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Abstract

Cultural districts are becoming an important field of study to promote a growing number of
initiatives for local development. Despite substantial research in this field, knowledge gaps remain,
especially with regard to initiatives at supra-urban level. Many policy-makers, funding agencies,
local administrators and managers still face important designing issues. This paper contributes to
the developing body of theory on cultural districts in two ways. Firstly, focusing on concepts from
complexity theory, it expands the debate on the conception of cultural districts as complex adaptive
systems. Secondly, it highlights the dysfunctional tensions that can arise from conflicting ways of
conceiving organizations, organizing and designing among ‘promoters’ and designers. We have been
involved for three years in a large project aimed at designing a wide supra-urban cultural district in
Italy, financed by a major banking foundation. Adopting an organizational perspective and through
participative action research, we develop an explorative case study. Our core argument is that a
linear, predictable and deterministic approach to analysis and design presents many limitations for
such complex projects, offering learning opportunities from the designing experience.

Introduction
The competitiveness of actors is increasingly dependent on the development policies of the
surrounding socio-economic and territorial systems. Cultural heritage has acquired a fundamental
role (Bakhsi & Throsby, 2010; Porter, 1990) and cultural policies have expanded as a means of
achieving further aims of spatial and socio-economic revitalization, attractiveness and global
competitiveness (Jakob, 2010; Pierantoni, 2014).

A wide debate has emerged on the concept of the Cultural District (CD), promoting potentially
ground-breaking initiatives, even if most of the literature has concentrated on urban clusters, cities
of art and cities of culture (Cooke & Lazzeretti, 2008; Richards & Wilson, 2007).



This paper contributes to developing theory on CDs as a development model for local production
systems (Garofoli, 1994), where the term ‘district’ refers to supra-urban and system-wide CDs
(Sacco, Tavano Blessi, & Nuccio, 2008).

The aim of the paper is to open up debate on design issues for system-wide CDs inspired by
concepts from complexity theory. Our core argument is that a linear approach to analysis and design
exhibits many limitations. We argue that the potential benefits of taking a Complex Adaptive
Systems’ (CASs) viewpoint are as much theoretical as analytical and practical. We hope our work
will provoke interest in this fertile and underexplored area of research and stimulate innovative,
deep insights into organizational design and cultural policy-making. What follows is neither a
complete model nor the study of the entire life cycle of a CAS, exercises far beyond our current aims.
The originality of this work concerns the juxtaposition we experienced, as project ‘insiders’,
between a deterministic design approach and an emergent process of design ‘in action’.

We have been involved for three years in a large ltalian project to design a system-wide CD. We
experienced a dysfunctional tension with ineffectiveness and inefficiency deriving from different
ways of conceiving organizations, organizing and designing between the donor foundation — despite
the successful co-financing obtained — and the design group. Through Participatory Action Research
(Chevalier & Buckles, 2013; Rahman, 2008), we developed our case study exploiting the intersection
of complexity theory, CAS and organizational designing literature. To our knowledge, there are no
previous similar studies.

The paper is structured as follows. We present the main theoretical concepts relating to CDs and
CAS, and describe the context and the methodology used. A discussion of our field experience is
then followed by conclusions in terms of suggestions and insights for further research, cultural
policy-making and the designing and change of system-wide CDs.

Perspectives on cultural districts
In the relevant literature, the CD has been conceptualized in different ways. One conception views
it as a direct extension of the industrial district, in terms of vertical integration of local cultural and
tourism industries. Scott (2000), for example, analyses large cities as organizational forms similar to
industrial districts, where individuality arises from the cultural nature of the goods produced. Here,
the CD is seen as an industrial district oriented to cultural production, which emphasizes the value
of creative industries in developing new economic opportunities for local areas (Scott & Leriche,
2005). In Italy, the industrial district theory (Becattini, 2000; Garofoli, 1994) represents a common
departure point for almost all the studies on CD, but with very disparate consequences (Cinti, 2008).
Another stream of research (e.g. Frost-Kumpf, 1998; Landry, 2000; Stern & Seifert, 2007,
Valentino, 2003; Zukin, 1995) sometimes overlaps with the previous stream, focusing on CDs within
the context of urban planning policies. Most of the literature on CDs has focused on urban clusters,
cities of art and cities of culture (Cooke & Lazzeretti, 2008; Lorenzini, 2011). For example, Frost-
Kumpf (1998, p. 4) defines a CD as ‘a well-recognised, labelled, mixed-use area of a city in which a
high concentration of cultural facilities serves as the anchor of attraction’. CDs are often seen as
tools in the hands of urban planning authorities for fostering the development of centres and
revitalizing neighbourhoods in decline, relying on both production and consumption of culture
(Landry, 2000). Valentino (2003) develops a similar approach, focusing on Italian art cities. Culture
performs the tactical role of building a specific image of a city, to attract resources, tourists or a
critical mass of professionals — as suggested by Florida’s (2002) creative class model — and to
gradually transform social life, norms and values (Currid, 2007). However, this type of planning can
sometimes legitimize the separation of rich and poor areas (Zukin, 1995), gentrification and an



increase in economic inequality (Stern & Seifert, 2007), a tendency belatedly recognized by Florida
(2005) himself.

