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Abstract Regional Creative Capacity (RCC) is a dynamic research topic that integrates
authentic creativity, indigenous knowledge, innovation, entrepreneurship, and networking.
RCC is a valuable tool for regional policy makers to achieve economic growth, tourism
development, and social cohesion in peripheral areas. Cultural Associations, especially in
remote areas, serve as “authentic organizations” related to local culture and traditions that
support regional uniqueness, identity, and authenticity, and foster creative capacity through
various cultural activities (non-typical museums, local cultural events and festivals, revival of
customs, rituals, gastronomy, craft etc.). Nowadays, tourists are increasingly seeking
“authentic” cultural tourism experiences that require active participation and co-creation in the
community’s customs and manifestations. Therefore, cultural associations can be examined
within the broader perspective of creative tourism. The purpose of this paper is to investigate
whether the dynamics of cultural associations can function as a mechanism to encourage
creative tourism in peripheral communities, using four creativity criteria: people, process,
product, and environment. The study also aims to examine networking opportunities of
cultural associations based on three criteria: administrative, spatial and functional, and to
propose novel local creative tourism networks. The qualitative research method employed is a
case study approach with structured observation, document analysis, and in-depth interviews
with nineteen Cultural Associations in the Regional Unit of Rodopi in Northern Greece.
Research findings reveal a strong potential for the development of creative tourism in the
broader area with highlighted perspectives and options for further action, while emphasizing
the need for networking of cultural associations.

Keywords cultural associations; creative tourism; networking; peripheral areas; development

1. Introduction

Creativity as an important factor in the development and prosperity of an area, is consid-
ered to be a dynamic research topic. Creativity elements like knowledge, innovation, network-
ing, and entrepreneurship have grown in importance as significant tools in local development
policies, especially for peripheral and rural areas, both at the international and European levels
[1-9]. In this context, the concept of “Regional Creative Capacity” (RCC) was developed as a
result of research on the relationship between creativity and space. The term “Regional Crea-
tive Capacity” refers to a region’s ability to generate knowledge, which enables innovation and
the spread of creative activity, while ensuring the viability and sustainability of the process.
Cultural industries are recognized as a vital, ever-growing, and highly dynamic component of
Regional Creative Capacity. In recent years, they have been more and more at the forefront of
academic research and local development policies, serving as vehicles for urban regeneration
and regional growth [10].

Traditional cultural industries, based on tangible and intangible cultural and rural heritage,
are especially important for local economic development and social cohesion, as they can act as
poles for attracting visitors and as sources of income and employment opportunities for resi-
dents [11,12]. The conservation of tangible and intangible local cultural assets is facilitated by
cultural associations, which are described as “authentic organizations” [13] committed to local
culture and traditions, particularly in remote rural areas. A region’s cultural identity, social in-
clusion, and local development may be promoted through the creative activities of cultural as-
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sociations, which also symbolize and reflect the uniqueness and authenticity of the place
[14,15]. Modern travelers increasingly seek “authentic” cultural tourism experiences, that in-
clude interactive creative activities based on local customs and cultural expressions. Conse-
quently, creative tourism might incorporate creative activities of cultural associations which can
promote a sustainable small-scale cultural tourism product that offers an authentic travel expe-
rience along with an educational and creative experience of the traditional culture of the area
[16,17].

This paper explores the potential for creative tourism development in peripheral areas us-
ing the Regional Creative Capacity approach, arguing for its ability to enlighten the relation-
ship between space and creativity. Cultural associations are investigated as key factors shaping
the regional creative capacity and as contributors to tourism development in peripheral areas of
Greece. Cultural associations are directly involved in local cultural and tourism development,
organizing educational events and attracting visitors, thus contributing to the community’s
economic development. More specifically, the paper examines whether cultural associations
can act as a mechanism to encourage creative tourism in peripheral communities using four
creativity criteria: people, process, product, and environment. The term “people” refers to the
work that creative people do for cultural associations, “product” refers to the creative activities
of Cultural Associations, “process” refers to the participation of tourists in the creative activities
of cultural associations, and “environment” refers to the infrastructure required for tourism
development. The study also aims to explore networking opportunities of cultural associations
based on three criteria: administrative, spatial and functional, and to propose novel local crea-
tive tourism networks.

A case study approach with structured observation, document analysis, and in-depth inter-
views was used as the research methodology. The study area included nineteen Cultural Asso-
ciations within the Regional Unit of Rodopi in Northern Greece. The research focused on the
Municipality of Komotini, an area dominated by the primary sector, unfavorable geographical
conditions, inadequate transportation infrastructure, limited access to markets, and lack of re-
sources and qualified human resources, but with rich cultural heritage and local traditions. Re-
search findings reveal a strong potential for the development of creative tourism in the broader
area with highlighted perspectives and options for further action, while emphasizing the need
for networking of cultural associations.

The paper is structured as follows. After the introduction, in Section 2, the review of the lit-
erature on the conceptual background of the research is outlined, to highlight the academic
debate on regional creative capacity, cultural associations, creative tourism, and networking,
and their role in local development in peripheral areas. In Section 3, the study area is briefly
described and the methodological framework is analyzed by use of a case study approach with
structured observation, document analysis, and in-depth interviews. In Section 4, the research
findings are presented to show whether cultural associations within the study area can contrib-
ute to creative tourism development and encourage networking opportunities for peripheral
communities. Finally, in Section 5, the conclusions are presented and discussed, and recom-
mendations are suggested for future research.

2. Literature Review: Conceptual background
2.1. Regional Creative Capacity and Cultural Associations

Creativity is characterized as a rather controversial, multidimensional concept, challenging
to measure [18]. Scientific interest in creativity is reflected in a wide range of approaches and
definitions in numerous scientific disciplines including Psychology, Education, Philosophy, So-
ciology, Theology, Linguistics, Technology, Economics, Business Administration, and Man-
agement [19]. One has to emphasize that creativity and culture are not the same concept. In
line with earlier studies, Gong et al. [20] conceptualize culture as “the transmission and crea-
tion of content and patterns of values, ideas, and other factors that can shape and mold indi-
vidual cognitive and behavioral tendencies”. Plentiful researchers have examined the relation-
ship between creativity and culture, using a range of independent variables, however, a number
of shortcomings appeared [20]. As Glaveanu et al. [21] indicate “creativity and culture are in-
tertwined: the former uses the signs and tools made available by the latter to produce new cul-
tural resources that go on to facilitate future creative acts”.
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The concept “Regional Creative Capacity” was developed to emphasize the relationship
between creativity and space. The term refers to the ability of each region to generate
knowledge, spread creativity, and disseminate innovation, while ensuring the viability and sus-
tainability of the process, knowledge usually measured by the values, culture, and traditions in
the region [4,22]. As a result, the ability to deploy the local environment and establish connec-
tions with local culture and traditions can be a key competitive advantage for regional devel-
opment. Since consumers are gradually getting less interested in mass-produced goods, empha-
sis on authenticity is thought to be more appealing [23]. People prefer to interact with authen-
tic communities that have distinct features, so the unique characteristics of the place can be
capitalized in a strategy for local economic development. Thus, the creative capacity of a re-
gion consists of regional uniqueness features such as heritage, traditions, and social characteris-
tics, that are often promoted by local cultural associations or organizations, when endowed
with a certain level of creativity [22,24].

As Hooper-Greenhill et al. [25] point out, cultural associations are thought of as organiza-
tions where creativity thrives when people are encouraged to think differently, spread new ide-
as, and create innovative products [26]. Cultural organizations through their programming and
activities, especially when tailored to the specific conditions of economically, socially, and geo-
graphically disadvantaged communities, generate positive economic, social, and environmental
externalities that surpass initial perceptions. They have a considerable impact on a number of
economic sectors like transport, catering, accommodation, and tourism, thus contributing to
the creation of dynamic ecosystems that enhance the attractiveness of territories and their eco-
nomic development [27]. Both in academic research and development policies, cultural indus-
tries, such as museums, art galleries, theatres, festivals, etc., are regarded as vital elements in
fostering regional creativity [28]. Cultural associations are a particularly promising part of cul-
tural industries since they constitute institutions with the acknowledged mission to preserve, in-
terpret, and disseminate knowledge, and to educate the public about culture, history, science,
and the environment [13,29]. Cultural associations aim to contribute to the preservation of
tangible and intangible cultural heritage by acting as “non-typical museums” (photography
collections, traditional tools, costumes, archives, etc.), venues for traditional cultural expressions
(local cultural events and festivals), channels for the dissemination of localities (customs, rituals,
religious acts, gastronomy, etc.), and as links for promoting the region’s historical past through
a variety of workshops (crafts, sewing, etc.).

Cultural associations can provide social and cultural benefits through the protection and
preservation of the community’s cultural heritage, the collection and dissemination of tradi-
tional cultural assets, the promotion of local history and culture, as well as the facilitation of
community participation in cultural events and educational activities [30,31]. Their role is to
familiarize residents and visitors with the local history and culture and to encourage creativity
through relevant activities. Cuultural associations may contribute to the enhancement of creativ-
ity and inspiration, the recognition and understanding of the unique cultural elements of local
communities and various cultures, the creation of a sense of pride among the inhabitants of
their community, and in general the motivation of active citizens [32]. Despite their unique
qualities, the majority of cultural associations are of limited size, especially in remote communi-
ties, often having financial difficulties, that confine their capacity to communicate their creative
activities with a wider audience of visitors and to participate fully and effectively as advocates in
policymaking processes [33]. Even if creative activities of cultural associations have an im-
portant development potential, this has to be materialized in socioeconomic outcomes, often
relying on the communities’ ability to offer effective tourism initiatives that draw tourists and
benefit from the income generated. This entails the need for coordinated strategies that capi-
talize on synergies that engage cultural associations, tourism stakeholders, and local community
authorities, in order to pursue creative tourism agendas incorporating differing priorities of the
various stakeholders involved [34]. In recent years, international and European development
policies have acknowledged the link between culture and tourism. While cultural and creative
sectors are supported by tourism-generated income, creative and cultural industries have the
potential to support tourism through forms of creativity and learning experiences [34]. In this
context, traditional cultural industries based on tangible and intangible cultural heritage, like
cultural associations, have the potential to promote creative tourism and can be used as a tool
for local well-being and revitalization.
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2.2. Creative Tourism in Peripheral Areas

Creative tourism is considered a sustainable form of tourism where authentic experiences
provide an alternative to mass tourism patterns and co-creation is critical in planning and con-
sumer learning and creative experiences [35,36]. The main objectives of creative tourism in-
clude promoting interaction between visitors and locals, as well as active creative activities mo-
tivated by the region’s endogenous resources (location and people) [37]. The European project
EUROTEX which sought to promote crafts through tourism, served as an example for this
idea [38,39]. The term “creative tourism”, coined by Richards & Raymond [38], 1s used to de-
scribe tourism that relies heavily on visitors’ active participation. Rather than being merely ob-
servers, visitors actively participate in, respond to, and co-create the overall experience. They
also actively learn about the places they visit and use this knowledge to develop their own skills
[40]. The term quickly gained popularity and grew more specialized as a result of the for-
mation of courses and workshops, conferences, and seminars [40—42]. Tourists have the op-
portunity to learn more about local traditional customs in various fields such as arts and crafts,
spirituality, nature, sports, design, gastronomy, health and healing, and languages [38].

The rather narrow definition of “learning” experiences primarily introduced by Richards &
Raymond [38] was largely outpaced by the concepts and activities associated with creative
tourism long ago. In his seminal study, Richards [43] argues that the relationship between cre-
ativity and tourism reflects the daily lives of tourists who wish to engage in creative acts during
their visit. According to Richards & Marques ([16], p. 4) creative tourism “now includes a wide
range of creative experiences in which the ‘creative’ content can be _foregrounded or used as a ‘creative backdrop’,
and i which the level of tourist and ‘local’ involvement in the production of the experience can be high or low”.
The methods of creative tourism actually used involve interactions between travelers, service
providers, and the local community, all of which gain from the collaborative process by ex-
changing ideas and skills. Consequently, creative tourism, as defined by Richards & Marques
([16], p. 4), includes:

- A creatwve means of using existing resources;

- A means of strengthening identity and distinctiveness;

- A form of self-expression/discovery,

- A form of edutainment — education a self-realization and education;
- A source of “atmosphere” for places;

- A source for recreating and reviving places.

Four types of creativity approaches in the tourism sector are often used in the literature:
people, product, process, and environment. The participation of creative individuals focuses in
“creative class” activities, the creative products are used as tourist attractions, the creative pro-
cess 1s considered through visitors’ involvement in creative activities, while local amenities and
facilities are considered to be part of the environment [43—45]. Tourists often prefer to get a
wide range of services that offer a variety of options and experience opportunities, where expe-
rience in tourism is described as “what people experience as tourists” ([46], p.1). Numerous initiatives
in the field of creative tourism are increasingly incorporating into their process local customs
and traditions, knowledge, and lifestyles, along with additional features of the local environ-
ment and culture of places [47]. This place-sensitive development option links creativity to the
place and creates genuine experiences related to the location. The authenticity and uniqueness
of the local characteristics and qualities are often found in peripheral/rural areas, and these are
the key elements that create memorable tourist experiences.

Therefore, travelers who want to actively participate in cultural life and create cultural ex-
periences alongside local communities, especially in peripheral regions, often choose creative
tourism [48]. Place-based specific characteristics are valuable sources of creativity, as well as
strategic components for fostering innovative projects with local resonance in the field of crea-
tive tourism. When viewed holistically, a place includes its physical surroundings, cultures, in-
tangible and tangible heritage, and the local population [49,50]. By linking places and visitors
in the co-creation of differentiated experiences, creative tourism challenges local communities
to act as placemaking agents in the coproduction of territorial amenities, and can therefore be a
useful tool to complement local development strategies in peripheral areas, once it has the abil-
ity to engage local communities and generate territorial benefits [51].

Peripheral areas are recorded at the global, national, regional, and local levels [52]. It is
challenging to provide a generalized definition of peripherality since the concept can be inter-
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preted from a spatial, economic, social, and political approach [53]. The term is frequently de-
fined in geographical terms, with reference to the distance of an area from a central point or
the limited accessibility of the area to the center [54—58]. A region’s remote location typically
results in limitations to its development in terms of market access, investment, lack of innova-
tion, entrepreneurship, competitiveness, etc. In the international literature [59-61], social, cul-
tural, historical, and political factors are also introduced (e.g., quality of institutions, govern-
ance, trust, etc.) in addition to geographical factors. Some peripheral areas have significant
historical, socio-economic, and cultural roots, while others emerged as a result of political and
administrative decisions. Peripheral areas are characterized by underdevelopment and share
common characteristics [62] such as economic activities that are typically based on natural re-
sources (agriculture, livestock, fishing, minerals), less favorable geographical conditions and in-
adequate transport links, lack of resources, skilled human resources, and more.

The terms “peripherality” and “marginalization” are occasionally closely related, because
they both refer to a situation that may result from unfavorable environmental, cultural, social,
economic, and political conditions [63]. At this point, it is important to emphasize that the
concepts of peripherality and rurality are distinct. Despite the fact that the concepts of rurality
and marginalization are often used interchangeably, rural areas are not always peripheral or
marginal places, whereas peripheral areas can include both rural and urban areas. Peripherali-
ty can be used to assess a region’s potential for economic and social development, but it cannot
establish whether a region qualifies as a rural area [64].

Although peripheral areas have several disadvantages, they often have significant natural
resources and a rich cultural and historical heritage, with uniqueness and authenticity of local
traditions [24,65,66]. In this context, peripheral areas have the opportunity to reevaluate their
role in establishing a comparative tourism advantage, since their characteristics may present
new opportunities [67]. Isolation and decentralization may emphasize the serenity and
uniqueness of the local environment, culture, and quality of life. The countryside offers the pos-
sibility of being in contact with nature and the traditional way of life and may serve as the basis
for both a unique cultural heritage experience and a new “community-based” development
model [68]. Furthermore, the importance of networking for the preservation and evolution of
creative industries like cultural associations, is also acknowledged in academic research and
development policies on the creative economy, particularly in peripheral areas.

2.3. Cultural Associations’ Networking

The term “network” is used in many contexts and has a variety of meanings, including rela-
tionships between individuals, or groups in a community or region, and between communities
and regions, club activities, company cooperations and contacts, governance mechanisms, or
institutional modes of exchange [69]. A network can be defined as a set of established social re-
lations, of varying degrees, between interdependent actors, where individual units do not exist
in isolation, but are instead constantly defined in relation to other units. That 1s, the network is
a set of nodes, e.g., individuals, groups, organizations, and concepts that are connected by stra-
tegic links and ties. The main characteristics of a network are its informal, collaborative, spon-
taneous, and multi-level character, voluntary participation, lack of physical boundaries, and the
existence of both formal institutional interconnections and informal relationships [69,70].

Networking is used as a tool in development strategies and has a special impact on regional
growth since it fosters connections between individuals, groups, and regions. Networking is vital
for enhancing the local development capacity because it plays a prominent role in managing
resources and business uncertainty, it facilitates the diffusion of innovation, creativity, the ex-
change of experiences, and good practices. Additionally, it encourages cooperation, the crea-
tion of a trusting environment, sharing of knowledge and skills at all levels and can result in
economies of scale [71,72].

Creative clusters [73,74], creative cities [75], cultural hubs [76], creative spaces [77], crea-
tive milieux [78], and creative ecosystems [79], are just a few of the ways that the networking of
creative industries evolves. Despite the complexity of networking, all these concepts come to the
same conclusion: connections and interactions among active individuals benefit society by
turning a variety of inputs into advantageous outputs. Spatial-based local networking is re-
garded as essential for small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) because it fosters
knowledge integration, creative thinking, and business expansion. In the tourism sector, the
tight interconnection between attractions, services, transportation, information, and promotion
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emphasizes the necessity for networking and collaboration [80]. Especially for peripheral areas,
networking is considered a key development tool, where links and interactions are formed with
the main purpose of exchanging knowledge and practices, with an emphasis on tacit knowledge

[22,69].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Area

The Municipality of Komotini, in the Regional Unit of Rodopi (NUTS III), in the Region
of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace (REMTh) located in Northern Greece, has been selected as
the study area to highlight the proposed methodology. In particular, settlements in the Munic-
ipality of Komotini with a population of less than 5000 inhabitants were chosen for this study
because, according to the literature [65,81,82], these are classified as peripheral areas. The
Municipality of Komotini shares borders with Bulgaria to the north, the Regional Unit of
Xanthi to the east, the Regional Unit of Evros to the west, and the Thracian Sea to the south.
The Municipality of Komotini consists of three Municipality Units, namely, Komotini (1),
Aigiros (2), and Neo Sidirochori (3) (Figure 1, Table 1).

/
Figure 1. Administrative Structure of the Municipality of Komotini.

Table 1. Administrative Structure & Population of the Municipality of Komotini.

Municipality = Municipality Unit Population 2011 Population 2021

Komotini 60,648 60,160

o Aigiros 3493 2870
Komotini

Neo Sidirochori 2778 2213

Total 66,919 65,243

The Region of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace is one of Greece’s weakest regional econo-
mies, as it records low performance in GDP per capita (10,908 Euros for 2020), ranking in the
12th place out of the 13 Greek regions according to the Hellenic Statistical Authority (EL-
STAT) [83]. The regional economy is dominated by the primary sector (agriculture, fishing,
livestock); however, the proportion of secondary and tertiary industries is also significant, de-
spite the absence of dynamic knowledge and innovation-intensive sectors. Particularly, the
tourism industry performs poorly, with the majority of visitors arriving in the coastal areas of
the Region during the summer. The area has a rich cultural heritage (tangible and intangible)
with an abundance of archaeological sites, monuments, and museums, a wealth of folklore tra-
ditions, local festivals, and folk events [84].

3.2. Methodology

The aim of this paper is to investigate whether cultural associations can serve as a mecha-
nism to promote creative tourism in peripheral areas, by use of qualitative research tools ap-
plying four creativity criteria: people, process, product, and environment [43—45]. “People” re-
fers to the work of creative people in cultural associations, “product” refers to the creative ac-
tivities of Cultural Associations, “process” refers to the participation of tourists in creative activ-
ities of cultural associations, and “environment” refers to the infrastructure required for the
proper functioning of tourism development. The study also aims to examine networking op-
portunities of local cultural associations using three criteria: administrative, spatial and func-
tional, and to propose novel local creative tourism networks. The methodology includes sec-
ondary and primary research (structured observation, document analysis, and in-depth inter-
views).
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Secondary research was carried out to explore the “environment”. An extensive recording
of the study area’s characteristics was held, including administrative and economic characteris-
tics, geomorphological elements, transport infrastructure and accessibility to public transporta-
tion services, tourism infrastructure, and development components of the area. Research was
also conducted to identify the creative and cultural industries and especially, the cultural asso-
ciations within the study area. The sources of secondary research information included: the in-
ternet (e.g., digital guides, online newspapers, social media) and document analysis (e.g., stud-
ies, published papers, official data sources, reports and statistical data, archives and documents
made available by regional and local administration authorities).

An empirical investigation was carried out as part of the primary research to examine the
remaining three creativity criteria, “people”, “product” and “process”, in order to conceptual-
ize and understand the dynamics of Cultural Associations in creative tourism development.
The research method used was the case study approach [85]. More specifically, nineteen cul-
tural associations in the Municipality of Komotini, in settlements of less than 5000 inhabitants
were investigated through primary field research with semi-structured in-depth interviews and
qualitative techniques used for the data treatment. [86,36]. The semi-structured interview was
based on a questionnaire consisting of twenty open- and close-ended questions, organized into
three sections. The first section consists of ten short-answer and/or multiple-choice questions
related to general information about the Cultural Association (name, year of establish-
ment/history, members, categories of fixed and cooperating contributors, categories of external
partners/suppliers, funding sources, promotion and marketing actions, innovation practices, its
role in the development of the region). In the second section of the survey, five open-answer
and Likert scale questions are included, that refer to the cultural association activities related to
creative tourism, the participation of the local community and tourists, networking synergies
(formal and informal) with local bodies, and other relevant cultural industries. The third section
includes five questions about the respondent’s demographic characteristics (age, gender, profes-
sional status, level of education, studies related to the arts, experience in the field).

The category “people” is largely based on Florida’s theory on the creative class, defined as
“people in design, education, arts, music and entertainment, whose economic_function is to create new ideas, new
technology and/or creative content” ([4], p. 8). In this research, the term “people” is further expanded
and adapted to local characteristics, local traditions or expertise, authenticity and uniqueness of
the peripheral/rural area and focuses on local traditional knowledge. Thus, in addition to the
core of creative professions (art, drama and music teachers, dancers, choreographers, literature
teachers, designers, etc.), this analysis includes people (professionals or not) who are engaged in
activities related to the local traditional knowledge such as local gastronomy, traditional handi-
crafts, social practices/rituals, local dialects [37,87].

The term “process applies to motivation, perception, learning, thinking and communicating” ([88], p.
308). In this study, “process” refers to visitors taking part in creative activities of cultural associ-
ations. In the context of creative tourism, travelers look for destinations that offer access to set-
tings and opportunities for creative activities [89]. The development of creative tourism in pe-
ripheral and rural areas is to be based on the relationship between place and identity, with spe-
cial attention to the process that emerges from tourists and local culture, traditions, and crea-
tive activities [87,90]. Tourists have the opportunity to learn about and engage with local tradi-
tional practices in various fields and gain the experience of the unique identity and authenticity
of the area.

The category “product” refers to the creative activities of cultural associations. These activi-
ties were identified and classified according to the taxonomy pattern proposed by Richards &
Raymond [38], Richards & Marques [16], and the UNESCO [91] classification of cultural
heritage. As a result of the analysis, nine fields and twenty-seven activities emerged (Table 2):

Table 2. “Product”: Taxonomy of Creative Activities of Cultural Associations.

Field Activity

Traditional dance classes

Traditional music classes
Arts .

Choir classes/Performances

Photography classes
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Table 2. (Continued)

Performing Arts Revival of traditions and rituals

Basketry workshops
Ceramic exhibitions/workshops
Wooden crafts exhibitions/workshops

Knitting exhibitions/workshops

Arts and Crafts L
Jewelry exhibitions/workshops
Flowers compositions exhibitions/workshops
Carving exhibitions/workshops
Glass exhibitions/workshops
. Painting exhibitions/ classes
Design

Sketch classes

Cooking Classes/Culinary Arts
Local Gastronomy Bakery Classes

Cooking Traditional Recipes

Dialect Local dialects workshop

Writing workshops (poems, fairy tales from local myths)
Spirituality Folklore workshops/conferences (manners, customs, popular events, other local activities)
Traditional games workshop
Nature (forest, lakes, rivers)
) Cultural heritage (archacological sites, monuments, churches, monasteries, castles)
Creative Routes/Walks )
Wine routes

Photographic routes

Sports Sports

The next step in the methodology was to build a database using four creative metrics about
the dynamics of cultural associations (Table 3) with more specified criteria (cultural/creative
profile, administrative elements, accessibility, tourism infrastructure, and networking). The
purpose of the database is to create a methodological tool to provide spatially organized infor-
mation to local tourism stakeholders (e.g., tourists, decision-makers, etc.) [92,93].

Table 3. Database of Cultural Associations.

