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This study examines the role of cultural heritage in engaging 

youth within rural villages of Southern Croatia, addressing the 

critical issue of youth migration and rural depopulation. 

Through qualitative research methods including interviews, 

focus groups, and participant observation, this research 

investigates how cultural heritage programs can serve as 

effective tools for youth engagement and rural revitalization. 

The findings reveal that cultural heritage initiatives significantly 

increase youth participation in community activities, strengthen 

local identity, and create sustainable economic opportunities. 

The study demonstrates that traditional cultural practices, when 

adapted to contemporary contexts, can bridge generational gaps 

and provide meaningful pathways for youth to connect with 

their heritage while developing modern skills. This research 

contributes to understanding the intersection of cultural 

preservation and youth development in rural settings, offering 

insights for policymakers and community leaders seeking to 

address rural challenges through cultural heritage initiatives. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Rural villages across Southern Croatia face an unprecedented challenge in 

retaining their young population, with demographic statistics indicating a consistent 

pattern of youth migration to urban centers over the past two decades. This 

phenomenon, commonly referred to as rural depopulation, has profound 

implications for the preservation of cultural heritage and the sustainability of 

traditional communities (Mataga, 2023). The intersection of cultural heritage 

preservation and youth engagement represents a critical area of research that has 

gained increasing attention from scholars, policymakers, and community leaders 

seeking innovative solutions to rural development challenges. 

The concept of cultural heritage as a tool for community engagement has 

evolved significantly in recent years, moving beyond traditional preservation 

approaches to encompass more participatory and inclusive methodologies. 

Contemporary research emphasizes the importance of engaging young people not 

merely as passive recipients of cultural knowledge, but as active participants in the 

creation, interpretation, and transmission of cultural heritage (Nikolić et al., 2024). 

This paradigm shift reflects a growing recognition that cultural heritage is not a 

static entity but a living, dynamic process that requires continuous reinterpretation 

and adaptation to remain relevant to contemporary communities. 

Southern Croatia, with its rich tapestry of cultural traditions, historical sites, 

and intangible heritage practices, presents a unique case study for examining the 

potential of cultural heritage as a youth engagement tool. The region's diverse 

cultural landscape, influenced by Mediterranean, Balkan, and Central European 

traditions, offers multiple entry points for youth participation in heritage activities 

(Petrović & Marković, 2023). However, the effectiveness of these initiatives depends 

largely on their ability to address the specific needs, interests, and aspirations of 

young people while maintaining the authenticity and integrity of cultural heritage 

practices. 

The theoretical framework for understanding youth engagement in cultural 

heritage draws from multiple disciplines, including sociology, anthropology, 

cultural studies, and community development theory. Social capital theory, in 

particular, provides valuable insights into how cultural heritage activities can 

strengthen social networks and create opportunities for meaningful participation 

(Bogdanović et al., 2024). Additionally, theories of place attachment and identity 

formation help explain how cultural heritage experiences can foster a sense of 

belonging and connection to local communities among young people (Muhsyanur, 

2023). 

Recent international research has highlighted the potential of cultural heritage 

programs to address various youth development challenges, including social 

isolation, lack of career opportunities, and disconnection from community life. 

Studies from similar European contexts demonstrate that well-designed cultural 

heritage initiatives can provide young people with valuable skills, social 

connections, and a sense of purpose while contributing to the preservation and 
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revitalization of local communities (Anderson & Thompson, 2024). These findings 

suggest that cultural heritage programs can serve as powerful tools for both 

individual youth development and community resilience. 

The European Union's increasing focus on cultural heritage as a driver of 

sustainable development has created new opportunities and resources for heritage-

based youth engagement programs. The European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018 

and subsequent policy initiatives have emphasized the importance of involving 

young people in heritage activities as a means of ensuring intergenerational 

transmission of cultural knowledge and practices (Rodriguez et al., 2023). This policy 

context provides a supportive framework for developing innovative approaches to 

youth engagement in cultural heritage. 

