
Silvia Sacchetti, Andrea Salustri
University of Trento (Italy), Sapienza University of Rome (Italy)

Firenze, 28-31 January 2026
SISEC conference

Researchers involved in the preparation of figures and data: Marco Di Stasio, Valentina Mustaffi. This 
research is part of a wider project on cultural vitality in Trentino, which was supported by Fondazione 
Cassa di Risparmio di Trento e Rovereto (Fondazione Caritro).

Art festivals from communities and for 

communities as a means to foster the 

vitality of territories? 

Evidence from the Trentino province



From the case of Trentino to 
a generalised interest in 
urban – rural issues

Our research focuses on the 
Trentino province, in north-
east Italy, characterized by 
both urban areas as well as 
rural-mid mountain areas, 
geographical and, in some 
cases, social fragmentation 
(“parochialism”).
Some of the peripheral 
localities are at risk of 
depopulation and a lack of 
adequate services (distance 
measured in time needed to 
reach specific services; SNAI). 



Vitality, applied to communities, is defined as: 

the capability of a community to identify or discover their valued aims (what functionings should people 
chose among those available to them?, following Sen 1992), and to coordinate resources to move 

towards those emergent aims, aware of what personal fulfilment and the common good entail 
(Sacchetti and Sugden, 2025).

In contrast:
Economic growth 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. 

This approach has been used also for cultural events by their organisations.

So, why vitality? The prospect of vitality is a response to that reality and its observed impacts.

Do festivals foster vitality, as defined above? (main research question)



The research questions and indicators that operationalise 
vitality
To assess the potential for vitality, our research addresses three 
fundamental sub-questions regarding  festivals and the way they 
organise the production of cultural events:

"Who controls culture?“

The possibility of discovering valued aims is  what defines 
vitality. We look for who has the right to identify the valued 
aims and define the strategic direction of cultural events.

"Who is culture for?“

We look for who are the direct beneficiaries, and how are 
cultural services made accessible across the territory?

"To what effects?“

Besides personal benefits, what is the generative capacity of 
festivals? That is , what are the broader collective effects in 
terms of generating public benefits and community value?

Control is measured through governance Indicators, specifically the legal form, which 
distinguishes between market-oriented and mission-oriented entities, and the degree of 
stakeholder inclusion, and strategic influence

Accessibility: geographic, social and cultural, economic. Accessibility is assessed via 
target Indicators, identifying whether the beneficiaries are local residents or tourists, the 
artistic "language" used, the pricing of events. 

Generativity is captured as the capacity of festival to generate a creative space, in terms 
of creativity, innovation and activation of opportunities and new activities. We use also 
relational Indicators, such as local and extra-local collaborations, the activation of local 
supply chains, the intensity of volunteer engagement, the creation of relational goods 
and community identity.

AIM: Our research provides a method to explore if and how cultural 

social economy organizations can promote the vitality of people and 

communities. 



The methods

We adopted a mixed-
methods approach

1. Mapping the festival 
population (67 festival with 
artistic contents)

2. Survey to festival 
organisations (36)
36 questionnaires were 
returned, 31 fully filled-in

3. In depth case studies 
focusing on cultural policy in 
Trentino and an in-depth 
case of 3 cultural festivals, 
one in a remote valley, and 
two in an urban center.

Data Sources:

- Survey among the people 
attending events (378 cases)

- Interviews (35) to multiple 
stakeholders (including local 
administrators, the 
association's director, 
volunteers, and participatory 
theatre actors) Interviews 
ranged from 20 to 90 
minutes

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

5. Surveys: descriptive and 
covariate so far.



Festival organisations survey 
(Mapped=67; Surveyed=60; Valid=36/60; Full= 31/60)
44 questions on:

Organisational 
profile

Geographical 
location and 

users

Cultural 
production and 

services (supply)

Organisational 
governance

Project capacity, 
competences, 

networks



Festival organisations’ profile

Participation in the survey: 36/60 (60%) total 
responses, with 31/60 (50%) fully filled-in 
questionnaires and 5 partially completed.

Longevity: Festivals in the sample have been active 
since the 1970s, but a major surge occurred starting in 
2000, with a significant peak in 2019 (representing 20% 
of the sample).

Legal Form: The sector is dominated by associations
(61.11%), followed by foundations and other third-
sector entities (11.11% each).

Social Enterprise: Only 16.67% of the organizations are 
formally configured as social enterprises, while the vast 
majority (83.33%) are not
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Festival economic sustainability

Primary financial expenditures 
(ranked priorities):

1st priority: salaries (50%) and 
Goods/Services (42%) 

…

5th priority (lowest): profit distribution 
(89%) confirming the non-profit nature 
and social orientation of these 
organisations.

Primary funding sources (ranked 
priorities): 

Public grants (70%): The backbone of the 

sector.

Private contributions (63%): The most 

common secondary source.

Commercial revenue (78%): Primarily a 

tertiary support stream (sales of 

services/goods).

The economic cycle: monetary flows connect funders and community

•.



Festival human resources 
and collaborations

Employment and volounteering: The sector relies mostly 
on contracted collaborations (94% of festival organisations) 
and volounteering (86%). Still: 

42% of organisations have at least one permanent 
employee.
31% have at least one fixed-term employee.

Membership: Organisational size is typically mid-range, 
with 50% having between 6 and 20 members and 27.78% 
having between 21 and 50 members.

