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Abstract: Rural areas are regaining attention as key resource holders. This includes the attractive-
ness of intact and traditional cultural elements and heritage which helps to create new opportuni-
ties. However, renewal is needed for rural areas to be competitive beyond tourism. Knowledge ex-
change and transfer is seen as an enabling tool for regeneration and heritage valorization, although 
it has mostly been applied in an urban context. The aim of this paper is to explore the role of capacity 
building and knowledge exchange at different levels in promoting rural regeneration through her-
itage-led initiatives. The article describes a multi-directional knowledge transfer and exchange in 19 
rural areas. The applied knowledge exchange methodology was designed to be a dynamic and vi-
brant exchange of capacity building and mutual learning. This exchange of knowledge enabled the 
local communities involved to explore new ideas and viable solutions for the regeneration of rural 
areas through the valorization of cultural and natural heritage. The research findings show that 
structuring a knowledge transfer and capacity building process that also involves key local stake-
holders and the rural communities is an important milestone in the regeneration process. In addi-
tion, it can be a unique opportunity to start and build new professional long-term relationships. 

Keywords: knowledge exchange; knowledge transfer; rural areas; heritage-led rural regeneration; 
stakeholder engagement; capacity building 
 

1. Introduction 
Knowledge sharing, also known as peer-to-peer learning, is a mutual exchange of 

ideas and information [1]. This exchange is seen as a powerful way of sharing, replicating, 
and scaling up development processes [2]. The concept of knowledge exchange has been 
applied in different contexts. Originating in organizational studies, it has subsequently 
been used in many disciplines, from business management to medicine, to improve com-
munication and scale-up innovation processes [3]. While the value of stakeholder engage-
ment has grown, knowledge exchange has been increasingly sought for in development 
projects and planning practices in urban contexts [4]. Knowledge exchange has been con-
ceptualized in a number of studies, including [5–7], as a tool for the valorization of cultural 
heritage in cities. UNESCO [8] argues that preserving cultural values is key to develop-
ment. The literature recognizes the need for stakeholder engagement for sustainable her-
itage management. However, there is a gap between theory and practice in the implemen-
tation of stakeholder engagement in heritage management [9]. There is a lack of compre-
hensive methodologies for capacity building and knowledge exchange among actors at 
different levels (for example, local versus international), especially in rural regions. In-
deed, although some scholars have investigated the effects of knowledge exchange for the 
valorization of cultural heritage in rural areas [6,10], it is not yet clear how to enable 
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knowledge exchange for rural communities in a systematic and effective way. On the 
other hand, the low investments and attention that have been given to rural areas in the 
last decades has resulted in a lack of expertise and opportunities to foster cultural herit-
age-led regeneration processes. Within the last twenty years, the social sciences have fo-
cused on research actions on the local cultural heritage in its interconnections with the 
socio-economic development of regions as a form of the diversification and multifunction-
ality of economic and productive activities [11]. The increasing interest is due to the many 
resources that rural areas are key holders of [12,13]. This has opened up new perspectives 
on rural life and possible movements against urbanization [14]. The attractiveness of intact 
and traditional cultural elements and heritage in more remote areas has enabled new busi-
ness opportunities, mainly related to tourism. Cultural and natural heritage play a key 
role in making certain areas competitive as tourist destinations [15,16]. Yet, innovation is 
needed to make rural areas competitive at local, national, and international levels beyond 
tourism. Biocultural heritage allows for new approaches to heritage, conservation, land-
scape planning, and development goals which rely on knowledge transfer and collabora-
tive initiatives [17]. Access to new knowledge can be achieved through cooperation and 
exchanges with others [18]. Just like indigenous knowledge reflects knowledge that has 
been gained through living with a certain environment for centuries [19], new perspec-
tives and knowledge are also needed to grow. Local partnerships and knowledge ex-
changes, for example, within farming communities, are crucial for rural development [20]. 
Ceccarelli [21] acknowledges the paramount importance of building networks with local 
as well as distant peers, with different cultures, traditions, and conditions, in order to ac-
quire new knowledge and experience new forms of cooperation, also based on digital net-
works. Bosworth et al. [22] argue that real results are achieved when local groups in rural 
areas are empowered to make decisions within a supportive framework that is not overly 
bureaucratic. Bindi et al. [11] describe a gradual engagement of local communities, which 
starts with small groups of local actors who identify and propose innovative solutions to 
meet the needs of their respective communities, and progressively generates attention and 
consensus from other members, in a process leading to the progressive involvement of the 
entire community. 

This study was carried out as a part of the H2020-funded innovation project RU-
RITAGE, which focuses on rural regeneration through the valorization of cultural and 
natural heritage. The project identifies six heritage-led drivers for sustainable rural regen-
eration, called Systemic Innovation Areas (SIAs), which act as catalysts for rural develop-
ment through stakeholder engagement [23,24]. They are Pilgrimage, Local Food Produc-
tion, Migration, Arts and Festivals, Resilience, and Integrated Landscape Management. 
These areas were seen as starting the conversation about local heritage and contributing 
to sustainable growth beyond tourism-led activities through knowledge exchange at both 
local and international levels. During the project, a knowledge exchange took place in 
nineteen rural communities from twelve European Countries (in Ireland, Iceland, Nor-
way, United Kingdom, Spain, Germany, Italy, Slovenia, Greece, Hungary, Turkey, and 
Romania), and one in South America (Colombia). 

The aim of this paper is to provide practical insights into how and to what extent 
capacity building and knowledge exchange at different levels can contribute to rural de-
velopment through heritage-led initiatives. The purpose of this research is to draw on the 
experiences of the RURITAGE knowledge exchange methodology by asking the following 
research questions: What are the key elements for successful multidirectional knowledge 
exchange? Furthermore, in order to capture the lessons from practice, we ask: To what 
extent and under what conditions does knowledge exchange between rural areas support 
local regeneration processes? 

In the following sections of this article, we provide an overview of the RURITAGE 
conceptual framework and methodology, present the study results, and discuss the 
method in relation to the findings. We conclude the article by summarizing the key lessons 
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that we have learnt from leading and implementing a multidirectional heritage-led 
knowledge transfer and exchange in nineteen rural areas. 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Conceptual Framework 

The RURITAGE project took place between June 2018 and August 2022. The project 
involved thirteen role model areas that had already demonstrated how heritage can act as 
a driver for positive rural regeneration and provided good practices of at least one of the 
SIAs. The multilevel repository of RURITAGE good practices is further described in [23]. 
The role models acted as mentors for six replicating territories that were aspiring to de-
velop new heritage-led actions for rural regeneration within one or more SIAs. The ex-
changes between mentor and mentee were planned beyond the representatives of the par-
ticipating entities, through the involvement of the local community. Understanding and 
mapping the wide range of actors that should be involved in regenerating their territory 
(Figure 1A) was one of the first steps of the process [24]. Guided by the project methodol-
ogy and supported by the project funds, each involved community established a meeting 
place, called the Rural Heritage Hub, that functions both as a permissive space for ex-
changing ideas and a physical meeting place in daily community activities. For each Rural 
Heritage Hub, a coordinator was appointed to plan and manage the activities and to en-
courage various stakeholders to meet and share their ambitions for the territory [24]. 

The knowledge exchange between role models (RMs) and replicators (Rs) was facili-
tated by knowledge facilitator partners (KFPs) (Figure 1B). In total, seven universities, two 
research centers, two large international organizations, two SMEs, and four non-profit or-
ganizations were involved because of their expertise in a number of SIAs. They facilitated 
the knowledge transfer system from role models to replicators by collecting, analyzing, 
and digesting the information coming from the role models, and finally translating it into 
practical and replicable solutions. 

Although the identification of the role model and replicator implies a one-way ex-
change, the methodology was designed to encourage a mutual learning process (Figure 
1C). Replicators were expected not only to learn, but also to share their experiences with 
each other and with the role models, who also benefited from the process by improving 
their regeneration strategies. The exchange and mutual learning between role models and 
replicators were the basis of the RURITAGE paradigm and the effective implementation 
of the planned activities. 

 
Figure 1. RURITAGE conceptual framework: (A) RURITAGE multilevel knowledge building; (B) 
RU-RITAGE knowledge exchange between role models (RMs), replicators (Rs), and knowledge fa-
cilitator partners (KFPs); (C) RURITAGE mutual knowledge exchange among role models and rep-
licators. 

  



Heritage 2024, 7 1692 
 

 

2.2. Methodological Steps 
To ensure that the RURITAGE knowledge exchange was useful in practice, we devel-

oped a rigorous methodology that can be replicated beyond the project framework. The 
methodology offers three main forms of knowledge brokerage: (i) multilevel knowledge-
transfer workshops, (ii) bilateral knowledge exchange events, and (iii) digital knowledge 
exchange. The interaction between the different forms is shown in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. Flow chart of RURITAGE knowledge exchange methodology. 

The multilevel and multidirectional knowledge transfer involved five workshops 
(i.e., Training, Development, Launch, Fine-Tuning, and Sustainability Workshops) follow-
ing the main stages of the development of the Rural Regeneration Plan [24,25]. At the be-
ginning of the project, all participants were asked to indicate their expectations and inter-
est in the forthcoming knowledge exchange. The representatives of each role model and 
replicator submitted a form in which they ranked (from 1 to 10/least to most) the good 
practices of other role models [22] which they found the most interesting and which they 
could potentially replicate. These preferences were taken into account in the preparation 
of the thematic workshop sessions, in the design of bilateral exchange pairs, and in the 
identification of topics for digital exchanges. 

In parallel with the five planned workshops, bilateral knowledge exchanges and bro-
kerage events were organized between the role models and replicators. These took form 
of learning or mentoring staff visits, with a replicator or role model partner visiting an-
other area and vice versa. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the RURITAGE bilateral visits 
were postponed from March 2020 to March 2022. During this period, a series of online 
consultations were introduced to partners as an alternative to face-to-face interactions to 
ensure continuous communication and knowledge transfer between role models, replica-
tors, and knowledge facilitator partners.  

An ongoing digital knowledge exchange framework has further strengthened the ca-
pacity building and knowledge exchange. As well as ensuring ongoing interactions, the 
digital exchanges were also an accessible way of storing information and good practices 
digitally. The digital knowledge exchange was carried out mainly as: (1) mutual learning 
at a project level through a digital platform called Digital Rural Heritage Hub (Digital 
RHH), which was set up like in a forum format where partners could open new threads 
and comment on each other’s posts [26]; (2) learning at a project and international level 
through a series of online webinars. 
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 As the partners are geographically diverse and come from different cultural, reli-
gious, and linguistic backgrounds, representatives from the Rural Heritage Hubs were, 
therefore, important cornerstones in achieving successful exchanges, bridging the initia-
tive at the project and the local communities. Although all project activities were con-
ducted in English, all activities and initiatives were also translated into the national lan-
guages of each Rural Heritage Hub and adapted to the local context. This was a way of 
ensuring that everyone felt involved and prioritized in the exchanges. 

To evaluate the impact of the capacity building activities, participants were asked to 
complete surveys at the end of each activity. In addition, an overall evaluation survey was 
conducted with all the partners involved at the end of the project. 

It should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic occurred in early 2020 which had an 
impact on all aspects of RURITAGE implementation, including the travel and visit plan. 
The impact of the pandemic can be seen in the results section below. 

3. Results 
The results are presented according to the planned knowledge exchange methodol-

ogy. This section describes the series of events (see Figure 3) together with the results from 
the surveys. 

 
Figure 3. The knowledge exchange activities (photo credit: Åberg, 2022; RURITAGE, 2019). 

3.1. Multilevel and Multidirectional Knowledge Transfer: Results from Five Workshops 
Five milestone workshops were planned to ensure a knowledge transfer and broker-

age between different SIAs, involving Rural Heritage Hubs beyond the mentor–mentee 
relationship of role models and replicators. In total, 72 to 95 people benefited from each 
workshop. 

The five workshops (i.e., the Training Workshop, the Development Workshop, the 
Launch Workshop, the Fine-Tuning Workshop, and the Sustainability Workshop) were 
designed to be aligned with the stages of the heritage-led development projects in the 
replicator and role model regions. All workshops combined lecture-style sessions deliv-
ered by knowledge facilitator partners with more interactive sessions. Parts of the work-
shops also provided direct support and bilateral exchanges between partners. The 
knowledge gained by the partners during these workshops was to be shared with the local 
community. 

The Training Workshop in March 2019 was the first step of the multidirectional 
knowledge transfer system (as shown in Figure 1C). The event aimed to guide the coordi-
nators of the Rural Heritage Hubs through the Community-based heritage management 
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and planning methodology [24]. One of the initial steps of this methodology was the Se-
rious Game Workshop, which was to be held in each Hub. The game aimed to highlight 
the challenges and needs in each rural area. The training consisted of a simulation of the 
Serious Game Workshop, followed by a question-and-answer session, to prepare the Ru-
ral Heritage Hubs coordinators to run the workshop at a local level within their local Hub. 
Alongside the training, three parallel sessions on the different SIAs were organized. Each 
role model provided local tricks and tips, as well as lessons learned and good practices 
from the implementation of heritage-led practices in their area. At the end of these ses-
sions, there was a discussion round on each SIA with specific questions on good practices, 
challenges, and the key elements needed. 

The second workshop, the Development Workshop, took place in May 2019. The aim 
of this workshop was to support the implementation phase of the heritage-led develop-
ment projects at a local level. This was organized through training workshops that the 
partners would later apply in their Rural Heritage Hubs, according to the RURITAGE 
methodology [24]. The first session focused on how to find and approach investors, bene-
fiting from both external experts and the experiences of role models. The aim of this ses-
sion was to support replicators in realizing their ideas. Other sessions focused on the chal-
lenges and possibilities faced by the participating rural territories while setting up and 
deploying their Rural Heritage Hubs. 

The Launch Workshop, held in October 2019, was designed to support replicators in 
launching their heritage-led development plans. The replicators presented draft versions 
of their plans together with a detailed list of the first steps for their implementation. Role 
models and knowledge facilitator partners provided direct feedback and experiences on 
the proposed plans. The Role Models were given the opportunity to hold bilateral meet-
ings with other Role Models and/or Knowledge Facilitator Partners in recognition of their 
willingness to further enhance their position in rural regeneration. This contributed to 
ensure a multi-directional exchange of knowledge. 

The fourth workshop, the Fine-Tuning Workshop, although originally planned in 
May 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic took place online in October 2020. The aim was 
for partners to adapt and improve their planned development plans with the help of oth-
ers. During this workshop, replicators presented their initial successes in implementing 
the regeneration plans, along with potential questions and difficulties, while role models 
presented their path towards their rural regeneration enhancement plans [27]. Experts on 
financial investments were also available for questions and ideas on how to generate in-
vestments. 

To ensure sustainability and long-term thinking beyond the project, the fifth and final 
workshop, the Sustainability Workshop, took place during the final phase of the project 
in April 2022. The focus of the discussion was twofold: the sustainability of the project’s 
legacy, and the tangible traces the project had left on the ground. To address the former, 
all partners participated in a discussion on how to maintain the knowledge the commu-
nity created during the funding period. To address the latter, replicators and role models 
were invited to discuss the financial and social opportunities made possible by the project 
and how they could sustain these initiatives without RURITAGE project funding. 

The evaluation of the impact of the five workshops was carried out through online 
surveys. Overall, the results indicate that the workshops were highly valued by partici-
pants. The participants had a number of takeaways when asked about the main outcomes 
of the multilevel and multidirectional knowledge transfer workshops. The respondents 
noted that the workshops encouraged interaction, discussion, and learning; facilitated the 
building of trust and cooperation between project partners; and provided fresh ideas and 
practical advice on how to implement rural regeneration strategies. 

When asked what type of knowledge transfer methods they found most useful, most 
participants answered ‘interactive sessions and discussions between replicators, role mod-
els and knowledge facilitator partners’. Participants felt that these sessions allowed them 
to develop closer mentor/mentee relationships. 
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In terms of the benefits of face-to-face workshops, most participants felt that ‘inter-
acting with different people from different backgrounds’ was the greatest benefit. This 
was followed by a ‘better understanding of others’ experiences’ and ‘networking’. One of 
the workshops, the Fine-Tuning Workshop, was held online due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. As expected, although most participants found the online modality to have ad-
vantages, such as being safer and less expensive, they felt that the online format did not 
provide the same level of social interaction as face-to-face meetings. 

Finally, the vast majority of participants felt that the overall expectations of the work-
shops were met. The majority of participants felt that the social and networking moments 
during the workshops were well organized and led to better, stronger professional and 
informal relationships with partners, with plenty of networking moments. It was gener-
ally emphasized that there was value in having a balance between more formal and infor-
mal communication during the events. Although participants expressed that the events 
were intense, they were not seen as debilitating in the end, but as well worth the time. 

3.2. Bilateral Knowledge Exchange: Learning and Mentoring Visits 
The learning and mentoring visits were designed as two types of bilateral knowledge 

exchange. The key personnel of each replicator or role model travelled to other role mod-
els to learn about the barriers, lessons, and success factors of the practices implemented. 
Conversely, the key personnel of each role model travelled to the replicators and role 
models to provide local insights and advice. To facilitate the bilateral exchange of 
knowledge, the protocols of the visits were established and evaluation forms were com-
pleted after each visit. In addition, the KFPs supported the rural territories throughout the 
bilateral knowledge transfer process, providing input and guidance as needed. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, a series of online consultations replaced the face-
to-face visits. The online exchanges followed the model of learning and mentoring visits. 
Therefore, they provided comparable bilateral communication and professional 
knowledge transfer and guidance based on the identification of needs and inputs. 

Nineteen face-to-face and five online consultations enabled partners to share 
knowledge and learn from each other. All role models and replicators participated at least 
once in a bilateral knowledge exchange visit. In total, 84 staff members took part in the 
exchanges, together with 210 stakeholders such as local producers, museum directors, pil-
grimage route managers, researchers, tourist guides, or representatives of local associa-
tions. Participants visited 16 countries and 129 sites, including local markets and farms, 
museums, art galleries, and nature reserves. 

The results of the evaluation survey confirmed that the main benefits of the bilateral 
visits were the ‘exchange of good practices’, a ