
Chapter 7
Participatory Research on Heritage-
and Culture-Based Development:
A Perspective from South-East Europe

Janez Nared and David Bole

Abstract The objective of the chapter is to highlight the relevance and implemen-
tation of culture- and heritage-led regional and local development in South-East
Europe.By implementing the participatory researchmethodology at twomajor events
in Europe, we analysed the practitioners’ views on the topics of culture- and her-
itage-led development. Our results showed that culture and heritage are characteristic
and unique and could provide a distinctive added value for regional development as
a branding tool, a factor of motivation, community empowerment and a strong ele-
ment of local identity. Although protection is an important issue in cultural heritage,
it should be complemented by education, identification, tourism and development,
especially by fostering the economic potentials reflected in increased tourism flows
and resulting multiplier effects. Culture and heritage are deeply embedded in a local
context, so local communities must be closely involved in themanagement structures
and their views and requirements must be considered. Participatory planning of such
sites is welcomed since it includes “negotiating” solutions horizontally and vertically
with the main planning goal of making positive changes in local communities and
integrating both perspectives (conservation and development) to achieve sustainable
futures.

Keywords Culture · Heritage · Development · Economic potentials · Participatory
research · Sustainable development

7.1 Introduction

South-East Europe is rich in cultural heritage, and its varied culture is still strug-
gling with its own development path and transition to a post-socialist and post-
war economic era. To tackle this problem, the European Commission launched the
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South-East Europe Transnational Cooperation Programme that addressed culture as
an important part of the sustainable development of the entire region (Nared et al.
2014).

Culture and cultural heritage can be seen as a development factor, as they can be
used in various ways to contribute to the quality of life in individual communities.
Their economic potential is reflected in increased tourism flows and resulting mul-
tiplier effects, in regional marketing and branding, as well as having an important
role in education, identification and image (Nared et al. 2013). As said by Graham
(2001, p. 1006), cultural heritage

… is an economic resource; one exploited everywhere as a primary component of strategies
to promote tourism, economic development and rural and urban regeneration. But heritage
is also a knowledge, a cultural product and a political resource and thus possesses a crucial
socio-political function.

In a wider context, local culture is an important component of regional develop-
ment, and its protection and development must be closely integrated with planning
and developing the entire region. The initial development resource represented by
local culture must be evaluated and a great deal of knowledge, creativity and inno-
vation must be invested into it in order to gain the developmental benefits for the
community. Culture-based development relies on local actors and their relations and
is an intricate combination of a primary source (local culture) together with the
human and social capital of the region or the local community (Bole et al. 2013). As
other authors have determined (Bigaran et al. 2013; Šmid Hribar and Ledinek Lozej
2013), culture can only be an initial development resource if it is suitably evaluated,
negotiated and implemented by a myriad of different stakeholders.

According to the recommendations set out in the Convention (1972), heritage,
similarly to culture, should be included in the community life. However, it is impor-
tant not to exceed the carrying capacities or threaten the authenticity of the area
or monument (Ringbeck 2008; Ruoss and Alfarè 2013; Iliopoulou-Georgudaki and
Alfarè 2014) and to ensure that the measures do not reduce the exceptional universal
values of a specific protected monument. In this way, managing cultural and heritage
sites combines both protection and development, each having its own specificities,
which calls for integral planning of the cultural heritage sites. This requires constant
interactions among the involved stakeholders, which demonstrates that the partici-
pation process is of utmost importance (Nared et al. 2013, p. 359). Foremost, the
participatory process should be a bottom-up process taking place in real planning
areas and solving real issues (e.g. Alfarè and Nared 2014; Nared 2014), whereas it
might be supplemented by a participatory research that binds experts and practition-
ers in searching for more general and strategic solutions.

Our initiatives supported the development process in South-East Europe by tack-
ling both issues mentioned above. We studied the relevance and implementation of
culture and cultural heritage in regional and local development, andwewere involved
in the participatory planning at the broader scale. The lattermeant carrying out partic-
ipatory research for guiding development models, strategies and recommendations
in the entire South-East Europe. Since the local cases are often very specific and thus
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difficult to transfer to other areas, participatory research-driven results that involve
stakeholders and experts from the entire South-East Europe and beyond could be
more useful and internationally relevant. To this end, we present the results achieved
within two participatory processes, the first taking place in Cetinje, Montenegro and
the other inHeraklion, Greece. Both considered the local culture and cultural heritage
as factors of local and regional development. In addition to presenting the outcomes
of this research, we wish to reflect on the positive and negative aspects of carrying
out participatory research with experts and practitioners. We believe this will be ben-
eficial not only to those interested in culture- and heritage-based development, but
also any other researchers who are enquiring into a participatory or any other kind
of action research.

