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ABSTRACT: This study investigates the role of cultural heritage in shaping regional identity and place image in Istria
and Kvarner, with a focus on its communicative function in spatial representation and destination branding. The rese-
arch aims to examine how local heritage bearers perceive cultural heritage as an identity marker and how they evalu-
ate its use in regional promotion. Empirical data were collected through an online survey conducted among 236 resi-
dents actively involved in cultural and heritage associations in Istria and Kvarner. The results indicate that respondents
associate their regions with a diverse range of cultural symbols, reflecting a pluralistic and layered understanding of
regional identity rather than reliance on a single emblematic element. Cultural heritage is widely perceived as a refle-
ction of local identity, and respondents recognize the local population as an important factor in its preservation and
communication. While heritage is considered sufficiently present in promotional materials, respondents emphasize
the necessity of authentic and context-sensitive representation and express concerns over folklorization. The findings
further highlight the perceived importance of inter-institutional cooperation among local authorities, cultural insti-
tutions, tourist boards, and educational organizations in sustaining and promoting regional cultural identity. Altho-
ugh many respondents expressed conditional willingness to participate in heritage-related initiatives, engagement
depended on transparent communication and tangible community benefits. The study contributes to research on
cultural heritage and destination communication by demonstrating that regional identity and image are continuo-
usly negotiated through communicative practices, underscoring the need for inclusive, locally grounded, and sustai-
nable approaches to heritage-based regional branding.
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INTRODUCTION

In contemporary communication and promotional stra-
tegies aimed at representing a specific geographical area,
particularly one under significant touristic usage, criti-
cal questions arise regarding the selection and framing
of communicative elements. This issue is especially perti-
nent in regions rich in cultural heritage, encompassing
both tangible and intangible cultural assets. Although
the sun and sea remain the most frequently used and
commercially dominant narratives in attracting visitors
to coastal areas, regions such as Istria and Kvarner offer
a wealth of heritage resources. The preservation, cultiva-
tion, and interpretation of these resources depend not
only on professional heritage institutions but also, often
significantly, on the local population, who serve as the
primary bearers of cultural heritage. This article aims
to explore the perspectives of residents, those who live
within, shape, and carry the identity of these spaces, on
the role of cultural heritage in the construction of perso-
nal and collective identity, as well as in the spatial repre-
sentation and image building of Istria and Kvarner. By
doing so, the study seeks to provide a clearer foundati-
on for professionals involved in heritage interpretation,
regional branding, and destination management to deve-
lop communication strategies that are locally grounded
and culturally sensitive. Given that place image creati-
on is a complex and interdisciplinary process, encompa-
ssing elements of communication, cultural studies, heri-
tage management, and tourism marketing, it is essential
to start from those who embody the identity of the loca-
tion. They are, after all, the origin points for shaping the
narrative of any destination. The present study, therefo-
re, attempts to answer how these local heritage bearers
perceive and evaluate the role of their cultural legacy
in the promotion of Istria and Kvarner, two of Croatia’s

leading tourist regions.

THE ROLE OF CULTURAL IDENTITY IN
SPATIAL COMMUNICATION

The notion of space is increasingly understood not as a
neutral or static container of social life, but as a dyna-
mic and symbolically charged construct shaped throu-
gh cultural practices, identity politics, and communi-
cative processes. Within this context, cultural identity
plays a central role in the way space is perceived, repre-

sented, and communicated, both in academic discourse

and public life. Cultural identity is a fluid, multifaceted
construct grounded in shared symbols, practices, memo-
ries, and narratives. It is deeply implicated in the produ-
ction of space, as identities are always spatially situated
and spatially expressed (Paasi 2003). According to Paasi
(2003), regional identities are not inherent or pre-given
but are constituted through social practices and instituti-
onal structures that delineate, symbolize, and communi-
cate the meaning of a place (Paasi 2003). This understan-
ding aligns with Hall’s (1997) theory of representation,
where meaning is constructed through cultural codes and
signifying practices. The production of space is thus not
merely physical but symbolic and discursive, rooted in
the interplay of identity and power. Heritage constitutes
a central axis through which cultural identity is inscri-
bed into space. As Dragicevi¢ Se$i¢ and Roga¢ Mijato-
vi¢ (2014) demonstrate, dissonant heritage in the Balkans
reflects contested narratives of the past that shape spatial
representations in tourism and public memory. Heritage
here functions as both a medium of cultural memory and
a political tool for legitimizing particular identities and
territorial claims. Zhu (2025) explores how sacred spaces
are reconfigured through state-led heritage policies, tran-
sforming religious sites into arenas of spatial and ideo-
logical negotiation. This underscores how heritage, as an
expression of cultural identity, is instrumental in resha-
ping the communicative and institutional frameworks of
space. In their foundational work, Graham, Ashworth,
and Tunbridge (2000) emphasized that heritage is inhe-
rently selective and ideological, produced in contexts
of political and social negotiation. Similarly, Littler and
Naidoo (2005) focus on the politics of heritage in multiet-
hnic societies, calling for re-imagining national heritage
in post-nation contexts. Contemporary urban and regi-
onal development increasingly relies on place branding,
a process in which cultural identity is commodified and
strategically communicated to attract tourism, inves-
tment, and social cohesion. Lemmetyinen et al. (2025)
emphasizes the role of creative and cultural industries
(CClIs) in shaping inclusive and differentiated city brands
across ten European cities. Cultural identity here is not a
static backdrop but a dynamic resource mobilized throu-
gh inclusive branding strategies that reflect local narrati-
ves, histories, and aspirations. Kavaratzis and Ashworth
(2006) argue that city branding is more than a marke-
ting tool; it is a socio-spatial practice that communicates
a city’s identity through symbols, spaces, and stakeholder
engagement. This aligns with Paasi’s (2003) view of the
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region as an institutionalized and narrated space, where
identity is continuously negotiated. Harvey (1990) contri-
butes to this discourse by linking spatial representation
with the conditions of postmodernity, arguing that space
is reorganized through symbolic economies and narrati-
ves of differentiation, particularly in urban and touristic
contexts. The role of cultural identity in spatial commu-
nication is particularly salient among youth populations.
Ross, Puzi¢, and Doolan (2017) show that Croatian youth
articulate their identities through complex spatial affilia-
tions, oscillating between local, national, and European
imaginaries. These place identifications reflect a nuan-
ced interplay of belonging, aspiration, and differentiati-
on, informed by historical narratives and contemporary
geopolitics. Such findings resonate with Capo (2017),
who critiques essentialist and inventory-based approac-
hes to national identity. Instead, she advocates for a plura-
listic, inclusive, and dynamic understanding of identity
that recognizes its spatial embeddedness and performa-
tive nature. Massey (2005) further emphasizes the relati-
onal nature of space, urging a conceptualization of space
as a product of interrelations and trajectories, rather than
as a static backdrop. Zukin (1996) also provides valuable
insights by analyzing how the cultural economy of cities
influences urban identity and the symbolic construction
of space. Cultural identity is integral to the representati-
on and communication of space. It shapes how places are
imagined, narrated, and contested across multiple scales
and through various mediums. From heritage and touri-
sm to urban branding and youth identity, the spatial arti-
culation of cultural identity reflects broader struggles over
meaning, belonging, and legitimacy. In summary, cultu-
ral identity emerges as a dynamic and relational constru-
ct that is continuously produced through spatial practices
and communicative processes. Rather than being fixed,
it is negotiated across institutional, cultural, and every-
day contexts, making it a key analytical lens for under-
standing how regions are symbolically constructed and

represented.

CULTURAL HERITAGE AS A
COMMUNICATIVE RESOURCE

Cultural heritage has traditionally been associated with
the preservation of monuments, traditions, and artifa-
cts. However, recent scholarships increasingly empha-
size its role as a communicative practice embedded in

the construction and representation of space. From this

perspective, heritage is not a static inheritance from
the past but a dynamic and discursive resource through
which meanings, identities, and territorial imaginaries
are continuously negotiated and expressed. Smith (2006)
introduced the influential concept of the “Authorized
Heritage Discourse”, which frames heritage as a culturally
constructed narrative maintained by institutions such
as museums, state bodies, and conservation agencies.
This discourse privileges certain histories while silen-
cing others, thereby shaping what is remembered and
communicated spatially. Harrison (2013) furthers this
view by arguing that heritage is not merely about preser-
vation but about performative acts that produce cultural
meaning. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) views heritage as
a form of metacommunication, a process through which
culture is re-contextualized and aestheticized for public
consumption. This framing of heritage turns space into
a stage upon which curated narratives are enacted, parti-
cularly in tourism and museum contexts. Crooke (2007),
but also Smith and Waterton (2009) emphasize the active
role of communities in these processes, highlighting how
local narratives challenge top-down interpretations of
heritage. Littler and Naidoo (2005) situate heritage in
the context of race, postcolonial memory, and national
identity, arguing that heritage policies are often political
strategies of inclusion and exclusion. Zukin (1996) and
Massey (2005) similarly highlight that space is a product
of cultural and economic practices, and heritage is central
to the symbolic construction of place. Harvey (1990)
connects this with postmodern conditions, suggesting
that space is increasingly mediated by symbolic econo-
mies where heritage becomes a key tool in image produ-
ction. Zhu (2025) provides a concrete example by analy-
zing how sacred heritage sites in China are transformed
through state-led heritage tourism into politically char-
ged communicative spaces. These sites are reinterpreted
to serve economic and ideological agendas, illustrating
the contested and strategic nature of heritage commu-
nication. Dragicevi¢ Sesi¢ and Roga¢ Mijatovi¢ (2014)
discuss “dissonant heritage” in the Balkans as an attracti-
ve but ideologically fraught asset in tourism. These narra-
tives often involve unresolved conflicts, multiple layers
of meaning, and divergent memories, making herita-
ge a site of both communication and tension. Giaccardi
(2012) explored how digital media and social networks
reshape heritage communication by enabling participa-
tory engagement and co-production. This shift reflects

broader transformations in the public sphere, where heri-
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tage becomes a more democratic and interactive proce-
ss. Heritage institutions are thus reimagined as platforms
for dialogue rather than repositories of fixed meaning.
Lemmetyinen et al. (2025) analyzes how cultural heritage
and creative industries intersect in city branding strate-
gies across Europe. They argue that inclusive and creative
interpretations of heritage enhance urban distinctivene-
ss and contribute to competitiveness in global contexts.
Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2006) conceptualize place
branding as a form of spatial communication, where
heritage serves as both content and medium of identity
construction. In this framework, heritage is used not only
to represent a place’s past but to project desirable futu-
res, making it a strategic resource in policy, planning, and
identity politics. Cultural heritage should be understood
as a communicative resource that shapes and is shaped
by spatial practices. It functions as a vehicle for narrating
identity, contesting memory, and negotiating meanings
of place. Through institutional, community-based, and
digital channels, heritage participates in the continuo-
us (re)production of space. To conclude, cultural herita-
ge should be understood not as a static legacy of the past,
but as an active communicative resource through which
meanings, identities, and spatial narratives are constru-
cted, contested, and reinterpreted across institutional and

community contexts.

IDENTITY AND IMAGE AS A
STARTING POINT FOR DESTINATION
COMMUNICATION

Understanding how destinations construct and commu-
nicate their identity, and image has become central in
the increasingly competitive global tourism landscape.
Destination identity, often rooted in cultural, historical,
and geographic features, serves as the foundation upon
which communicative strategies are developed. Conver-
sely, destination image reflects how external audiences
perceive a place, shaped by both strategic promotion and
organic user-generated content (Tasci and Gartner 2007).
The distinction and interplay between identity and image
are fundamental to destination branding. While identi-
ty represents the self-concept of a destination as articula-
ted by its stakeholders, image is the aggregate of tourists’
and external audiences’ perceptions (Anholt 2007; Kava-
ratzis and Ashworth 2006). According to Anholt (2007),
the construction of a destination brand follows a sequen-

tial logic: first, the destination must establish a clear and

authentic identity; second, it must foster a coherent and
consistent image; only then can it achieve a strong and
credible brand. This model underscores the foundational
role of identity in any destination branding effort. Effecti-
ve communication strategies strive for alignment between
these two dimensions, ensuring that projected identity
resonates with received image (Sirisuthikul 2024). Some
authors emphasize the dynamic and performative nature
of destination identity, especially in the context of digital
platforms (Govers and Go 2009). Destination communi-
cation is no longer the sole domain of tourism boards and
public institutions. Stakeholders such as local communi-
ties, influencers, and content creators co-construct desti-
nation narratives (Hankinson 2004; Aman et al. 2024).
This democratization of voice necessitates a more nuan-
ced understanding of branding as a networked process in
which authenticity and cultural specificity are critical for
differentiation. In this context, cultural and heritage insti-
tutions play a crucial role in maintaining and commu-
nicating the distinctiveness of local identity. Museums,
cultural centers, and heritage preservation initiatives act
as custodians of collective memory and provide substan-
tive content that enriches a destination’s narrative. More-
over, the involvement of residents in both preserving and
communicating their cultural identity ensures the susta-
inability and credibility of destination branding. Their
lived experiences and local knowledge serve not only as
resources for authentic storytelling but also as mechani-
sms for resisting the erasure of cultural specificity under
globalized trends. It is the local population that serves as
the bearer of heritage, as defined by Urbinati (2011) and
Pukl and Jerin (2018), who also clarifies the distinction
between heritage bearers and heritage institutions. Heri-
tage bearers are individuals and communities who acti-
vely live and transmit their cultural practices, whereas
promoters are institutions and experts who interpret and
present heritage to the public, often risking folklorizati-
on if collaboration with the bearers is lacking (Pukl and
Jerin 2018). Furthermore, cultural and heritage institu-
tions, together with residents, play a pivotal role in the
construction and preservation of destination identity.
These institutions act as custodians of collective memory
and cultural narratives, providing a tangible and symbo-
lic foundation for branding strategies (Kim et al. 2022).
Meanwhile, local communities are not merely passive
recipients of branding efforts but active co-creators whose
engagement fosters authenticity, emotional attachment,

and place-based distinctiveness (Braun, Kavaratzis and
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Zenker 2013; Leal et al. 2022). In rural and heritage-rich
areas, residents” participation is especially vital in sustai-
ning cultural continuity and resilience against homoge-
nizing global forces (Jafarli and Canavari 2025). As such,
integrating the voices of local stakeholders is not only a
question of inclusivity, but a strategic imperative for buil-

ding sustainable and credible destination identities.

Furthermore, emotional and nostalgic appeals have
gained prominence in influencing destination image and
visitor behavior. Studies have shown that emotions such
as nostalgia can positively shape visitors’ perceptions and
increase word-of-mouth intentions (Shizhen et al. 2025).
This aligns with the growing importance of emotional
branding in creating memorable and resonant destina-
tion experience. Achieving congruence between desti-
nation identity and image is fraught with challenges.
Misalignments can emerge due to inconsistent messa-
ging, fragmented stakeholder agendas, or rapidly chan-
ging digital discourses (Sirisuthikul 2024; Escobar-Far-
fan et al. 2024). Moreover, while destinations strive for
distinctive branding, they are often caught in the tension
between globalization and localization, risking the diluti-
on of unique cultural elements (Lin et al. 2024). Current
research highlights the need for sustainable and inclusi-
ve communication strategies that prioritize local voices,
cultural authenticity, and long-term brand coheren-
ce (Aman et al. 2024). The integration of technological
innovation, such as Al and data-driven personalization,
further offers new avenues for crafting and dissemina-
ting identity in a way that resonates with target audien-
ces while remaining grounded in local realities. Desti-
nation communication starts with a clear articulation
of identity and a conscious projection of image. It requ-
ires not only strategic planning and stakeholder coordi-
nation but also critical reflection on cultural narratives,
media channels, and emotional connections. By recogni-
zing the complexity of identity-image interplay and the
evolving media landscape, destinations can foster more
authentic, inclusive, and effective brand communicati-
on. To summarize, destination communication depends
on the alignment between identity and image, which is
shaped through complex interactions between instituti-
onal actors, local communities, and digital media envi-
ronments. Cultural heritage and local stakeholders play a
crucial role in ensuring authenticity and long-term susta-

inability of destination branding strategies.

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

As shown in the previous section of this paper, cultural
heritage can play a crucial role in the creation of iden-
tity and, consequently, in shaping the image of a given
area. Considering the exceptional tourism success of
Istria and Kvarner in Croatia, regions that have recorded
the highest number of visits and overnight stays in recent
years (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2024), and the relati-
vely limited use of cultural heritage in representing these
regions (Dabo, Jakopovi¢ and Gluvacevi¢ 2025), this
paper seeks to shed light on the views of direct bearers
of cultural heritage and local residents of Istria and Kvar-
ner regarding the use of cultural heritage in constructing
and communicating local identity and regional image. It
also explores how important cultural heritage is to them

in building their personal and collective identities.

In this regard, the following research questions were
posed:

RQ1: Which cultural assets do respondents most associa-

te with the areas where they live and work?

RQ2: Do respondents consider cultural heritage a refle-
ction of the identity of the local population and how do
they evaluate their own role in preserving the cultural

identity and image of Istria and Kvarner?

RQ3: Do respondents believe that local cultural heritage
is sufficiently included in the promotion and representa-

tion of the area in which they live?

RQ4: Do respondents believe it is extremely important
that the cultural heritage of Istria and Kvarner is adequa-
tely presented to the public, in an authentic manner and

with appropriate interpretation?

RQ5: Do respondents believe that inter-institutional
cooperation (between local government, tourist boards,
cultural institutions, and educational organizations)
contributes significantly to the preservation and promo-

tion of the region’s cultural identity?

RQ6: Are respondents willing to participate in initiati-
ves for the preservation and promotion of their region’s

cultural heritage?
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Based on these research questions, the following hypot-
heses were formulated as exploratory assumptions inten-

ded to further examine the identified research objectives.

H1: Respondents from Istria most strongly associate the
Pula Arena with their region, while respondents from
Kvarner most strongly associate the Rijeka Carnival with

their region.

H2: Respondents believe that cultural heritage is a refle-
ction of the identity of the local population, and they
positively evaluate their role in preserving the cultural

identity and image of Istria and Kvarner.

H3: Respondents believe that local cultural heritage is
sufficiently included in the promotion and representati-

on of the area in which they live.

H4: Respondents believe it is extremely important that
the cultural heritage of Istria and Kvarner is adequately
presented to the public, in an authentic manner and with

appropriate interpretation.

HS5: Respondents believe that inter-institutional coopera-
tion (between local government, tourist boards, cultural
institutions, and educational organizations) contributes
significantly to the preservation and promotion of the

region’s cultural identity.

Hé6: Respondents are generally not willing to participa-
te in initiatives aimed at preserving and promoting the

cultural heritage of their region.

To answer the research questions and test the hypothe-
ses, a survey was conducted using an online questionnai-
re distributed through the snowball method. The sample
consisted of adult residents of Istria and Kvarner who are
active in non-governmental organizations dealing with
culture and heritage, identified through official websites
of selected counties, cities, and municipalities. Respon-
dents, aged between 18 and 75, were selected based on
their active involvement in culture and heritage as a
form of voluntary or hobbyist engagement, rather than
as professionals employed in public cultural instituti-
ons. Their activities reflect a commitment to living, tran-
smitting, and promoting various forms of art and cultu-
ral heritage, driven primarily by personal enthusiasm. As

such, they can be considered key local actors and impor-

tant bearers of cultural identity. Between January 1, 2025,
and June 1, 2025, the survey was completed by 125 respo-
ndents from Istria and 111 respondents from Kvarner,
for a total of 236 participants. The results are presented
descriptively and comparatively for the residents of Istria

and Kvarner.

Despite its suitability for reaching culturally active parti-
cipants, the snowball sampling method introduces certa-
in limitations. The sample was not statistically represen-
tative of the general population, as it primarily included
individuals already engaged in cultural and heritage-rela-
ted activities. This may result in a more positive evaluati-
on of cultural heritage and its role in identity constructi-
on compared to the broader population. Furthermore, as
the data are based on self-reported perceptions, respon-
ses may be influenced by social desirability bias, particu-
larly in relation to attitudes toward cultural preservation
and participation. In addition to these sampling-related
limitations, several aspects of the research design should
be noted. The questionnaire was designed specifically for
the purposes of this research, drawing on existing theo-
retical frameworks in heritage studies, place branding,
and identity research. Individual items were constructed
to operationalize key concepts such as perceived iden-
tity reflection, visibility of heritage in promotion, and
willingness to participate. Given the exploratory nature
of the study, the analysis relies primarily on descripti-
ve statistics, and no formal scale validation procedu-
res were conducted, which should be considered when
interpreting the findings. Participation in the research
was voluntary, and respondents were informed about the
purpose of the study. The survey was conducted anony-
mously, and no personally identifiable data was collected.
These methodological considerations provide an impor-
tant context for interpreting the findings presented in the

following sections.
RESEARCH RESULTS

The results are presented in relation to the defined rese-
arch questions and corresponding hypotheses, allowing
for both descriptive and interpretative insights into the
examined phenomena. Most respondents from Istria were
women, 96 of them (76.8%), followed by 28 men (22.4%),
while one respondent chose not to disclose their gender.
Most respondents hold a higher education degree, 83 of
them (66.4%), and are employed in permanent positions,
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90 respondents in total (72%). The majority have lived
in Istria since birth, 91 respondents (72.8%), or for more
than ten years, 21 respondents (17.1%). They prima-
rily reside in towns such as Pula, Pazin, Pore¢, Rovinj,
Labin, Medulin, Vodnjan, Buzet, Umag, Bale, Buje, Vizi-
nada, Fazana, Rasa, and others. Regarding respondents
from Kvarner, the majority are also women, 96 of them
(86.5%), while there are 15 men (13.5%). A large majority
hold a higher education degree, 94 respondents (84.7%),
and are employed in permanent positions, 62 of them
(55.9%). Most have lived in Kvarner since birth, 82 respo-
ndents (73.9%), or for more than ten years, 20 respon-
dents (18%). They mainly reside in Rijeka, 47 respondents
(42.3%), but also in other towns such as Cres, Crikveni-
ca, Dobrinj, Kastav, Krk, Matulji, Viskovo, Novi Vinodol-
ski, and Opatija.

Respondents were asked which cultural symbols they
most associate with Istria. 119 respondents fully associa-
ted the Arena in Pula with Istria; 110 respondents asso-
ciated Istrian stew (supa), manestra, truffles, olive oil, and
other traditional gastronomy; 108 respondents associa-
ted Istrian kaZuni (stone huts) and castles; 105 associated
the Chakavian and Istro-Venetian dialects; 94 associated
balun and other traditional dances; 93 associated sopile
and roZenice (traditional wind instruments); 89 associa-
ted the Pula Film Festival; 88 associated churches, fresco-
es, and sacred art (e.g., the Euphrasian Basilica); 66 asso-
ciated the Glagolitic script; 55 associated the two-part
singing in narrow intervals typical of Istria and the Croa-
tian Littoral (Istria and Kvarner); 50 associated the Dance
and Non-Verbal Theatre Festival in Svetvinéenat; 46 asso-
ciated the Vlach (so-called Istro-Romanian) language

and culture; 29 associated the maritime and port heritage.

Respondents were also asked which cultural symbols they

most associate with Kvarner.

97 respondents fully associated the Bagka tablet (Bas¢an-
ska ploca) with Kvarner; 95 associated the Rijeka Carni-
val; 91 associated the Trsat Castle; 88 associated the zvon-
¢ari (bellmen, traditional masked figures); 84 associated
the Chakavian dialect; 73 associated the Bela nedeja festi-
val; 65 associated the Rab cake; 57 associated the Rab
fair (fijera) and Rijeka as the European Capital of Cultu-
re 2020; 47 associated the maritime and port heritage; 46
associated the bell towers of Rab; 42 associated the Osor

Musical Evenings and Rijeka Summer Nights; 41 asso-

ciated the Krk tanac (traditional dance); 33 associated
the two-part singing in narrow intervals of Istria and the
Littoral; 32 associated churches, frescoes, and sacred art.
Considering the presented results, hypothesis H1, which
assumes that respondents from Istria most strongly asso-
ciate the Pula Arena with their region, while respondents
from Kvarner most strongly associate the Rijeka Carnival

with their region, cannot be accepted.

Chart 1: Level of agreement with the statement that
cultural heritage reflects the identity of the local
population of a destination (%)
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It is evident from the chart that the majority of respon-
dents in both Istria (71.2%) and Kvarner (68.47%) fully
agree with the statement that cultural heritage reflects
the identity of the local population of a destination. This
finding clearly indicates that cultural heritage is widely
perceived as a core component of local identity among

respondents in both regions.
Chart 2: Respondents’ assessment of the role of the local

population in preserving the cultural identity and image
of the destination (%)
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It is evident from the chart that the largest percentage of
respondents in both Istria (44.8%) and Kvarner (43.24%)
believe that the local population plays a significant role in

preserving the cultural identity and image of the destinati-
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on. This finding further reinforces the perception of local
communities as key actors in the maintenance and commu-
nication of cultural identity, highlighting the importance

of bottom-up contributions alongside institutional efforts.

Considering the results presented in Charts 1 and 2, hypot-
hesis H2, which assumes that respondents believe that cultu-
ral heritage reflects the identity of the local population and
they positively evaluate their role in preserving the cultural

identity and image of Istria and Kvarner, can be accepted.

Chart 3: Respondents” answers to the question of how
often they see cultural symbols of Istria/Kvarner in
promotional materials (brochures, advertisements,
websites) (%)
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Based on the data from the chart it is evident that most
respondents in both Istria and Kvarner very often or occa-
sionally see cultural symbols of Istria/Kvarner in promo-
tional materials (brochures, advertisements, websites).
Therefore, hypothesis H3 can be accepted, which assumes
that local cultural heritage is sufficiently included into the
promotion and representation of the area in which the
respondents live. This suggests that cultural heritage is
visibly present in promotional materials, at least from the

perspective of local stakeholders.

Chart 4: Levels of agreement with the statement that
the cultural heritage of Istria/Kvarner is adequately
presented to the public, in an authentic manner and with

appropriate interpretation (%)
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It is evident from the chart that the largest percentage of
respondents in both Istria (76%) and Kvarner (78.38%)
believe that adequate presentation of the cultural herita-
ge of Istria/Kvarner to the public, in an authentic manner
and with appropriate interpretation, is extremely impor-
tant. This result underscores a strong normative expecta-
tion among respondents regarding the quality of heritage
presentation, indicating that authenticity and appropriate
interpretation are not perceived as optional, but as essen-

tial components of cultural communication.

Considering the results presented in Chart 4, hypot-
hesis H4, which assumes that respondents believe it is
extremely important that the cultural heritage of Istria
and Kvarner is adequately presented to the public, in an
authentic manner and with appropriate interpretation,

can be accepted.

Chart 5: Respondents’ answers to the question of how
much they believe inter-institutional cooperation (between
local government, tourist boards, cultural institutions, and
educational institutions) contributes to the preservation

and promotion of the region’s cultural identity (%)
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It is evident from the chart that the largest percentage of
respondents in both Istria (56%) and Kvarner (50.45%)
believe that inter-institutional cooperation (between
local government, tourist boards, cultural institutions,
and educational institutions) significantly contributes
to the preservation and promotion of the region’s cultu-
ral identity. This finding highlights the perceived neces-
sity of coordinated governance and collaboration among
different stakeholders, suggesting that effective heritage
communication depends on an integrated and cross-se-

ctoral approach.

Considering the results presented in Chart 5, hypothesis
H5, which assumes that respondents believe that inter-in-

stitutional cooperation (between local government, tourist
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boards, cultural institutions, and educational organiza-
tions) contributes significantly to the preservation and

promotion of the region’s cultural identity, can be accepted.

Chart 6: Level of respondents’ willingness to participate
in initiatives for the preservation and promotion of the

region's cultural heritage (%)
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Itis evident from the chart that the most common respon-
se among respondents from both Istria (52.8%) and Kvar-
ner (70.27%) is ,Maybe, depending on the initiative
regarding participation in initiatives for the preservati-
on and promotion of Istria’s cultural heritage. This result
indicates that residents are not inherently unwilling to
participate but rather condition their engagement on

specific contextual factors.

Considering the results presented in Chart 6, hypothe-
sis H6, which assumes that respondents are generally
not willing to participate in initiatives aimed at preser-
ving and promoting the cultural heritage of their region,

cannot be accepted.

Opverall, the results indicate that perceptions of cultural
heritage among local stakeholders are shaped not only by
visibility, but also by expectations of authenticity, partici-

pation, and institutional coordination.
DISCUSSION

The findings of this study provide empirical insight into
how local heritage bearers in Istria and Kvarner percei-
ve the role of cultural heritage in shaping regional identi-
ty and spatial representation. Overall, the results confirm
that cultural heritage functions as a central communicati-
ve and symbolic resource through which regional identi-
ty and place image are constructed and negotiated. These
findings can be further interpreted through the lens of the

communicative and performative understanding of heri-

tage (Smith 2006; Harrison 2013), suggesting that herita-
ge does not operate merely as a representational tool, but
as an active process shaped through everyday practices

and interactions of local actors.

Regarding RQ1, which explored the cultural assets most
strongly associated with the regions, the results demon-
strate that respondents do not rely on a single emblema-
tic symbol but instead identify a broad and diverse set
of tangible and intangible heritage elements. This plura-
listic pattern led to the rejection of H1, as neither the
Pula Arena nor the Rijeka Carnival emerged as exclu-
sive or dominant identifiers. Rather than contradicting
existing theories of symbolic place identity, this finding
supports Paasi’s (2003) understanding of regional iden-
tity as layered, dynamic, and socially constructed throu-
gh multiple narratives. Furthermore, this plurality can be
interpreted in line with relational conceptualizations of
space (Massey 2005), where identity is constituted thro-
ugh multiple, overlapping trajectories rather than being
reduced to a single dominant symbol. The spatial embed-
dedness of identity is thus confirmed, but in a non-redu-
ctive form that resists simplification into a single iconic

marker.

The results related to RQ2 and H2 clearly indicate that
respondents overwhelmingly perceive cultural herita-
ge as a reflection of the identity of the local population
and recognize their own role in preserving and commu-
nicating that identity. This result supports Smith’s (2006)
notion of heritage as discourse, while simultaneously
revealing a strong bottom-up dimension grounded in
lived experience. In this sense, heritage emerges not
only as an institutional construct but also as a socially
embedded practice, which aligns with Harrison’s (2013)
conceptualization of heritage as performative. The respo-
ndents’ emphasis on their own agency further suggests
a partial shift away from the “authorized heritage disco-
urse” towards more participatory and locally grounded

forms of meaning-making.

Concerning RQ3 and H3, respondents generally consider
cultural heritage to be sufficiently present in promotional
materials. This perception partially contrasts with critical
scholarship that emphasizes the risks of commodification
and aestheticization of heritage for external consumpti-
on (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). However, this appa-

rent contradiction becomes more analytically meaning-
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ful when interpreted alongside responses to RQ4. While
heritage is perceived as visible, respondents strongly
emphasize the need for authentic and contextually grou-
nded representation, leading to the confirmation of H4.
This indicates a clear distinction between visibility and
meaningful communication, suggesting that the mere
presence of heritage elements in promotional materials
does not guarantee their cultural adequacy. Such findin-
gs reinforce calls for participatory and culturally groun-
ded branding practices (Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2006),
where local knowledge and context play a central role in

shaping representation.

The importance of coordinated governance structures
is evident in responses to RQ5, where strong support
for inter-institutional cooperation led to the confirma-
tion of H5. This finding aligns with recent place bran-
ding research that underscores cross-sectoral collabo-
ration as a prerequisite for credibility, inclusivity, and
long-term sustainability (Lemmetyinen et al. 2025). At
the same time, the data suggests that clearer role diffe-
rentiation between institutions, promoters, and heritage
bearers is needed to prevent folklorization or tokenistic
inclusion, as previously noted by Pukl and Jerin (2018).
This highlights the importance of balancing institutio-
nal frameworks with locally embedded knowledge and

practices.

Finally, the results related to RQ6 challenge initial
assumptions regarding community disengagement. The
rejection of H6 indicates that respondents are not unwi-
lling to participate in heritage-related initiatives, but
rather condition their engagement on transparency, rele-
vance, and tangible community benefits. This conditional
engagement reflects broader tensions between top-down
branding strategies and bottom-up expectations, which
can be interpreted through Massey’s (2005) relational
understanding of space as continuously negotiated. Parti-
cipation thus emerges as a contingent and communica-
tively mediated process rather than a fixed disposition.
Importantly, these results contribute to bridging the gap
between theoretical understandings of heritage as disco-
urse and the lived experiences of local actors, demon-
strating how these processes unfold in a specific regio-

nal context.

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that regio-

nal identity and image in Istria and Kvarner are not

fixed attributes but outcomes of ongoing communicati-
ve practices involving multiple actors. Cultural heritage
emerges as both a marker of belonging and a negotiated
performative resource. The study thus reinforces the need
for inclusive, locally grounded heritage communication
strategies that balance institutional coordination with the
lived identities and expectations of local communities,
while also acknowledging the inherently dynamic and
contested nature of spatial representation in contempo-

rary destination contexts.
CONCLUSION

The findings of this study affirm that cultural heritage
plays a central role in shaping and communicating local
identity and regional image in Istria and Kvarner. Most
respondents recognized key cultural symbols as markers
of regional belonging and expressed strong agreement
that heritage reflects the identity of the local population.
Several initial hypotheses were confirmed, particularly
those related to the perception of heritage as an identity
marker, the role of local communities in its preservati-
on, and the importance of inter-institutional cooperati-
on. However, the hypothesis suggesting that respondents
would most strongly associate a single emblematic symbol
(e.g., the Pula Arena or Rijeka Carnival) with their region
was not supported, indicating a more nuanced and plura-
listic set of cultural references among residents. Similarly,
the assumption that residents would generally be unwi-
lling to engage in heritage initiatives was not confirmed,
as many respondents expressed conditional openness to
participation, depending on the nature of the initiative.
This is an important opportunity for more inclusive and
participatory heritage practices. Nonetheless, the rese-
arch is not without limitations. The use of the snowball
sampling method, while effective in reaching cultu-
rally engaged individuals, may have introduced a degree
of bias by overrepresenting respondents already active
in the cultural sector. Furthermore, the survey’s relian-
ce on self-reported perceptions limits the ability to draw
broader generalizations about the wider population. The
findings should be interpreted with caution, given the
exploratory nature of the study and the specific sample
of culturally engaged respondents. Future research could
benefit from complementary qualitative methods, such
as interviews or focus groups, to capture deeper insights
into motivations, obstacles, and intergenerational perspe-

ctives on heritage engagement. Despite these limitations,

100



Media, Culture and Public Relations

Vol.17, 2026, 1

the study offers valuable guidance for professionals in
heritage interpretation, tourism promotion, and regio-
nal branding. It underscores the need for culturally grou-
nded, communicatively strategic, and socially inclusive
approaches that acknowledge the agency of local herita-
ge bearers. By aligning the lived identity of a place with
its mediated image, destinations like Istria and Kvarner
can foster more authentic, resilient, and community-cen-
tered models of cultural representation. From a practical

perspective, the findings suggest that destination mana-
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KULTURNA BASTINA | NOSITELJI LOKALNOG IDENTITETA:
KOMUNIKACIJSKE DIMENZIJE IZGRADNJE IMIDZA
ISTRE | KVARNERA

Kresimir Dabo, Danijel KneZevic, Dejan Gluvacevic¢

SAZETAK: Ovaj rad istrazuje ulogu kulturne bastine u oblikovanju regionalnog identiteta i imidza prostora u Istri i Kvar-
neru, s posebnim naglaskom na njezinu komunikacijsku funkciju u prostornoj reprezentaciji i brendiranju destina-
cije. Cilj istrazivanja jest ispitati kako nositelji lokalne bastine percipiraju kulturnu bastinu kao identitetski marker te
kako vrednuju njezinu uporabu u regionalnoj promociji. Empirijski podaci prikupljeni su putem online ankete prove-
dene medu 236 stanovnika Istre i Kvarnera koji su aktivno ukljuceni u kulturne i bastinske udruge. Rezultati pokazu-
ju da ispitanici svoje regije povezuju s raznolikim skupom kulturnih simbola, sto upucuje na pluralisti¢ko i slojevito
razumijevanje regionalnog identiteta, a ne na oslanjanje na jedan dominantan simbol. Kulturna bastina u velikoj se
mjeri doZivljava kao odraz identiteta lokalnog stanovnistva, pri cemu ispitanici prepoznaju vaznu ulogu lokalne zajed-
nice u njezinu ocuvanju i komunikaciji. lako se smatra da je bastina u dovoljnoj mjeri prisutna u promotivnim mate-
rijalima, ispitanici naglasavaju potrebu za autenti¢nom i kontekstualno osjetljivom prezentacijom te upozoravaju na
rizik folklorizacije. Nadalje, rezultati isticu vaznost meduinstitucionalne suradnje izmedu lokalne samouprave, kultur-
nih institucija, turistickih zajednica i obrazovnih organizacija u o¢uvanju i promociji regionalnog kulturnog identiteta.
lako mnogi ispitanici izrazavaju uvjetnu spremnost za sudjelovanje u bastinskim inicijativama, razina angazmana ovisi
o jasnoj komunikaciji i vidljivim koristima za zajednicu. Rad doprinosi istrazivanjima kulturne bastine i komunikaci-
je destinacije ukazujudi na to da se regionalni identitet i imidz kontinuirano pregovaraju kroz komunikacijske prakse,
¢ime se naglasava potreba za ukljucivim, lokalno utemeljenim i odrzivim pristupima regionalnom brendiranju teme-
ljenom na bastini.

KLJUCNE RIJECI: Istra i Kvarner; izgradnja imidZa; kulturna bastina; nositelji lokalnog identiteta; prostorna reprezentacija




