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The Case of Cembra
Valley, Trentino, Italy

Our research focuses on
the Cembra Valley, a rural
mid-mountain area in
north-east Italy,
characterized by
depopulation and a lack of
adequate services.

The valley, "despite being
close to Trento, is
characterized as one of the
most peripheral valleys of
the province

Italian Regions

Trentino Alto Adige



Why vitality?

For many years growth (and scaling up) has been seen as the main economic goal, to be
reached by means of power differentials, increases in profit opportunities, and higher
competitiveness.

This approach has been driven by production governance choices that reflect a will to
exclude some groups from choices and actions of interest

It has caused significant failures in terms of disconnecting territories and their people
from what they might have valued in their life experience and their own wellbeing, given
the opportunity.

The prospect of economic vitality is a response to that reality and its observed impacts.

(Sacchetti and Sugden 2025)



Observed effects of failures in our economy:
“fragile” territories and value extraction

Economic policy
challenge

Aim

“Fragile territories” and "Inner areas" face significant challenges, including
economic decline, depopulation, and "community disaffection™ with their
territories. Low access to essential services is one of the indicators that define
these territories and areas.

The magnitude: 60% of the Italian territory and 25% of the population.

Development approaches that impose predetermined aims, exclude local
communities from defining what they truly value. Actions move communities
towards increasing performance on a set of given indicators. This ultimately
results in undesired aims and outcomes, such as dilapidation of the natural and
cultural heritage that is the same source of people monetary and nonmonetary
prosperity.

Our research provides a method to explore if and how Cultural Social Economy
Organizations (CSEOs) can counteract this by promoting vitality.



The Case of Cembra
Valley, Trentino, Italy

« geographical and social fragmentation: the valley is
historically split by the Avisio river, with two separate sides
and poor connections. As one local administrator
observed: "we are really two separate banks and the
difficulty is precisely the connection between the two
banks..." this division fuels a sense of local rivalry
(campanilismo).

* economic legacies: the economy relies on high-value
viticulture but also on porphry quarrying. the quarrying
generated wealth for a small group, but stakeholders noted
that the resulting enrichment was not translated into other
dimensions of development: "intellectual (cultural)
development was almost zero".

* the CSEO initiative: we examine the cultural association
Puntodoc and its “Contavalle - piccola rassegna del ri-
esistere" festival, which uses community engagement and
participatory methods throughout the year to identify
community concerns, issues of interest and transforms
these in festival activities.




The vitality of communities

Our analysis is framed by the concept of
“vitality,” defined in Sacchetti and Sugden
(2025) as the capability of a community to

identify or discover their valued aims (what

functionings among those available?,
following Sen 1992), and to coordinate
resources to move towards those emergent
aims, aware of what personal fulfilment and
the common good entails.
/

How vitality works: Vitality is activated
through inclusive processes of voice and
listening, which foster deliberation, shared
learning and "contamination" of diverse
experiences. This features enable the
production of net societal value (common

good) beyond private gains.




To assess the potential for vitality, our research addresses
three fundamental questions regarding the organization

The resea rCh and production of culture in remote areas:

* "Who controls culture?"
t' The identification challenge: Who has the right to
q U eS |O nS identify the valued aims and strategic direction?

t h at * "Who is culture for?"

The access challenge: Who are the direct
beneficiaries, and how are cultural services made

O pe rati O n a I ise accessible across the territory?

* "To what effects?"

Vita I ity The generative challenge: What are the broader

collective effects in terms of generating public
benefits and community value?



The method

We adopted a qualitative
case study approach
focusing on cultural
policy in Trentino and an
in depth case of the main
cultural festival of the
Cembra Valley. (This
study is placed in the
context of a broader
research on Trentino
Festivals and their
publics).

Data Sources: Data
collection spanned from
May 2023 to May 2024 .
For Contavalle, we
conducted interviews
with 17 key
stakeholders, including
local administrators, the
association's director,
volunteers, and
participatory theatre
actors Interviews ranged
from 20 to 90 minutes

Analysis: Interview
transcripts were
analysed and coded
using Atlas.ti software,
following a thematic
approach and an
abductive process—
allowing for a continuous
dialogue between
emerging data and
theoretical concepts to
refine the analysis



Our findings indicate how the Contavalle
festival operates as a "fluid and
cooperative community network"
(Puntodoc), challenging traditional models

Results — | o
Emergent aims: The festival is a flow, a
WhO CO ntrOIS "work in progress" that evolves based on

community needs and ideas.
culture?

Shared direction: Control is highly
collaborative, integrating artists,
volunteers, and leaders in defining
direction.



Results — Who is culture for?
(accessibility and process)

Process over product: Contavalle
prioritises the process of
involvement through activities like
community theatre. The value is in
the collective reflection and return
of a narrative, which is then used to
produce a theatre piece and
performance.

Authentic voice: The theatre
ensemble Omini uses a method of
deep, informal engagement, seeking
to create an "unfiltered, not-
without, schemes—that is, free
conversation, to bring out, then, the
most sincerity possible" from the
community?°,



Results — To
What Effects?
(Generativity
and vitality)

Downside: great effort and burden
on the lead organisers to dialogue
with multiple municipalities and
fundraise.

The festival acts as a "vitality platform" by fostering
dialogue, critical thinking, and relational goods, achieving a
"partial overcoming of territorial divisions"

Individual and shared empowerment: Participation
generates relational public goods and reinforces social
capital. For individuals, involvement is highly rewarding; as
one actress and association member stated: "It gives me
oxygen. It gives me lifeblood and oxygen, yes".

Combating decline: The association Puntodoc aims to "raise
the cultural bar." As an interviewee noted, these activities
are "fundamental because otherwise the already poor
social substratum is impoverished”



Discussion and policy implications

* The Contavalle case indicates that vitality can be
seen as an adaptive and emergent process of
voice and listening, supporting the discovery

function of valued aims.

* It has effectively identified the organisational
and artistic processes that lead to the bottom-
up discovery and identification of emergent

alims

* Bridge ﬁeographical and social distances:
initiatives, if designed for inclusion and
capability-buildins, can "redistribute cultural
bridge distances—not only
geographical but also social"” between people
and cultural venues?8. This is key for peripheral

Cultura
opportunities an
areas, where cultural services shoul

uaranteed in "multiple and remote
ocations"%.

be

* The activities complement the broader scope

of the enabling institutional framework
(Trentino cultural policy which promotes
culture and public-civil society engagement),

but without reflecting on diversity of processes
and modalities for associations and voluntaristic
organisations

* Prioritize discovery and process: Public support

may prioritize initiatives that share procedural
values of deliberation, intending to discover
aims and priorities rather than assuming them
as given

* Networks: Policies may suiport immaterial

resources (competences/skills) and funding, and
incentivise cultural networks, to enhance
contaminations across communities (to
overcome the risk of lack of stimula, to enrich
discovery of valued aims with other
perspectives).
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