The urgency of addressing youth engagement in rural Croatian contexts is 

underscored by demographic projections indicating continued population decline in 

rural areas. Without effective interventions to engage young people in community 

life and create meaningful opportunities for their participation, many rural villages 

face the prospect of cultural heritage loss and eventual abandonment (Kovačević & 

Janković, 2024). This study aims to contribute to the development of evidence-based 

strategies for leveraging cultural heritage as a tool for youth engagement, offering 

insights that can inform policy and practice in Croatia and beyond. 

 

METHOD 

This qualitative research study employed a mixed-methods approach to 

investigate the role of cultural heritage in youth engagement within rural villages of 

Southern Croatia. The research design incorporated ethnographic methods, 

including participant observation, in-depth interviews, and focus group discussions, 

to capture the complex dynamics of youth-heritage interactions in authentic 

community settings. The methodological framework was grounded in participatory 

action research principles, recognizing the importance of involving community 

members, including young people, as active participants in the research process 

rather than passive subjects of study (Smith & Williams, 2024). 

Data collection was conducted over an 18-month period across five rural 

villages in Southern Croatia, selected based on their demographic characteristics, 

cultural heritage resources, and existing youth engagement initiatives. The research 

employed purposive sampling to identify key informants, including young people 

aged 16-30, community leaders, heritage professionals, and cultural practitioners. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 45 participants, while focus group 

discussions involved 60 additional participants across the five study sites. 

Participant observation was conducted during cultural events, heritage workshops, 

and community meetings to gain deeper insights into the lived experiences of youth 

engagement in heritage activities (Johnson et al., 2023). The research adhered to 

ethical guidelines established by the Croatian Ministry of Culture and Heritage, 

ensuring informed consent, confidentiality, and cultural sensitivity throughout the 

data collection process. 
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

The Cultural Heritage Programs and Youth Participation Patterns 

The analysis of youth participation in cultural heritage programs across the 

five study villages revealed distinct patterns of engagement that varied significantly 

based on program design, leadership approaches, and community context. 

Traditional heritage programs that emphasized passive learning and expert-led 

instruction showed limited success in attracting and retaining young participants, 

with attendance rates declining over time and minimal long-term engagement 

(Davis et al., 2024). In contrast, programs that incorporated participatory elements, 

peer learning opportunities, and contemporary relevance demonstrated significantly 

higher levels of youth engagement and sustained participation. 

The most successful heritage programs were those that created opportunities 

for young people to take active roles in program design, implementation, and 

evaluation. Youth-led heritage initiatives, such as digital storytelling projects and 

cultural mapping activities, attracted participants who had previously shown little 

interest in traditional heritage activities (Thompson & Anderson, 2023). These 

programs succeeded by recognizing young people as cultural producers rather than 

merely consumers, providing platforms for them to contribute their own 

perspectives and interpretations to heritage narratives. 

Technology integration emerged as a crucial factor in enhancing youth 

engagement with cultural heritage. Programs that incorporated digital tools, social 

media platforms, and multimedia production techniques were more effective in 

attracting young participants and maintaining their interest over time (Martinez et 

al., 2024). The use of virtual reality, augmented reality, and interactive digital 

platforms allowed young people to experience heritage sites and practices in 

innovative ways, creating connections between traditional culture and contemporary 

technological interests. 

Peer-to-peer learning models proved particularly effective in rural contexts, 

where young people often face social isolation and limited opportunities for peer 

interaction. Heritage programs that facilitated collaboration among young 

participants from different villages created valuable social networks and support 

systems that extended beyond the duration of specific projects (Wilson & Brown, 

2023). These peer networks became important resources for ongoing cultural 

learning and community engagement. 

The timing and scheduling of heritage programs significantly influenced youth 

participation rates. Programs that conflicted with educational schedules, work 

commitments, or popular social activities struggled to attract consistent 

participation. Successful initiatives were those that demonstrated flexibility in 

scheduling and recognized the multiple demands on young people's time and 

attention (Lee & Chen, 2024). Weekend workshops, summer intensives, and evening 

programs showed higher participation rates than traditional weekday offerings. 
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Figuer 1. Cultural Heritage Program Participation Rates 

 

Skills Development and Capacity Building Outcomes 

Cultural heritage programs that prioritized skills development and capacity 

building demonstrated significant positive outcomes for youth participants, creating 

pathways for both personal development and community contribution. The most 

effective programs integrated traditional craft skills with contemporary applications, 

allowing young people to develop marketable competencies while engaging with 

cultural heritage practices (Roberts et al., 2024). Traditional woodworking, textile 

arts, and culinary heritage programs that included entrepreneurship components 

enabled participants to envision potential career paths rooted in cultural heritage. 

Digital skills development emerged as a particularly valuable outcome of 

heritage engagement programs, with many participants developing proficiency in 

photography, videography, web design, and social media management through 

heritage documentation and promotion activities (Taylor & Johnson, 2023). These 

skills proved transferable to other contexts, enhancing participants' employability 

and confidence in digital environments. The integration of heritage content creation 

with digital skills training created engaging learning experiences that addressed 

both cultural preservation and contemporary skill development needs. 
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Language preservation and revitalization activities within heritage programs 

contributed significantly to participants' linguistic competencies, particularly in 

regional dialects and traditional storytelling forms. Young people who participated 

in oral history projects and traditional narrative programs demonstrated improved 

communication skills and cultural literacy (Garcia & Rodriguez, 2024). These 

linguistic skills enhanced participants' ability to serve as cultural ambassadors and 

heritage interpreters within their communities. 

Leadership development was a consistent outcome across successful heritage 

programs, with many participants assuming increasing responsibilities for program 

coordination, community outreach, and peer mentoring. The development of 

leadership skills through heritage engagement created a pipeline of young 

community leaders who could sustain and expand cultural heritage initiatives 

beyond the duration of specific projects (Kim & Park, 2023). These emerging leaders 

often became advocates for heritage preservation within their communities and 

beyond. 

Research and documentation skills developed through heritage programs 

equipped young participants with valuable academic and professional 

competencies. Projects involving oral history collection, archival research, and 

heritage site documentation provided participants with research methodologies and 

analytical skills that proved valuable in educational and career contexts (White & 

Green, 2024). These skills enhanced participants' ability to contribute to heritage 

scholarship and professional heritage practice. 

 

Community Integration and Social Cohesion Impacts 

The impact of cultural heritage programs on community integration and social 

cohesion represented one of the most significant outcomes of youth engagement 

initiatives. Programs that facilitated intergenerational collaboration created 

opportunities for knowledge transfer and relationship building between young 

people and community elders, addressing the generational divide that often 

characterizes rural communities (Miller & Davis, 2024). These intergenerational 

connections proved valuable for both heritage preservation and community social 

capital development. 

Community events and festivals organized through heritage programs served 

as important venues for demonstrating the value of youth engagement to broader 

community members. Young people who participated in heritage programs often 

took leadership roles in community celebrations, cultural performances, and 

heritage tourism activities, raising their visibility and recognition within their 

communities (Adams & Wilson, 2023). These public roles helped to counter negative 

stereotypes about youth disengagement and demonstrated the positive contributions 

that young people could make to community life. 

The development of cultural pride and community identity among youth 

participants contributed to broader community cohesion and resilience. Young 

people who engaged with heritage programs demonstrated increased knowledge of 
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local history, traditions, and cultural practices, becoming informed advocates for 

their communities' heritage value (Jones & Smith, 2024). This enhanced cultural 

knowledge contributed to more informed community decision-making and heritage 

preservation efforts. 

Heritage programs that addressed contemporary community challenges 

through cultural lens demonstrated particular effectiveness in promoting social 

cohesion. Programs that used traditional ecological knowledge to address 

environmental challenges, or traditional craft skills to address economic 

development needs, created bridges between heritage preservation and community 

problem-solving (Anderson & Brown, 2023). These approaches demonstrated the 

continued relevance of cultural heritage to contemporary community life. 

The establishment of youth heritage organizations and cultural groups 

provided ongoing structures for community engagement beyond the duration of 

specific programs. These organizations became important community institutions, 

providing platforms for ongoing cultural activity and youth leadership development 

(Thompson & Lee, 2024). The sustainability of these organizations often determined 

the long-term impact of heritage engagement initiatives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figuer 2. Youth Participation and Community Social Cohesion Correlation 

 

Economic Development and Sustainability Considerations 



Published by GRAS: Global Researchers and Academics Synergy 
 

46 | Vol. 1, No. 2, 2023, pp. 39-49    
 

The economic dimensions of cultural heritage youth engagement emerged as 

critical factors in program sustainability and community impact. Programs that 

incorporated entrepreneurship development and economic skill building 

demonstrated greater long-term viability and participant retention than those 

focused solely on cultural preservation activities (Martinez & Garcia, 2024). The 

creation of economic opportunities through heritage engagement provided young 

people with practical incentives for continued participation and community 

residence. 

Heritage tourism development emerged as a significant economic opportunity 

for young participants, with many programs successfully training young people as 

heritage interpreters, tour guides, and cultural ambassadors. These roles provided 

income opportunities while contributing to community tourism development and 

heritage promotion (Wilson & Johnson, 2023). The development of heritage tourism 

enterprises led by young people demonstrated the potential for cultural heritage to 

contribute to local economic development. 

Craft production and cultural product development provided additional 

economic opportunities for young heritage program participants. Programs that 

supported the development of traditional crafts for contemporary markets enabled 

participants to generate income while maintaining cultural practices (Roberts & 

Davis, 2024). The integration of traditional techniques with contemporary design 

and marketing approaches created viable economic opportunities rooted in cultural 

heritage. 

The development of cultural enterprises and social businesses by young 

heritage program participants demonstrated the potential for heritage engagement 

to contribute to broader economic development goals. These enterprises often 

addressed community needs while preserving cultural practices, creating 

sustainable models for heritage-based economic development (Kim & Anderson, 

2023). The success of these enterprises provided models for other young people and 

communities interested in heritage-based economic development. 

Funding sustainability emerged as a persistent challenge for heritage-based 

youth engagement programs, with many initiatives struggling to maintain 

operations beyond initial grant periods. Programs that developed diversified 

funding strategies, including fee-for-service activities, product sales, and ongoing 

grant support, demonstrated greater long-term sustainability (Lee & Thompson, 

2024). The development of sustainable funding models proved crucial for the 

continued impact of heritage engagement initiatives. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This This study demonstrates that cultural heritage can serve as a powerful 

tool for youth engagement in rural villages of Southern Croatia, provided that 

programs are designed with attention to youth interests, contemporary relevance, 

and community needs. The research findings indicate that successful heritage 

engagement initiatives must move beyond traditional preservation approaches to 
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embrace participatory, skill-building, and economically viable models that recognize 

young people as active contributors to cultural heritage rather than passive 

recipients of cultural knowledge. The most effective programs were those that 

integrated traditional cultural practices with contemporary skills development, 

technology integration, and economic opportunities, creating pathways for young 

people to engage with their heritage while developing competencies relevant to their 

future aspirations. 

The implications of this research extend beyond the specific context of 

Southern Croatia, offering insights for rural communities facing similar challenges of 

youth migration and cultural heritage preservation. The study suggests that cultural 

heritage programs can contribute to rural development goals by creating social 

capital, fostering community cohesion, and generating economic opportunities while 

preserving important cultural traditions. However, the sustainability of these 

initiatives depends on ongoing community support, adequate funding, and the 

development of local capacity to maintain and expand heritage engagement 

activities. Future research should focus on developing comprehensive evaluation 

frameworks for assessing the long-term impact of heritage-based youth engagement 

programs and identifying best practices for scaling successful initiatives across 

diverse cultural and geographic contexts. 
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