A broader conceptualization of CDs is proposed by Santagata (2002), who describes them as
geographically clustered networks of interdependent entities defined by the production of
idiosyncratic goods based on creativity, culture and intellectual property, with a strong cultural link
to the local community. He identifies four types of CDs: industrial and institutional (similar to the
Marshallian industrial district) and museum and metropolitan (similar to models employed in the
literature stream on urban planning policy).

Another view explores the contrast between top-down careful planning and bottom-up

emergent patterns of development (Cinti, 2008). For example, in the Italian context, Valentino
(2003) argues that the CD is an instrument of top-down government of territorial resources. The
promoters of a CD — mainly local authorities — must define goals, identify resources and find an
identification trademark and stakeholders. An agency for development can then act as coordinator
and mediator of different interests and situations.
However, other positions exist. Hitters and Richards (2002) and the OECD (2005) consider that since
territory, community, economy and culture are tightly linked, it is difficult to start from scratch and
set up a CD while excluding most of the local community. Other authors adopt a model of the CD
that places even less emphasis on top-down development, introducing the concept of ‘natural’ CDs
(Stern & Seifert, 2007): spatially delimited areas where a variety of cultural assets are clustered in a
more spontaneous and bottom-up way.

This phenomenon occurs without policy intent and, because natural cultural districts are not planned from
scratch but rely instead on the self-organized efforts of local actors they require tender care and a light
hand. Natural cultural districts must be cultivated (Stern & Seifert, 2007, p. 3)

rather than imposed in a top-down way. In a rather similar way, Lazzeretti (2001, 2003) adopts an
entirely bottom-up viewpoint. However, some successful experiences seem to arise as spontaneous
forms of local development, while others develop through combination with the top-down method
(Le Blanc, 2010).

Other scholars (e.g. Arnaboldi & Spiller, 2011; Lazzeretti, 2012; Sacco, Ferilli, Blessi, & Nuccio,
2013; Sacco et al.,, 2008) emphasize the complex and dynamic horizontal integration among
different industries. Analysing various types of cultural-led developments, Sacco et al. (2008)
distinguish, as the most advanced type, the system-wide CD. This is ‘an idiosyncratic mix of top-
down planned elements and emergent, self-organised activities coalescing into a model of local
development in which cultural activity displays significant strategic complementarities with other
production chains within typical post-industrial contexts’ (Sacco et al., 2008, p. 3). This model aims
at generating synergies, complementarities and opportunities for local socio-economic
development in a dynamic way, nurturing the experience of the new and of the non-familiar. Culture
is the ‘connective tissue’ which ‘can generate opportunities for training, learning, innovation, and
creativity even in non-closely related cultural sectors’ (Sacco et al., 2013).

Stern and Seifert (2007) argue that if we consider the newly indistinct barrier between cultural
producers and consumers, it might make sense to think of the cultural and other related sectors as
a wider ecosystem, in which different parts might be self-organizing and interdependent. The
benefit seems to be that the greater the cross-sector interdependencies, the more idiosyncratic the
identity of the CD, providing a strong position for firms and products (Desrochers, 2001; Hilpert,
2006) and emerging opportunities for creative cross-fertilization and development. In general, a link
between diversity and innovative or creative behaviour has been reasonably well established in
literature (Anderson, 1999; Martin & Sunley, 2006). Lazzeretti, Capone, and Boix (2012) show that
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interconnected variety in local systems encourages the clustering of creative industries, due to
cross-fertilization, new combinations, geographical proximities and the innovation produced by spill
over processes. Cooke (2012) indicates that fruitful innovation increasingly occurs at the interfaces
among firms, sectors and clusters, where cross-fertilization of ideas may either produce new
unforeseen innovations, or result in the application of old knowledge in new ways to tackle complex
or wicked problems. However, as argued by Stern and Seifert (2007), the connection between
diversity and culture still needs better understanding.

The complexity of cultural districts

Drawing on the contributions outlined above and, in particular, on the definition by Sacco et al.
(2008), we can argue that at supra-urban or regional level the complexity of a CD is even more
marked than at urban level, due to potential interdependencies among a greater multitude of actors
(Trist, 1983). We argue that a useful approach towards a deeper understanding can be to conceive
system-wide CDs as CAS, as already suggested in terms of tourism (Arnaboldi & Spiller, 2011; Farrell
& Twining-Ward, 2004). From an organizational point of view, complexity is definitely not a
management fad and fashion, a mere metaphor or methodology, but a deeper perception of reality
(Lewin, 1999). Organizations are classically seen as purpose-driven entities with a structural form,
exhibiting a certain degree of order and determinism. Such a linear top-down approach to analysis
and design, however, exhibits many limitations when used for organizational settings characterized
by a complex web of interdependencies.

Complex systems are made up of a large number of constituent entities interacting with each
other and with the environment (Gell-Mann, 1995; Mansfield, 2010; McMillan, 2004), as open
systems. They change inputs to outputs in a nonlinear way (Casti, 1994) because of webs of feedback
loops (Anderson, 1999). Changes to just one part can cause unpredictable interactions (Anderson,
1999) with cascades that can either dissipate or propagate, causing massive change (Mansfield,
2010). A complex system cannot be understood using a linear, reductionist approach. Complexity
suggests that individuals, societies, organizations and networks can be conceived as CAS when they
have the ability to transform themselves to adapt to changing circumstances (Kilduff, Tsai, & Hanke,
2006).

A CAS is a complex system, exhibiting certain behaviours, such as learning, self-organization,
emergence and co-evolution to the edge of chaos, common across a variety of systems — ant
colonies, human settlements, organizations and economic landscapes, to name but a few.

CASs are adaptive because they interact with the environment, learn from the experience and
adapt to events as a result (Gell-Mann, 1995). Learning determines the ‘aliveness’ of CAS and sets
them apart from other complex and complicated systems (McMillan, 2004). Indeed, adaptation and
learning are seen at the core of system-wide CDs (Sacco et al., 2013).

CASs are able to create emergent outcomes through self-organization, often leading to new,
possibly more sophisticated and complex forms (McMillan, 2004). Ants create colonies, and
similarly, urbanites create neighbourhoods. No single component dictates the collective behaviour
(Anderson, 1999), although it does require the import of energy (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984).
Indeed, different conceptions of CDs include self-organization and emergence in different degrees
(e.g. Lazzeretti, 2003; Le Blanc, 2010; Sacco et al., 2013; Stern & Seifert, 2007). Many authors argue
that districtualization is essentially spontaneous and that the conditions for formation can be
recognized and sustained, not created from the top (Lazzeretti, 2003; Stern & Seifert, 2007).
‘External’ funding can be considered as an import of energy, a spark plug that can trigger or sustain
the process.



An important behaviour of a CAS is that the more adaptive agents are incorporated, the more
frequent are emergent phenomena, and the more the repertoire of possible system behaviours
expands (McMillan, 2004). For example, as new partners or stakeholders become involved in a CD,
self-organized and informal coalitions can emerge along with new ideas, alternative aims and
patterns of development, as we experienced in our case study. Agents must have some level of
autonomy and the ability to process information and to adapt their behaviour. The added
complexity of the agents’ behaviours gives the system the ability to perform more complicated
tasks, leading to the emergence of increasingly complex phenomena, but making the system harder
to understand and predict (Miller & Page, 2007). On a larger scale and at different levels of the
system, many adaptive agents simultaneously adjust their behaviour, based upon the local level
behaviour of other agents within the system (Mansfield, 2010). For example, in a CD, the adaptive
agents (e.g. designers, cultural operators and users, administrators, residents and other
stakeholders) are the basic building blocks. Changing their — especially cultural — awareness and
behaviours through cultural engagement is one of the objectives of a system-wide CD (Sacco et al.,
2013). The experiential learning of different stakeholders can be recombined in an interacting
network with feedback loops potentially influencing each other, often spontaneously. This is
desirable for a CD.

However, it is typical for events to cascade through the system and the ‘wave of effects’ can
propagate in unpredictable ways (Mansfield, 2010). This is very similar to the concept of positive
and negative externalities or unintended consequences in CDs, often barely predictable, as
highlighted in urban settings (e.g. Stern & Seifert, 2007).

CASs are able to live on the edge of chaos, doing so by constantly learning, exploring and
adapting. Certain conditions may help a CAS to fulfil its potential; others will not, and the system
may move along the spectrum towards and away from equilibrium during its lifetime (McMillan,
2004). Success lies in sustaining a system on the borders between stability and instability — the edge
of chaos. For example, if a system-wide CD, which was created to learn, innovate and change, is
pulled too far towards stability (e.g. building heavy and bureaucratic organizational processes and
structures), it will likely reify and ossify, becoming less able to change and innovate. If it is pulled
too far towards instability, it will likely disintegrate. Within a CD, the organizational phenomena of
chaos can be represented, for example, by actors without formal authority but with power, exerting
a large influence on its development.

The view of a CD as a CAS suggests new ideas and approaches for policy-makers, designers and
managers. It also opens up debate on issues of organizational design and change. The following
parts of the paper enrich, particularly, the design debate, exploiting our experience as project
insiders.

Context and methodology

The authors have been involved for three years in phases 2 and 3 (Figure 1) of a large project aimed
at designing a CD, as part of a larger intervention financed by a major Italian banking foundation to
create six CDs in Northern Italy, with a total investment of 20 million Euros.
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Figure 1. Main phases of intervention and our participation

Phase 1 was dedicated to a general pre-feasibility study to identify 32 suitable areas (2005—-2006).
Phase 2 included the publication of a tender notice and the selection of 11 areas for full feasibility
studies (2007-2008). Phase 3 was intended for the development of 11 full feasibility studies (2008—
2010). In phase 4, six projects, including ours, were successfully selected to be co-financed for the
implementation of the CDs.

Even if each projected CD tried to draw on its unique cultural heritage (e.g. music, terracing,
agricultural and industrial traditions of the early twentieth century, royal palaces, rock art, etc.), it
is possible to find some common cornerstones of development: firstly, a strong synergy between
the cultural sector and some local production sectors, particularly crafts, food and wine, and
tourism; secondly, the conception of landscaping as a fundamental resource to protect and
enhance. The final cornerstone is the support of local entrepreneurship and innovation, conceiving
culture as a driver of the socio-economic development of the territories. Other commonalities
concern a willingness to create a strong public—private partnership and the pre-identification of a
governance model to support control and coordination tasks, as explicitly required by the donor
foundation. In the end they diverged significantly from an organizational point of view (including
local foundations, associations, a consortium of municipalities, offices in a public institution). All
projected CDs were supra-urban, but the size and number of inhabitants vary greatly, from a
minimum of 400 to over 3000 km2, from 5 to 42 municipalities, and from 80,000 to over 300,000
inhabitants. Even the presence of pre-existing cultural systems ranged from low, to medium (as in
our case), to high (only one case). In brief, the context represented quite heterogeneous settings.

Access to the specific context and to data as a research environment has been ‘opportunistic’
(Weick, 1990, 1993) and limited to phases 2 and 3, here referred to as ‘conceptualization and
design’, representing the inception of the CD. Despite our project being selected for phase 4 and
the CD implementation, starting in 2011, we are aware that full understanding of the entire CD’s life
cycle — and related outcomes and externalities — is still premature. Firstly, because it can take many
years to manifest results and therefore we argue that a 10-year (and maybe longer) perspective is
more appropriate. Moreover, at the time of writing, the only official public sources report
insufficient information to assess outcomes and externalities. However, such an exercise is far
beyond the aims of this paper, since we are more interested and focused on considering the initial
conceptualization and design.

To collect data, we conducted many formal and informal interviews with key local players and
project partners and attended many meetings with the donor foundation, local project members
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and the lead actor (the province). We produced a 5000-page document analysis of previous local
projects potentially related to the CD and about 700 pages of related documentation, including all
minutes of meetings. Most importantly, we exploited our field experience as researchers and
‘insiders’ to develop this case study and to juxtapose what we have seen and lived with what was
suggested by the donor foundation through tender notices, guidelines and formal meetings. We
combined direct observation and participation with document research and analysis to support our
arguments. Our opinions come from the interweaving of practice and reflexivity, thus through
Participatory Action Research (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013; Rahman, 2008). More generally, this study
follows a post-positivist paradigm ‘that can be participative, collaborative, inductive, idiographic and
exploratory’ (O’Leary, 2010, p. 4) as opposed to positivist research design, which tests a hypothesis.
This study does not state a major hypothesis; it is exploratory, aiming at increased understanding of
the problem of CD inception and designing.

Discussion

In 2007, the foundation published guidelines, which included the conditions a potential area would
need to meet to develop a CD, and some methodological criteria. These excerpts (tender notice, pp.
27-29) are typical (emphasis added by authors):

In the CD, landscaping, monumental and artistic heritage has a central significance for the
development strategy of the area [...] interventions on tangible heritage aim at human capital
growth, the production and dissemination of knowledge, the updating and the consolidation
of both individual and collective sensibilities [...] The delimitation of the potential district is
firstly related to the identification and recognition of a territory by its own inhabitants [...]
and affects the composition of the group of stakeholders involved [...] the active role of the
local community is crucial for the construction of a district [...] the CD is not simply guided by
marketing strategies [...] the operations of social inclusion and those of vocational training
linked to new cultural and technological activities become important [...] the true economic
benefit of investments in culture is the creation of a favourable climate for innovation, in all
fields [...] the model of a mono-thematic district, specialised around a single value chain,
responds to a limited extent to the search for the best ways to enhance the cultural heritage
in its systemic correlation with the territory [...] in general it is required that a body, with
powers and competencies on the area, should take charge of the project and assume the role
of overseer of the establishment of partnerships and of implementation mechanisms of
planned interventions [...]

These conditions reflect a conception of the CD similar to the system-wide model devised by Sacco
et al. (2008) and Sacco et al. (2013), in particular in terms of learning and innovation perspectives,
which are intended as fundamental elements, despite the greater emphasis placed by the
foundation on tangible heritage, which arises from the guidelines and the meetings.

In the same guidelines, the foundation published minimum information requirements for a
feasibility study to support the final selection and co-financing, in six sequential sections: first, a
detailed assessment of the local context as a potential CD. This assessment would highlight socio-
economic and cultural peculiarities of the area, and the system of relationships among key
stakeholders; second, the precise definition of the strategic objectives, and the system of actions
for economic development of the territory. This section would include the strategic plan for
territorial integration and the partners to be involved; third, a detailed description of interventions
in both tangible and intangible assets, and a detailed communication guideline for inner and outer
stakeholders; fourth, an analytical definition of management methods, governance models,
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management plans and the reasons underlying these choices, as well as their sustainability from an
organizational and financial perspective; fifth, the definition of the financial plan and a cost—benefit
analysis of actions, assessing all investments and direct and indirect economic impacts referring to
the mid-range period (5—10 years) and finally, a detailed time schedule for the required actions and
the CD development.

Therefore, the foundation required a very precise pattern from the earliest stages. This excerpt
from the section ‘definition of the strategic objectives’ is typical (p. 8):

The feasibility study must clearly present the project objectives in terms of: externalities of
the system, coming from the new cultural ties that will be established among cultural assets
involved in the project and among these and other cultural and non-cultural assets of the
territory; consumption externalities, resulting from expected increases in terms of demand
for the cultural offer; economies of scale and/or economies of scope, arising from potential
economic benefits coming from the integration of functions and activities related to the
processes of maintenance and enhancement of the cultural heritage of the area. (emphasis
added by authors)

The guidelines depict a process of design that extols the virtues of full anticipation and
completeness. Maybe this is understandable: large financial resources are involved, and there is a
need for reporting and accountability. However, the feasibility study, according to the guidelines,
appears quite similar to the steps of ‘conception, initiation, analysis and design’ used in highly
structured physical environments such as construction of buildings, motorways and bridges. The
guidelines implicitly depict an ideal process of design, driven by full rationality.

Completeness allows for the pre-specification of a problem, the identification of pre-existing
alternatives and the choice of the best solution. For such an approach to work, however,
there needs to be a clear and stable boundary between the entity being designed and the
context for which it is being designed. Such a boundary makes it possible to fix the purpose
of a design based on a stable set of user preferences and performance expectations. (Garud,
Jain, & Tuertscher, 2008, p. 351)

Nevertheless, a CD is undeniably socially constructed and steeped in social complexity. The
boundary between the entity being designed and the social context is neither clear nor stable. The
CD itself is intended to stimulate socio-economic changes. Indeed, during the ‘conceptualization
and design’ phase, we faced a high degree of complexity and a need for openness and flexibility
rather than full anticipation and completeness.

A first element of complexity we faced is derived from the general aims of a CD as a model for
socio-economic development, as also required by the foundation. First of all, it includes the
restoration of strategically located buildings and monuments, and then human capital growth,
occasions of learning and the production and dissemination of knowledge, updating and
consolidation of both individual and collective sensibilities, interrelations with various subsystems
(cultural, tourism, economic, etc.) and the whole of the surrounding society, and the creation of a
favourable climate for innovation, in all fields, through interdependencies among a multitude of
actors in different sectors. Although more interdependencies can be useful for innovation and
development aims, they also increase the complexity of a system (Trist, 1983) because of the web
of feedback loops (Anderson, 1999). The references to related complex economic and tourism
systems (Farrell & Twining-Ward, 2004) and to surrounding society would be sufficient alone to
indicate the complexity of the CD.



The main initiatives planned at the beginning included: actions to develop the local culture (e.g.
an initial conference to present the foundation project to the local community; interventions for the
development of managerial competencies for local cultural and noncultural operators;
interventions for the development of specific competencies related to a CD; periodic interventions
disseminated in local schools; seminars and workshops for the promotion of integrated activities
between the cultural and other characteristic sectors of the territory) and consolidation work or
enhancement of cultural heritage (with particular focus on the recovery and restoration of artistic
and architectural heritage, but also maintenance and enhancement of local ancient routes of
historic and artistic relevance; the valorization of the local musical tradition and folklore; the
realization of a digital historical atlas of the territory; a regional cultural information system; a
unified website portal of culture for the whole territory; mapping and coordination of ancient roads
to make them usable, with road signs, GPS and multimedia systems), in addition to a diffused and
systematic information and promotion plan for tourism aims.

At the end of phase 3, the main purposes of the CD were specified as the enhancement of the
terraced landscaping, the recovery and restoration of artistic and architectural heritage, the support
of local food and wine industries through innovative technologies, and the improvement of
knowledge and awareness of local cultural heritage, for both residents and tourists. Recent access
to the CD’s website shows, concisely, adjustments, refinements and brand new actions not previous
planned.

The high number of interventions in tangible assets illustrated not only a complicated system,
due to their connections within a coherent strategy, but also an element of complexity. Tangible
cultural goods, monuments, buildings, ancient roads and land relating to industrial and agricultural
activities, to name but a few, were often established many years ago and still characterize the
territory in question. Their reproduction or modification cannot be seen as separate from the overall
societal and more intangible conditions: tangible cultural heritage is the concomitant of intangible
elements of a local culture, and vice versa (Cooke & Lazzeretti, 2008) and recursive feedback among
tangible and intangible aspects cannot be isolated (Naess, 2015).

The geographic extent of the area (more than 3000 km2; more than 150,000 inhabitants),
including an Alpine province and four mountain communities (with 18 local municipalities), added
complexity. In fact, the district itself might well have its own long-term agenda, perhaps slightly at
odds with the specific interests of the municipalities and the political short-term intentions of local
representatives. For example, some local administrators, far more interested in local restructuring
or maintenance interventions and restrained by years of funding shortfalls, pushed for interventions
not strategically consistent with the overall CD’s aims. Sometimes we perceived opportunistic
behaviours hidden by the rhetoric of cultural policy (Belfiore, 2009).

Due to the huge financial investment (8 million Euros), the donor foundation called for equal co-
financing from local partners and pushed for rigorous business plans and accountability. Most
interestingly, in relation to the acceptance and selection of the whole project for phase 4, co-
financing from the foundation would be disbursed fully, in accordance with pre-approved business
plans. Awareness of this mechanism pushed to maximize the co-financing request, leading to a
frantic search for local backers, taking up most of the effort and attention available. The problem
that we often perceived was a dysfunctional transposition of means with ends.

Another element of complexity came from the increasing number of project partners involved
(from 5 at the beginning to 17), including firms, banks, two foundations and the mountain
communities representing many municipalities. As new partners were involved, self-organized and
informal coalitions emerged, with new ideas and alternative aims of development. Most
importantly, the vision and the main goals of the CD emerged more clearly only at the end of phase
3, along with some of the ‘best’ ideas, almost reversing the sequential process laid out in the
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guidelines. This is coherent with the arguments made by scholars such as Naess (2015) — that goal-
oriented planning might typically be conceived as a multiple-goal situation rather than the single-
minded pursuit of one, or a few, goals — and Clegg (2000) — that design itself is systemic rather than
linear, because all aspects of a system are interconnected — and Dunbar and Starbuck (2006) — that
the design includes iterations and is essentially problematic and non-deterministic.

Concerning the inhabitants, what was stated by the foundation’s guidelines and tender notices
explicitly or implicitly referred to the issues of stakeholder engagement (Clarkson, 1995; Freeman,
1984; Friedman & Miles, 2006; Noland & Phillips, 2010) and communicative and participatory
planning processes for goal formulation (Naess, 2015). On the one hand, wider engagement of
stakeholders (as ‘adaptive agents’) gives a CD the potential to perform tasks that are more
complicated, encouraging cross-fertilizations, knowledge exchange and innovation. On the other
hand, wider stakeholder engagement leads to the emergence of increasingly complex phenomena
because of potential interdependencies between greater multitudes of actors, sometimes with
conflicting aims (Trist, 1983). As participant researchers, we were aware of the difficulties in aiming
at consensus building among all stakeholders, as already argued in the literature (e.g. Fung, 2006;
Naess, 2015). Nonetheless, the guidelines required wide stakeholder engagement during designing.

Fung (2006) describes six main ways of communication and decision-making in participatory

settings, ranging from the least intense participation to the most intense degree:
stakeholders...’Listen as spectator[s]’, ‘Express preferences’, ‘Develop preferences’, ‘Aggregate and
Bargain’, ‘Deliberate and Negotiate’, ‘Deploy Technique and Expertise’. He distinguishes the
selection of participants in decision-making ranging from the most exclusive — labelled ‘State’
(Expert Administrators and Elective Representatives) — to the middle level — labelled ‘Mini-publics’
(Professional Stakeholders, Lay Stakeholders, Randomly Selected, Open Targeted Recruited, Open
Self-selected) — to the most inclusive — labelled ‘Public’ (Fung, 2006, pp. 68—69).
We constantly negotiated within the design group an approach aimed at least to collect ideas,
suggestions and preferences from ‘mini-publics’, not underestimating the role of young people and
social media. For example, a real issue was not so much to attract talents or the creative class but
rather to curb the escape from the mountains of the younger generation. We initially suggested a
preliminary workshop to discuss the foundation project with the public and a survey on a statistically
significant sample of 1000 inhabitants, but we were forced to reduce the sample to 200 inhabitants
and then to reduce the initiative to 50 interviews with key opinion leaders. In the end, the methods
‘Listen as spectators’ — through seminars and workshops on decisions already taken — and ‘State’
were followed in phases 2 and 3. An interpretation of this can be rooted in the fact that the design
group tried to reduce complexity (Boisot & Child, 1999), limiting the number of agents whose input
could influence decision-making, thus allowing decision-making to bemore ‘controllable’ at the cost
of openness and ‘bottom-up emergence’.

Both theory and our direct experience support our arguments that a system-wide CD can be
usefully conceived as a CAS.

By focusing our attention on designing, we want to highlight a central issue we lived through, the
perception of a definite and dysfunctional tension arising between the linear and deterministic
perspective driven by the foundation’s requirements and guidelines and the actual process of design
as we experienced it (Table 1) during the ‘conceptualization and design’ phase.

In our opinion, inspired by the Scott and Davis’ (2007, pp. 28—32) classification, this tension is
firstly characteristic of different ways of conceiving organizations, organizing and designing and, in
sum, of the structure—agency relationship (Archer, 2000).

10



Table 1. The tension between the formal process and the process in action.

The formal process (as depicted in the guidelines)

The process in action (as we experienced it)

A sequential scheme of ‘next steps’. The approval of the
feasibility study was intended to unlock the entire co-
financing of the foundation

The phases of the feasibility study were carried out in
parallel. The financial plan represented the first real
starting point, often with a transposition of means with
ends

No reference to the possibility of conflicts and complex
negotiations in the definition of the strategic objectives
(nor how to address and report them)

The ‘conception, initiation, analysis and design’ of the
CD arose from complex power negotiations among a
few stakeholders, conflicts, ongoing reviews of
problems and alternative solutions, with important
processes of reflection and learning by doing and by
interacting

A clear vision of the project required from the earliest
stages

Some fundamental aspects of the project emerged only
at the end

Identification and widest possible involvement of
stakeholders, but no reference to alternatives of
participatory design

The designing of participation mechanisms is a complex
task itself. In the end, only a few important stakeholders
were involved administrators and agencies for local
development)

‘Completeness’ required in all parts. The feasibility
study would lead to the conception, initiation, analysis
and design of a CD, to be then constructed (like a reified
object, a building, a bridge)

The project constantly evolved over time, like a living
being (e.g. in terms of goals and actions). New actions,
initiatives, linkages with other projects, etc., as inferred
from the limited sources of official information available
at the time of writing, were added later, during phase 4

The feasibility study would clearly present the project
objectives in terms of cultural externalities of the
systems, consumption externalities, and economies of
scale and/or economies of scope

Many outputs, outcomes and externalities of the project
could only be estimated very roughly, being mostly
unpredictable. A set of indicators of ‘cultural
districtualization’ was proposed, but with little success.
At the time of writing, there is no evidence of public
information about these or similar indicators

The guidelines seemed to hypothesize an ‘absolute’
rationality of the designer

We experienced in the field a very ‘bounded’ rationality
and a nexus of social relationships which diverges from
absolutely rational behaviours

The rational perspective conceives organizations as instruments to achieve rational goals, with
rational calculation and clear preferences, goal specificity, formalized planning and translation of
plans into specific objectives, formalization of structure and processes to make behaviours
predictable by standardizing and regulating them.