Partnerships: 74% of festivals have operate in partnership. 
17% maintain four partners; extensive collaborations (>10 
partners) are rare. 

Network affiliation: Most organizations (69.44%) do not 
belong to second-level associations, though 30.56% report 
membership in "other" provincial or sector-specific 
networks.
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Results – who 
controls culture?

Who identifies 
valued aims? 
(who is vital?)

We analyse the actors shaping the 
cultural orientation of festivals 
(Scale 1–10).

We evaluate the “strategic” vitality 
of festivals by examining the 
balance between community 
needs, internal leadership, and 
external pressures (market and 
funders).



Governance indicators: The actors and forces shaping the strategic 
direction of festivals.

Stakeholder  
Influence

Mean (scale 
1-10) Response rates

Internal leadership 8.32
Strategic direction is largely a leadership issue. Highest concentration in the 7–9 range 
(78% total). Leading figures are the primary strategic drivers, though none reach the 
absolute 10.

Community stakes 7.39

Diversified engagement.
61% of respondents score ≥6. Specifically, 35% give a score between 8 and 10, 
19% of festivals are fully community-led (score=10). 
28% of festivals give a score 1 to 5. 
indicating a relatively high orientation toward local community needs. 

Staff & volunteers 6.58
Significant involvement of HR. 68% score between 7 and 9. They have relative high 
influence, though slightly lower than top-level leadership.

Funding bodies 4.35
Funders provide support but rarely dictate strategy. 46% place influence in the low range 
(1–3). Only 23% feel a moderate influence (score 5/7).

Partners 4.19
Partners have a moderate influence. Most frequent score is 7 (19%). General perception 
of a contained but present collaborative influence.

Market demands 4.10
Dual distribution: 42% report low influence (1–2), but 26% report a high influence (score 
of 8). The market direction is polarised across the sample.



Results – Who is culture for? 

(Accessibility indicators: 
geographical, spatial 
accessibility and cultural offer)

Urban headquarters: Urban spaces host the majority of 
festival organisations (possibly due to population density, 
accessibility and infrastructure).

Festival organisations in urban areas overlap with highly 
populated and touristic localities.
. 

67 cultural festivals with an artistic vocation.



Results – Who is culture 
for? 

• The territorial reach of festival events: starting from headquarters, 
however, festivals animate multiple municipalities and 
neighbourhoods, over one week or as seasonal events.

Cultural places: most events (76%) happen in  urban spaces 
(theaters, squares, museums), while less than one quarter (20.6%) 
adopt a hybrid approach, combining urban and rural/mountain 
sites.



Results – Who is culture for? 
high and pop culture; 
userdemographics and origins 

• Cultural blends: Festivals combine "high culture” with “popular 
culture,” appealing to a variety of publics.

• User demographics: The target populations are  young adults 
(20-29) and adults (30-49), who represent over 61% of the 
primary audience rankings.

• Territorial origin: municipality, province and region. Festivals are 
for communities.



Results – To what effects (I)? Perceived community benefits
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Results: to what effects (II)? Generativity and 
network ties

Indicator (is the festival able to…) Mean Std. Dev. Mode Median

Innovation: Generating innovative approaches to territorial needs 4.21 1.27 3.00 4.00

Activation: Stimulating other people or entities to introduce new 
cultural or educational activities 4.00 1.18 5.00 4.00

Creativity: Offering a context where participants utilise their own 
creativity 3.32 1.28 4.00 3.00

Local networks: Creating collaborative networks within the local 
community and Trentino 4.32 1.23 5.00 4.00

Extra-territorial networks: Creating collaborative networks outside 
the provincial territory 4.24 1.19 5.00 4.00

These items are correlated. Generativity is a summary factor of innovation, creativity, activation of new initiatives 
and network ties. 



Results: who controls and to what effects? 

Items of strategic control and generativity and ties are positively correlated, excluding when control is allocated 
externally, to funders and partners, which correlates negatively.

The influence of community and  leadership on festival direction are combined indicating that vitality needs 
some guidance, consistent with voice and listening deliberative processes. 

This, in terms of effects, correlates with HR and the capability of festival organisations to activate local networks 
connecting with business service provision from the community.



What would 
festival 
organisaitons
need to 
improve their 
activities -
Main 
difficulties

Control indicators suggest a strong community 
vocation rooted in Trentino’s civic 
associationism

The generativity indicators, however, may be 
affected by the administrative vulnerability.

The high demand for economic and 
administrative competencies revealed in the 
survey suggests that while these organisations 
have the will to generate vitality, they may 
lack specific administrative competences to 
navigate the complexities of the cultural 
industry.



Discussion and policy implications 

Territorial strategy: Cultural policies should encourage the presence of festivals in remote 
areas, where cultural access is low. The contamination of more exclusively governed 
festivals with festivals with a specific community vocation (from rural to urban) may 
mitigate the competitive-oriented approach to culture.

Inclusion by design: the power to define culture relates with the scale and sustainability of 
the social value produced for the entire community, i.e. by maintaining a mix of high and 
popular culture and ensuring inclusive governance on the supply side.

Capacity building: Investing in the internal competencies (communication, 
administrative) and networking of cultural organisations directly translates into the 
generation of greater community value, and less strategic dependence on external 
funders and partners.

Policy support: Public funding is not just growth enhancing but a driver of community and 
territory-wide vitality. Policies may favour long-term, stable support over fragmented, 
short-term grants. 
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