There are many studies focusing specifically on the role of cultural heritage in
economic development (the latest being Dümcke and Gnedovsky 2013; Tudorache
2016;Kouřilová andPělucha 2017). TheEuropeanCommission (2014) followed suit,
establishing that cultural heritage and cultural activities are seen as having signifi-
cant economic and social impacts, not just through cultural tourism, but also through
fostering cultural and creative industries. Culture-based development has become a
buzzword in many cities, towns and regions where new development strategies and
new growth are sought (Tubadji 2012). Large flagship culture and cultural heritage
projects are often central to this kind of development with museums, exhibitions,
festivals and similar activities, all falling under the scope of cultural tourism. Yet
some studies show that large-scale cultural projects do little for new development
if they are not positioned into the existing local context and supported by the local
practitioners and community (Grodach 2008, 2010). Sacco et al. (2013) provided a
critique of culture- and heritage-led development initiatives and of researchers taking
an either overly instrumental, over-engineered or parochial attitude towards it. In con-
trast, they propose that culture-led development should be based on negotiating the
economic and social conditions that enable the culture to be performed and executed
through the proper strategic coordination with the local economy and community
(2013). We consider participatory research to be a way to facilitate this coordination,
mainly because the final objective of a participatory research is not only to gain new
knowledge but also to facilitate the local communities and practitioners with open
debates about developmental, societal and other issues (Bole et al. 2017).

However, up to now, these open debates have been underrepresented and rarely
used for policy advice and policy recommendations. The chapter tries to fill this gap
and provides the explanation on how a participatory research can lead to coordinated
and consented solutions in the field of culture- and cultural heritage-led development.

The aim of this chapter is to analyse the practitioners’ views on the topics of
culture- and heritage-led development. To this end, we have formed the following
research questions tackled by the participatory research:

1. What is the role of culture and cultural heritage in sustainable development?
2. How to reflect the uniqueness and non-renewable character of cultural heritage?
3. Which are the economic potentials of cultural heritage and culture in general?
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4. What is the proper territorial setting for fostering cultural heritage and culture?
5. Which are the lessons learned from the South-East Europe Programme perspec-

tive?

7.2 Method

The research was conducted in the area covered by the former transnational coop-
eration programme South-East Europe with two transnational cooperation projects
(CHERPLAN and SY_CULTour), which dealt with the planning of cultural heritage
sites and the development of cultural tourism in rural areas.

The participatory research took place in the scope of two international confer-
ences, one taking place in Cetinje, Montenegro (Fig. 7.1), attended by 31 experts
from nine countries, and the other in Heraklion, Greece, attended by 137 experts
from 11 countries. In this type of research, the methodological question arises as to
which groups of persons should or must be involved, especially in view of the fact
that different groups have developed different knowledge in the area under study
(Bergold and Thomas 2012). We identified three types of participants:

Fig. 7.1 Workshop is Cetinje, Montenegro. Photograph Janez Nared



7 Participatory Research on Heritage … 111

• The first type was the participants whose involvement was pivotal and were invited
directly because the participatory process would not be sensible without their
knowledge. These were mainly professionals and practitioners in culture-led and
heritage-led development, its management and planning. They included also pol-
icymakers, representatives of responsible agencies and organisations (UNESCO,
responsible ministries of national states, planning authorities, etc.).

• The second participant type was those who expressed an interest in cooperating
themselves since they have been involved or are interested in this kind of develop-
ment. The sessions were open to the public and those participants applied to be part
of this research. They were mostly members of certain NGOs (culture, heritage,
tourism), representatives of territorial authorities (regions, local communities).

• The third type was researchers and academics. They were either steering the pro-
cess as facilitators and were involved from the beginning or were invited to the
interactive sessions because they were experts in certain fields.

Overall, we believe that the participant selection adhered to the fundamental prin-
ciples of conducting this kind of research (Bergold and Thomas 2012): we achieved
a balancedmix of researchers and practitioners (co-researchers); and second, by hav-
ing an open-door policy and enabling participants to “register” to the events, we did
not exclude anyone or any kind of knowledge (in the case of the Cetinje conference,
a number of external was rather limited).