The natural perspective emphasizes that organizations are collectives whose participants are
pursuing multiple interests, both disparate and common, but who recognize the value of
perpetuating the organization as an important resource. Organizations are social groups attempting
to survive, and goal complexity arises due to the contextual presence of formal and informal
structures, ‘stated vs. real goals’ and parallel goals.

The open perspective sees organizations as conglomerations of interdependent flows and
activities linking shifting coalitions of participants, embedded in wider material resource and
institutional environments.

Combining this classification with closure and openness, Scott and Davis (2007) propose four
predominant systems: closed-rational, closed-natural, open-rational and open-natural. Theories
and approaches under the first perspective conceive organizations as ‘tools to achieve pre-set ends’
and largely ignore the feedbacks of the ‘environment’. They prescribe guidelines for how to govern
activity and achieve rationality. Many of the classic organizational design approaches fall under this
perspective (Scott & Davis, 2007).
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However, we can safely argue that the concept of a CD is closer to that of an open system.
Notably, a constitutive approach for a system-wide CD, that is learning, falls into the open-natural
systems cross-classification. From this perspective, organizations learn from experience though they
often suffer from poor information processing, which is also due to the important time lag between
the influence of surroundings on actions and vice versa (Naess, 2015). Actions can even precede
rather than follow goals, within the context of imprecise or unstable preferences (Scott & Dauvis,
2007), as we experienced in the field.

In short, we argue that a primary element of the tension we lived came from the erratic
juxtaposition made by the foundation between two very far perspectives. The first conceives a CD
as a learning-oriented open system to facilitate opportunities for training, learning, innovation,
creativeness, emergence of the unexpected and non-familiar, and change, and it is coherent with
the conception of a system-wide CD. The second pushes an approach to analysis and design as if a
CD were a rational system, a reified and fairly stable object. Paraphrasing Farrell and Twining-Ward
(2004, p. 277), we lived out a tension between a linear, predictable, deterministic, cause-and-effect
approach forced to operate in an area that is largely nonlinear, integrative, generally unpredictable,
gualitative and characterized by the potential for multiple outcomes.

This tension was dysfunctional in terms of, for example: inefficiencies and redundancy of
activities (e.g. delays, wasting time and resources); transpositions of means with ends and
defocusing from project aims (e.g. the frantic search for local financing); the opacity and elitism of
decision-making (e.g. lack of transparency and narrow stakeholder engagement). Such
‘dysfunctional tension’ is symptomatic of a wicked problem (Rittel & Webber, 1973), and of a forced
post-hoc formalization of a different resultant design, to comply with the formal requirements.

Recently, the concept of wicked problems has gained attention in many design circles.

Often, using the term ‘wicked’ to describe design problems means that design itself is viewed as a
complex activity. Based on our experience, we argue that a system-wide CD is too complex to be
constrained by an overly rationalistic designing approach. Complexity theory and CAS can be seen
as a useful collection of ideas that suggest a more holistic and bottom-up approach to understanding
and designing complex organizations.

If the conception of a CD as a CAS were accepted, as our explorative aim would suggest, we argue
that the design process would be conceived as something more flexible, dynamic and in evolution.
Indeed, we found ourselves uncomfortable when forced into using a linear and deterministic
approach and would be more at ease with suggestions from recent literature on organizational
design, which emphasizes pragmatic implementation, creative experimentation and contextual
learning occurring at the same time (e.g. Dunbar and Starbuck, 2006; Romme, 2003). As we
experienced directly, designing is essentially problematic and non-deterministic, and often starts
from ‘open’, ‘incomplete’ and ‘multiple’ goals (Dunbar & Starbuck, 2006; Neess, 2015). Dunbar and
Starbuck (2006) argue that since designers almost always misunderstand to some degree, their
efforts become experiments that might not turn out as predicted.

However, this does not suggest inhibiting any attempt at prediction or planning. At the level of
analysis and development (left side of Figure 2), the use of qualitative analysis and rough
estimations and/or agent-based modelling can represent a fertile ground for both future research
and managerial/policy-making implications. It is also a necessary condition for system-wide CDs’
designers that the impact of proposed solutions can be predicted, to some extent. However, the
thin red line is represented by what we mean by ‘to some extent’. As suggested by Naess (2015),
designers’ predictions about the impact of alternative solutions are of a ‘softer’ nature when
compared with the predictions made, for instance, by traffic engineers. Most often, alternative
solutions can be discussed and compared only qualitatively, or are at least limited to simple
calculations and crude estimates, due to the social phenomena involved (Naess, 2015).
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In our experience, many outputs, outcomes and externalities of the project could be estimated
only very roughly, being practically unpredictable (Table 1). Moreover, of the multiple
outcome/performance indicators required by the foundation — and roughly assessed at the
beginning —there is no trace, to date, within publicly available information on the website of the CD
in question.

Another promising approach to understanding and analysing CAS is Realistic Evaluation and
Systematic Review, which has its roots in complexity theory and critical realism and considers social
interventions to be ‘complex systems thrust amidst complex systems’ (Pawson, 2006, p. 25).
Another possible method, Qualitative Comparative Analysis, facilitates the analysis of empirical
social data to explore how in different cases social factors combine in different configurations in
different contexts to produce different patterns of outcomes (Byrne & Ragin, 2010).