Creativity Criteria Category Sub-categories

Name
People First Appearance (year)

Contact information (address, email, tel., social media)

Fixed and cooperating contributors
Product Number of members

Creative activities
Process Degree of tourist participation
Municipality
Municipality Unit
Village

Administrative Data

Population

Hotels (number of units/beds)

Rental Rooms (number of units/beds)

Environment Tourism Infrastructure

Campings (number of units/seats)
Total number of beds
Geographical distance from the capital of the Municipality (km)

Road network condition (Motorway/National Road/Provincial
Road)

Daily connection with public transport (Yes/No)

Accessibility
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The final phase in the methodology involved trying to attempt cultural associations net-
working based on their creative activities. The study investigates potential synergies among
Clultural Associations in order to build local creative tourism networks. Local networks are the
first step for the creation of wider functional networks for synergies at the regional, national, or
international levels. The potential creative tourism networks are suggested by introducing three
criteria:

- the administrative criterion: creative activities that take place in each municipality unit;
- the spatial criterion: creative activities with reference to accessibility;
- the functional criterion: creative activities that have the same content.

4. Results
4.1. Cultural Associations and Creative Tourism in the Study Area

The research findings demonstrate the importance of Cultural Associations to the growth of
settlements in the Komotini Municipality. Many Cultural Associations with a variety of creative
activities are located within the study area, however, the majority are still unexplored (Figure

2).

Traditional Dances
Cultural Association of Messouni Cultural Educational Association Pontian Cultural Association of

Revival of “Saint George and Kounies”

Cooking Classes

of Gratini “GRATINOS” Thrilorio “Kerasounta and Gars”

Traditional Games Creative Walks — Cultural Heritage Arts and Crafts

Cultural Folklore Association of Women Cultural Folklore Association of Women's Association of
of Mesi and friends of Karlikioti Women of Porpi Megalo Kranovouni “The

birth of the Virgin Mary”

Figure 2. Creative Activities of Cultural Associations of Municipality of Komotini.

People

The field research reveals that volunteer work and female participation are the two key
characteristics of the human resources of cultural associations. According to the fieldwork find-
ings, cultural associations are non-profit organizations with the aim to produce, preserve, and
disseminate cultural content. Each Association’s activities are managed by the Board of Direc-
tors, which consists of five to eleven locally elected members. The results indicate that women
over the age of fifty make up nearly 85% of the members. They do not receive any remunera-
tion for the services they provide, acting voluntarily. In terms of educational attainment, the
majority of the members have completed secondary education, while fewer have completed
higher education (32%). Furthermore, only 7% of respondents surveyed claimed to have a
university degree in a field associated with the arts or culture (e.g., museum curators, architects,
musicians). External collaborators such as choreographers, musicians, theater-music teachers,
and graphic designers, are employed for a small fee to carry out the creative activities in the
categories of arts, crafts, design, and sports.

The creative activity categories of performing arts, local gastronomy, dialect, and spirituali-
ty are of particular interest. The local dialects and spirituality workshops are carried out by el-
derly residents, who transmit local knowledge and traditions with the support of the Depart-
ment of Greek Philology at the Democritus University of Thrace, located at Komotini. Local
associations’ members, even though they lack formal culinary training, can conduct local gas-
tronomy workshops. Finally, the revival of customs is carried out by the associations’ members
with the assistance of local authorities (Region of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace, Municipality
of Komotini).
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Product

The following fields are where the creative activities of the cultural associations recorded in
the study area stand out: 1) Arts, 2) Performing Arts, 3) Arts and Crafts, 4) Design, 5) Local
Gastronomy, 6) Dialect, 7) Spirituality, 8) Creative Routes/Walks and 9) Sports. Residents of
communities within the study area and members of the cultural associations participate in these
activities. The fields with the strongest dynamics are the Creative routes/walks (Nature, Cul-
tural heritage, Wine routes, and Photographic routes) with a percentage of 37.74% and the
Arts (Traditional dances classes, Traditional music classes, Choir, Photography classes) with a
percentage of 21.24%, while the field of Sports and Dialects registers rather low percentages
(2.65% and 1.77% respectively) (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Creative Activities of Cultural Associations in Municipality of Komotini.

Examining each activity separately, we notice that the activities with the most potential in-
clude: a) Traditional dances, b) Cultural Heritage and Nature routes/walks, and c) Folklore
workshops/conferences. The activities that have the least momentum include a) Revival of tra-
ditions and rituals, and b) Local dialect workshops, despite the fact that these activities are the
“heart” of the region’s authenticity and tradition. More detailed information about the creative
activities of Cultural Associations per settlement is recorded in Table 4.

Table 4. Creative Activities of Cultural Associations in the Study Area.

Name of Cultural Association (Population of Village)

Chultural & Folklore Association of Women of Aigeiros (924)

Educational and Cultural Association of Messouni (238)

Chultural Folklore Association of Women of Mesi and friends of Karlikioti (183)
Chultural Association of Women of Nea Kallisti “Agios Dimitrios” (391)
Ciultural Folklore Association of Women of Porpi (452)

Cultural Association of Fanari (490) X

Women’s Association of Megalo Kranovouni “The birth of the Virgin Mary” (149) X X

X X X X X |m=
X
X X
X
X X X |\

X X X X X X |e&

X

Folklore Cultural Association of Mesochori (119) X

Educational & Cultural Association of Women of Mikro Kranovouni “St. Panteleimon™ (159) X X
Cultural Association of Paradimi and Friends (434) X
Ciultural Educational Association of Gratini “GRATINOS” (365) X
Pontian Cultural Association of Thrilorio “Kerasounta and Gars” (894)
Cultural Association of Roditis (1018)

Ciultural Association of Karidia & Friends (357)

Ciultural Association of Women of Kosmio (922)

Ciultural Association of Friends of Pandrosos (115)

Chultural Association of Women of Agioi Theodoroi (491)

Educational Club of Neo Sidirochori (567)

X X X X X X X
X X X X
X X
X X
X X
X X
X X X X X X
X X X X X X X X X X
X X

Chultural Association of Pagouria “Profitis Helias” (542) X

Note: 1. Arts; 2. Performing Arts; 3. Arts and Crafts; 4. Design; 5. Local Gastronomy; 6. Dialect; 7. Spirituality; 8. Creative routes/walks; 9. Sports.
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Process

“Process” refers to the participation of tourists in creative activities of cultural associations.
Based on the research findings, the types of tourists who attend creative activities of cultural
associations fall into the following categories: foreign higher education students who visit the
area through educational programs, e.g., Erasmus, secondary education students from schools
in the broader region, the rest of the country or abroad as part of educational excursions in the
area, members of other cultural associations from other parts of Greece and abroad (Bulgaria,
Romania, Hungary, Turkey) and retirees from public Elderly Protection Centers of Greece vis-
iting on an excursion the area. It is important that the connection between tourists and cultural
associations does not occur within the context of an organized tourist package or promotion by
the local authorities but through personal acquaintances of the members of cultural associa-
tions. Tourists have the opportunity to interact with and co-create cultural content during the
execution of creative activities, and via this process, they can learn about local history, customs,
and traditions.

Environment

“Environment” incorporates the characteristics of the study area (administrative data, tour-
ism infrastructure, and accessibility) that encourage tourism development. Regarding Adminis-
trative Data it should be noticed that twelve out of the nineteen settlements recorded a popula-
tion decline from 2011 to 2021, emphasizing inadequate local development policies. Further-
more, over the same period, the rural center of Neo Sidirochori, despite being the capital of the
Municipal Unit, recorded a population decline of 33%, while the community of Mesi recorded
the highest drop in population (41%). The communities of Thrilorio, Kosmio, Pandrosos, and
Porpi had the lowest population decline, while the communities of Roditis, Karidia, and Fanari
showed a significant increase. Regarding tourism infrastructure, great inequalities in accom-
modation can be noticed, with a severe lack of lodging options. Twelve hotels are established
within the Municipal Unit of Komotini, all of which are located in the city of Komotini. There
are no accommodations found in the rest of the Municipal Unit’s settlements. The same pat-
tern is observed in the Municipal Unit of Aigiros, where all four hotels and forty-one rental
rooms are located in the Fanari settlement, along with one camping with 180 seats, a pattern
that can be attributed to the socio-economic characteristics of tourists visiting the area. Finally,
there are no accommodations listed at the Municipality Unit of Neo Sidirochori. Regarding
accessibility, the majority of Cultural Associations are dispersed in rural settlements throughout
the study area. Fanari in Aigiros Municipality Unit, located at a distance of 31 km from the
capital city, is the outmost location of the Cultural Association, while Karidia in Komotini Mu-
nicipality Unit is the nearest settlement at a distance of 4.1 km from the capital city. The ma-
jority of the settlements are connected by provincial roads, while fourteen settlements have dai-
ly public bus connections to the Komotini capital city.

4.2. Cultural Associations’ Networking in the Study Area

One of the goals of the study is also to explore networking opportunities of cultural associa-
tions using three criteria: administrative, spatial and functional, and to propose novel local cre-
ative tourism networks. As already mentioned, cultural associations actively shape and promote
local cultural heritage through creative activities and enable tourists and visitors to engage with
the authenticity and uniqueness of a place. Based on the analysis and taking into consideration
all of the aforementioned factors (administrative data, tourism infrastructure, accessibility),
people, product, process, and environment, eight cultural associations within the area demon-
strate a high level of creative potential, four have medium level and the remaining seven have
low level (Figure 4).

A network is a structured form of collaboration in order to accomplish common goals and
provide a variety of benefits for its members [94,95]. Networking of cultural associations based
on common attributes (such as creative activities or geographical proximity) offers the potential
for synergies among tourism and culture local stakeholders. In addition, academic literature in
tourism emphasizes that networks can bring perceived benefits for host communities and their
residents, such as innovation, knowledge sharing, local expertise integration, coordination and
collaboration, destination development, and a sense of belonging [96-98].
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Cultural associations’ synergies based on specific criteria can create opportunities for novel
local creative tourism networks. We examine three criteria of networking:

a) the administrative criterion;
b) the spatial criterion;
¢) the functional criterion.

a) Examining the administrative criterion, we notice that there are significant variations in
the networking options of cultural associations. The Municipality Unit of Komotini gathers the
majority of cultural associations (ten), in the Municipality Unit of Aigiros there are six cultural
associations, while only three are found in the Municipality Unit of Neo Sidirochori (Figure 5).
Networking based on administrative criteria could serve as a marketing tool to promote more
synergies and cooperation between cultural organizations and regional stakeholders. Komotini,
the capital city of the Municipality, gathering the majority of stakeholders (business planners
and policy makers), may encourage more cultural associations through spillover effects. Cultur-
al organizations in the Municipality Units of Aigiros and Neo Sidirochori show stronger dyna-
mism than those in the Municipal Unit of Komotini (e.g., Cultural & Folklore Association of
Women of Aigeiros, Educational and Cultural Association of Messouni, Women Cultural As-
sociation of Agioi Theodoroi). This benefits all areas, given that the cultural associations with
the strongest potential can act as regional accelerators through the exchange of knowledge and
information. Therefore, it is essential for local strategies and policies to take into account the
specific characteristics of each area.
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b) Examining the spatial criterion, we notice that the area has weak connectivity and acces-
sibility. Although the majority of cultural associations are located close to the capital of the
Municipality, some are located in remote areas that are challenging to reach, due to geomor-
phological reasons (e.g., Gratini, Pandrossos, Fanari, Mesi). The main problems are poor road
conditions (mainly provincial roads) and inadequate public transportation links, where several
settlements lack daily public transportation connections. Thus, it is suggested to create networks
within a 20-minute travel zone radius by local buses, which could improve the connectivity of
cultural associations and lead to the establishment of novel creative routes (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Networking based on the spatial criterion.

c) Considering the functional criterion, we notice that some creative activities can develop
dense networks such as the arts, spirituality, arts and crafts, and creative routes/walks, while
other activities develop sparse networks such as dialects, gastronomy, and sports (Figure 7).
Connectivity-based activities could present a wide range of creative tourism opportunities and
serve as a marketing tool for further network synergies and collaborative projects. These net-
works may bring together other types of local bodies, such as local businesses in the fields of
gastronomy, handicrafts, and performing arts, as well as stakeholders in tourism, local govern-
ment, and innovation. In addition, since the majority of creative activities of cultural associa-
tions take place from October to May, these networks can promote winter tourism, thus elimi-
nating the barrier of seasonality.
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Figure 7. Networking based on the functional criterion.
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Figure 7. (Continued)
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study explores the potential for creative tourism development in peripheral areas using
the regional creative capacity approach, arguing for its ability to explain the relationship be-
tween space and creativity. Academic researchers and regional development policy makers
support and promote strategies designed to boost the cultural and creative sectors and work to
ensure that culture is incorporated into public agendas and policies related to education,
economy, environment, urban regeneration, social cohesion, public health and welfare, and
international cooperation. While there has been a significant amount of academic research on
the economic and social impacts of the creative-cultural industries in urban areas, the relevant
literature for peripheral rural areas is rather limited. However, peripheral areas, despite being
typically less developed and dependent mainly on agricultural activities, often have a rich cul-
tural heritage and engage in activities that are rooted in the traditions and history of the place,
define the identity of the place, and include various fields like music, the arts, theater, local
events, cultural events, etc. Creativity and cultural heritage could be considered the “key” to
the regeneration of peripheral communities, because they may boost local economic potential
and vitality, encourage and promote tourism, and provide new development perspectives.

The role of cultural associations as a key factor in influencing regional creative capacity and
enhancing tourism development in peripheral areas 1s examined in Greece. More specifically,
the purpose of the study is to investigate whether the dynamics of cultural associations can act
as a mechanism to promote creative tourism in Northern Greece’s peripheral communities us-
ing four creativity criteria: people, process, product, and environment. The main goal of the
study 1s also to investigate networking opportunities of cultural associations based on three cri-
teria: administrative, spatial and functional, and propose novel local creative tourism networks.

Research findings reveal a strong basis for the development of creative tourism over the
study area, highlight opportunities for further action, and emphasize the value of networking.
Cultural associations in the settlements of Komotini Municipality are a dynamic sector for
tourism development in the area. A total of nineteen cultural associations with various creative
activities (arts, performing arts, crafts, design, local gastronomy, dialect, spirituality, creative
routes/walks, and sports) were identified throughout settlements with less than 5000 inhabit-
ants. The majority of their staff were women who work on a volunteer basis.

It is noteworthy that local knowledge, history, customs, and traditions are passed on from
one generation to the next by elderly locals who may not represent the typical Florida’s “crea-
tive class”, as is often the case in urban centers. Tourists’ visits to cultural associations and their
capacity to engage and co-create with the authenticity and uniqueness of the place facilitate the
creative process. However, it was observed that the connection between tourists and cultural
associations does not occur within an organized framework for the promotion of tourism, but
rather through personal acquaintances of the members of each cultural association. Finally, the
environment is a critical element that could support the development of tourism and the opera-
tion of cultural industries. However, less favorable geographical conditions, inadequate
transport links, limited tourism infrastructure, lack of resources, and shortage of skilled human
resources were recorded within the study area.

Cultural associations exhibit vibrant cultural and artistic vitality, support a wide range of
creative activities, and preserve the local identity, customs, and tangible and intangible cultural
heritage. They could serve as significant contributors to local creative tourism development ini-
tiatives. However, peripheral areas continue to face several obstacles and need an ev-
er-intensifying engagement with creativity and embodied participation of local stakeholders to
encourage and support creative tourism and shape the identity of the traveler in the context of
creative tourism. The study emphasizes the need for an effective framework for managing cul-
tural and tourism resources, the establishment of an official body for the coordina-
tion/organization/management of the region’s creative capacity, and the creation of transfer of
traditional knowledge and networking channels.
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