From the methodological side, we decided to carry out the research with a smaller
interactive session with all the participants (workshop). In both cases, the partici-
pants participated in the interactive sessions led by the preselected facilitators. The
participants at each conference were divided into groups and each designated facil-
itator spent half an hour with each group covering a specific topic. After half an
hour, the facilitators switched, so that each group had a chance to provide their opin-
ions and policy recommendations for each of the topics. In this way, we ensured
that each individual or group had a voice and a chance to express their knowledge
in a comfortable setting. In the end, the facilitators consolidated the answers and
presented them in the plenary session, which also provided room for corrections if
anyone felt they had been misunderstood. In addition, presenting the results of all the
groups enabled us to draw some conclusions and identify how the discussed fields
interlinked together. This is very important because the research process has to be
self-reflective and different perceptions of the new knowledge should be negotiated
among the participants (Bergold and Thomas 2012).

The research design proved useful, as it enables everyone to have a voice on the
issue; furthermore, as the same questions were repeated from group to group, the
facilitator is able to augment the questions according to how the discussion develops
and to verify the gained results in the following group. The main prerequisites for
this kind of research are suitable spaces for the group discussion and that facilitators
understand the aim of the research and raise the right questions. It is also desirable
that they have sufficient expertise in the field they are discussing. As shown by the
results, some facilitators reoriented the questions in a way that suited their mindset
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or past research experience, which did not always contribute to the coherence of the
process.

Despite these limitations, the performed research provided well-calibrated results
that support the analytical part of the research, as well as provide important inputs
into policy-oriented recommendations.

7.3 Results and Discussion

The following section presents the final results as discovered and “negotiated” by
the participants at the two conferences. First, we present their answers to the five
research questions; second, we discuss the wider implications of the participatory
research and policy approaches in culture- and heritage-led development.

7.3.1 The Role of Cultural Heritage in Sustainable
Development

When dealingwith cultural heritage and sustainability, several issues arise, like defin-
ing a development path and related problems, as well as defining the objectives, the
drivers of development and the specific territorial level at which the problem should
be addressed. As confirmed by the participants, a partnership among all the relevant
actors is of crucial importance and must be understood as an approach or methodol-
ogy and not as a solution. It can be designed in an objective way and measured by
indicators. Furthermore, an important factor in providing sustainable development
using cultural heritage is the definition of the problem and the objectives. The various
actors that make up the partnership namely have different expectations, knowledge,
interests and capacities, which might result in completely different goals and defini-
tions of the problem.

Although they may have all the competencies to steer the development, various
territorial levels differ in jurisdiction over the related matter and there may also be
discrepancies between their development visions and the visions of the inhabitants
and the private sector. It is also necessary to make a decision regarding the concrete-
ness of the strategies and plans as well as their time span. In general, national and
regional authorities should take responsibility for the long-term strategic planning,
and however, this should be closely coordinatedwith the aspirations of the local com-
munities that strive for short-term results and solutions that lead to a higher quality of
life for the inhabitants. This should help define a long-term path that can be applied in
small and short-term steps, guaranteeing constant and visible progress. This finding
can be correlated to Kotter’s eight steps for institutional change that among others
clearly underline the short- and long-term wins that each activity/process should try
to achieve (Kotter 1996). The planning should be integrative, so as not to raise con-
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flicts and to respect the needs of all the sectors and all the social groups. Networking
and the participative process are of crucial importance here to focus the views and to
define an acceptable and adequate development vision; they also enable overcoming
the deficiencies of each individual group (for more detailed positive effects of the
participatory process, see Nared et al. 2015).

7.3.2 The Uniqueness and Non-renewable Character
of Cultural Heritage

The main characteristics of cultural heritage are integrity and authenticity, both indi-
cating the unique character of cultural heritage sites as well as other intangible forms
of culture. Therefore, when applying development measures, one of the first steps is
determining what we would like to protect and how flexible we are at taking these
measures. As explained by the participating experts, there are numerous classifica-
tions of cultural heritage, but are often incomplete, and there is a constant fear of
losing important heritage with its increasing commercialisation and commodifica-
tion (Bunten 2008). Another threat to cultural heritage is a lack of the financial assets
needed to preserve it and the interest of the owners to use their properties according
to their aspirations. To enable both protection and development, context-dependent
solutions must be developed that reflect the characteristics of each specific area, its
heritage and possible development paths. Limits have to be found that ensure the
proper maintenance of cultural heritage and that are also flexible enough to enable
development where it does not contradict the most unique elements of the heritage.

7.3.3 The Economic Potentials of Cultural Heritage

Even though the aim was to explore the economic potentials of cultural heritage
beyond tourism, the experts were continuously eliciting tourism as the most obvious
and most effective economic use of cultural heritage. The central focus is on the
cultural heritage’s embeddedness in a specific territory that cannot be reproduced.
It is not transferable elsewhere and it thus guarantees a rare economic asset. On the
other side, the demand is almost unlimited, as the tourism sector and the number of
tourists constantly grow.

The wider benefit of tourism is also the multiplier it creates for a local economy
by boosting production and new jobs in the local food and handicraft sectors, the
revitalisation of areas and other connected activities. It also broadens the group of
people benefiting from the visitors, which is especially important for people who
had not been involved before. At the same time, the efficient management of cultural
heritage sites must be ensured so as not to exceed the carrying capacity of an area
or a monument and particularly not to stimulate hit-and-run tourism that might have
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negative consequences in the longer term. To prevent hit-and-run tourism, cultural
heritage sites should strive to balance tourism and heritage conservation, clearly
defining the limits and possible solutions and thus avoiding unfavourable impacts on
cultural heritage (Ruoss and Alfarè 2013).

However, as observed in Idrija (Slovenia), cultural heritage does not only influence
tourism, but can stimulate economic relations through the values and intrinsic culture
not only for the cultural sector, but well beyond through openness, creativity, export-
orientedness, etc. (Urbanc et al. 2012; Nared et al. 2013; Nared et al. 2014; Zorn
et al. 2015).

An additional asset that cultural heritage and culture offer is that the recognition of
an area or a specific cultural heritage object enables branding. Uniqueness is econom-
ically attractive, meaning private investors can use cultural heritage for branding, and
however, the communitymust control the use of the brand to prevent its inappropriate
use. Not only brands for marketable products are based on cultural heritage, but also
those for regions, cities andother locations (Nypan2008). The local economycan also
be boosted through a reinforced connection of the products to places, which fosters
identificationwith the product. A particular label can be used to ensure quality control
and the origin. Some revenue might also return to a community to be invested into
protection and conservation, e.g. the case of Saaremaa vodka using typical windmills
from Saaremaa Island (Estonia) as the company’s brand and investing some of the
revenue into the renovation of the windmills (Eppich et al. 2013).

7.3.4 The Territorial Setting for Fostering Cultural Heritage
and Cultural Values

Despite the fact that the importance of individual territorial levels differs fromcountry
to country, the participants agreed that there is a huge divide among the needs at the
local level and the regulation and funding mechanisms at the level of the European
Union.

The local level is the one that could ensure bottom-up processes, and the local
leaders could make a difference if they were able to acquire sufficient legal and finan-
cial power. The voluntary sector and local activists can also be an important driver of
development at the local level, often successful without the need to raise funds. Com-
pared to other territorial levels, the local level can be effective in networking, creating
local partnerships and engaging the volunteers. Local initiatives include local knowl-
edge and human potential. This result is in accordance with similar research, where it
was found that certain social groups, such as the elderly, see small-scale heritage-led
tourism as a tool for the community building and strengthening social ties within
the area (Bole et al. 2017). Similarly, Scheyvens (1999) observed positive impacts
on the social and personal empowerment of tourism in local communities, which
reaffirms the need to involve the voluntary sector and local initiatives in heritage-
and culture-based development.
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Higher territorial levels frequently hold a decisive power in both legal andfinancial
terms, but are often detached from the local needs. Bureaucracy and abstractedness
at the European and also national level often hinder local projects. Thus, some more
power should be devolved to local levels; the national and regional strategies must
fully support the local level as well.

The mismatch between the functional and administrative region can also be an
additional hindrance to the effective implementation of projects and would require
effective territorial governance by interlinking various territorial levels and a greater
flexibility in the decisions.

7.3.5 Lessons Learned: A Perspective from South-East
Europe

Culture and cultural heritage are important assets that provide income and jobs by
fostering tourism and related activities, although they are often neglected by the
central governments. This result is also in accordance with other research, where
culture was found to improve social cohesion and renew interest in the preservation,
interpretation and knowledge of the local culture and cultural heritage (Richards
2007). This calls for an optimisation of the resources and the human and social
capital, which can be achieved with a capitalisation and transfer of successfully
implemented projects and methodologies, a better communication and presentation
of the positive results, as well as with the engagement of volunteers (e.g. elderly,
youth), which ensures their social inclusion and at the same time decreases the cost
of the projects.

In territorial terms, better cooperation must be ensured among all the territorial
levels. It is also crucial to educate the decision-makers about the effects and the role
of culture and cultural heritage in the development of an area.

7.3.6 A Reflection and the Wider Implications of This
Research on Future Heritage- and Culture-Based
Development

We believe that this research puts forward at least two major considerations. The first
one is connected to the object of the research. The results reiterate the notion that
heritage- and culture-led development should be positioned in a local or regional con-
text and encompass a diverse range of stakeholders. These not only include cultural
workers, heritage conservation-related experts or development and tourism experts,
but also the local community, specific social groups within it and the NGO sector.
This diverse set of stakeholders is necessary to create a framework where preserva-
tion and development go hand in hand, just as in the case of ecotourism development
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(Scheyvens 1999). This diversity of the involved stakeholders is extremely important
to ensure that the “developmental aspect” respects the local culture and preserves
the cultural heritage. Vice versa, as shown in some other examples, reviving certain
activities for economic gain can also revive certain old knowledge and heritage. There
is a good example from Slovenia, where the community of Črni Vrh has revived flax
production as a tourist product, sparking renewed interest in the younger population
to learn about this almost forgotten and disappearing form of cultural heritage (Bole
et al. 2017). Additionally, the results showed that practitioners do not instrumen-
talise culture and heritage in local development initiatives, which was the criticism
of certain initiatives by Sacco et al. (2013). Instrumentalisation, which considers
culture and heritage statically as “something out there” to be used to solve a certain
problem (Ilmonen 2015) is overly simplistic. It seems that the method used in this
research, where the results were negotiated through a series of workshops, enabled
the participants to go further and recognise not just the material, but also the non-
material developmental capital of culture and heritage (social cohesion, community
empowerment, intergenerational dialogue, etc.).

The second reflection concerns the method and its possible use in culture- and
heritage-led development. Although the aim of our study was more academic in
nature, we believe that participatory methods are very suitable for the future plan-
ning of this kind of development. As already explained above, culture- and heritage-
led development is much too complex and transdisciplinary to be carried out with
traditional planning methods. In our case, the participants came from various back-
grounds and this participatory method enabled them to discover the broader frame-
work of culture- and heritage-led development. This meant that they were challenged
to negotiate rather than “defend” certain notions and thus avoid the traditional conflict
between the ideas of conservation on one side and development on the other. Sec-
ond, participatory planning inherently engages the local community from the very
start of the process, meaning that development is more in-tune with its expectations
(Mahjabeen et al. 2009). Moreover, it is not possible to plan sustainable development
without taking into consideration the cultural processes at the everyday, micro-level
(Ilmonen 2015).

Our results partially confirm Nasser’s four objectives of the synergy between
heritage and development (2003, p. 477):

• The need for long-term planning (the participants in our research corroborated that
long-terms goals should be set, but with short-term steps at the local level);

• The need to protect heritage, since it will be degraded if over-exploited (the par-
ticipants corroborated this statement);

• Change and development are necessary (the participants see culture and heritage
as a possible tool for this change);

• Equitable access to heritage and culture resources by the local community and
visitors (the participants especially emphasised the role of local communities and
vulnerable groups within it).

Our research did have certain limitations, which we have to acknowledge. Our
experience was that the process should bemoderated in an unbiasedmanner, or to put
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it simply, the workshop moderators should be listeners and not speakers. This is an
unusual position for researchers, because of their traditional role as “wise outsiders”.
Additionally, this is a long-term process that cannot yield instant results. Getting the
right mix of participants is crucial and it can take months to ensure the heterogeneity
of the participants. For instance, in Heraklion, we had enough time to invite the
interested public and NGOs, while in Cetinje, the selection was more limited. The
human input in the organisational matters is also substantial, making this approach
quite time-consuming.

7.4 Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to analyse the practitioners’ views on the topics of
culture- and heritage-led development and to provide an explanation of how a par-
ticipatory research can lead to coordinated and consented solutions in this field.
The participants of this research both in Heraklion and in Cetinje came to similar
conclusions that development and heritage can be complementary. The negotiated
results from the workshops showed that long-term strategies of culture- and heritage-
led development at the policy level should be implemented by short-term concrete
implementations with participation from the local communities (not forgetting the
disadvantaged groups). They also recognised the economic and non-economic ben-
efits of this synergy and the uniqueness of each heritage site and each local culture,
rendering uniform and all-embracing plans impossible. They concluded that this
kind of development is not possible without respecting the needs and capacities of
the local communities and reconfirming that not just economic, but also social and
human capital are needed tomake and realise the plans of culture- and heritage-based
development.

They also pointed out certain shortcomings regarding current heritage- and
culture-based development. First is the lack of cooperation between the territorial
levels and the national and supra-national levels, which are often detached from the
needs of the regional and local levels. Second, if local communities and their cultural
specificities are not involved, the threat of commodification and further damage to
heritage sites due to a lack of protection or overuse is real.

A participatory planning of such sites is thereforewelcomed, since it includes “ne-
gotiating” the solutions horizontally (between different participants, those interested
in preservation, development or something else) and vertically (between the national,
regional or local level of representation). The main planning goal should focus on
making positive changes in the local communities by integrating both perspectives
(conservation and development) to achieve sustainable futures.
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