Conclusions

In this work, we emphasized the dysfunctional tension that can arise in the case of incongruence
between analytical frameworks of linear causality that extol the virtues of anticipation and
completeness, and the actual and very different designing in action. We highlighted the main
elements of ineffectiveness and inefficiency due to the erratic juxtaposition made by the donor
foundation between the concept of a CD as a learning oriented open system — intended also to
valorize the unexpected and the non-familiar (i.e. emergence) — and approaching analysis and
design as if a system-wide CD were a rational system. Then we proposed that complexity theory and
CAS should move understanding of system-wide CDs towards a more holistic and bottom-up
approach.

In a CAS, agents must have some level of autonomy and the ability to process information and to
adapt their behaviour. This also means that agents must have ‘access’ to information. Since a CD’s
heart should be represented by initiatives involving the local community, the issue of stakeholder
engagement arises. Human diversity is the key to the creation of richer patterns of interactivity,
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leading, for example, to enhanced creativity and innovation (Lazzeretti et al., 2012; McMillan, 2004).
Therefore, we suggest:

Proposition 1: For system-wide CD aims, designers, policymakers and managers should
recognize and nurture relationships between individuals, groups and organizations, promoting
opportunities for engagement, training, learning and cross-fertilization between cultural and
non-cultural sectors.

Future studies would inform us better, not only in terms of ‘Analysis and Developing Insights’ (left
side of Figure 2) but also in terms of ‘Designing and Change’ principles (right side of Figure 2) with
regard to CDs, with particular reference to innovation and stakeholder engagement. In the cultural
domain, the widest possible participation of communities, groups and individuals is encouraged by
UNESCO (2003, Art. 15). Nevertheless, how can we avoid the paradox between the need to open up
the design and change processes to local stakeholders and the inevitable conflicts that may arise as
the ‘exclusive design advisory circle’ is extended? We think this is an issue in some ways similar to
the one successfully faced in other ‘innovative’ contexts of product/service design through open
and user-driven innovation approaches (Baldwin & von Hippel, 2011; Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke,
& West, 2006; von Hippel, 2005; Lee, Hwang, & Choi, 2012), which encourage participation and
greater permeability of boundaries between organizations, designers and stakeholders. Insights for
further studies and policy-making could therefore come from these research fields. Moreover, as
argued by Fung (2006, p. 67), the mechanisms of direct participation are not a strict alternative to
political representation or expertise, but instead complement them. For example, in defining the
vision of a CD, the broad involvement of inhabitants can be useful, democratic and legitimizing.
With regard to engineering choices when restructuring a historic building, it might be more
appropriate to involve experts firstly, and then encourage the engagement of inhabitants through
workshops. Other authors (e.g. Bryson, Quick, Slotterback, & Crosby, 2013) suggest that effective
public participation processes are grounded in analysing the context closely, identifying the
purposes of the participation effort, and iteratively designing and redesigning the process
accordingly.

Since the success of a CAS lies in the borders between stability and instability (Stacey, 1996), we
suggest:

Proposition 2: System-wide districtualization is a never-ending process, and must not be
conceived as a ‘turnkey’ project delivered by external experts.

This is specifically related to the previous proposition, and to emergence and incompleteness. We
agree with Naess (2009) that, since conditions and impacts are often highly context-dependent and
vary between stakeholder groups, theoretical expert knowledge should be supplemented with local
knowledge and the direct experiences of different stakeholder groups. We suggest avoiding a
‘turnkey’ project approach from consultants and theoretical experts, although the temptation can
be strong, as demonstrated by our direct experience. Future studies would inform us better about
this specific issue.

Since agents within a CAS are unable to control the long-term future (McMillan, 2004), we
suggest:

Proposition 3: The use of small-scale experiments and ‘prototypes’ might be a more plausible
way to introduce changes, rather than fast large-scale interventions for system-wide
districtualization.
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Firstly, CASs are able to create emergent outcomes (McMillan, 2004) and, secondly, many authors
argue that districtualization is basically spontaneous and it can only be recognized and sustained
(Lazzeretti, 2003; Stern & Seifert, 2007). In addition to initial funding (‘import of energy’) acting as
a spark plug that can trigger the process, we suggest that a certain tension over time can be useful
to sustain it. For example, in our case study the approval of the feasibility study was intended to
unlock the entire co-financing of the foundation, bringing about a dysfunctional transposition of
means with ends (Table 1). A correction could be made, for example, by unlocking multiple separate
tranches of the financing, based on both foreseen and emerging results actually achieved,
subsequent to the initial funding. Further research is needed on this issue.

Since detailed strategic plans and goals should be avoided in a CAS, in favour of a focus on creating
the right environment for emergence (McMillan, 2004), we suggest:

Proposition 4: Strict hierarchical central controlling mechanisms might be replaced by network
structures and distributed influences in system-wide districtualization.

Therefore, insights that might inform further studies and policy-making could come from research
fields on the governance of public networks (e.g. Provan & Kenis, 2008).

We are aware of the limitations of our work. Firstly, our evidence comes from a single explorative
case study. Secondly, our experience is necessarily limited to the ‘conceptualization and design’
phase. However, if the conception of a system-wide CD as a CAS is accepted, further opportunities
for research, as suggested above, may arise, using ideas from complexity theory to inform
theoretically grounded considerations about a CD’s dynamic, or to provide new impetus to
participatory approaches and action research. These new approaches might stress the role of local
knowledge and action, and the negotiated nature of social change among multiple stakeholders.
Crucially, this is not a position against planning or evidence, but a recognition of the limitations of
what can be planned in detail.
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