors, including pollution levels or sustainability practices, despite their
increasing importance in the context of regional development discussions.

In the same way, social indicators (e.g. trust, social cohesion, cultural identity) are underrepresented,
appearing in just 46% of the articles. This disparity indicates that contemporary policy decisions
might neglect significant non-economic elements that affect regional inequality.
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To bridge this gap, subsequent studies ought to embrace a more comprehensive approach that com-
bines environmental and social factors with economic assessment. It is crucial for policymakers
to acknowledge the interconnections among these aspects to create well-rounded strategies that
tackle the complex nature of regional disparities.

5. CONCLUSION

This study offers a systematic literature review discovering the main drivers and implications of
regional inequalities, with a specific focus on income disparities and internal migration patterns.
Guided by three research questions, the analysis gives valuable insights into the factors shaping
regional inequalities, the influence of methodologies on research findings, and the role of envi-
ronmental and social considerations in policymaking.

RQ1: Economic and demographic indicators play a pivotal role in shaping regional inequalities. Eco-
nomic factors, such as income levels, employment opportunities, and GDP per capita, are central
to understanding disparities, while demographic shifts significantly influence regional dynamics.
Policies aimed at addressing these issues must prioritize balanced economic growth for underde-
veloped regions to reduce disparities. RQ2: The review evidence that quantitative methodologies
lead the field, with 81% of the analyzed articles using statistical models, spatial econometrics,
and regression analyses to identify patterns and test hypotheses. However, depending heav-
ily on quantitative methods could restrict the comprehension of the contextual and qualitative
dimensions of regional inequalities. RQ3: The review highlights an uneven focus on economic
data, with limited attention given to environmental and social factors. This imbalance risks
overlooking critical dimensions of inequality, such as environmental sustainability and social
cohesion. Despite its contributions, the study has some limitations. First, the analysis took into
consideration exclusively one database, Scopus, which may have excluded relevant articles from
other sources. Second, the use of predefined keywords structured around the PEO framework
may have constrained the scope of the literature search. Expanding the search to include different
terms and additional databases could produce a more comprehensive understanding.

In conclusion, regional inequalities remain a pressing issue, requiring interdisciplinary approaches and
targeted policies to promote equitable development. By integrating economic, demographic, environ-
mental, and social perspectives, future research and policymaking can address the complex challenges
of regional disparities more effectively. This study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by
identifying gaps and suggesting pathways for more holistic and impactful research in the field.
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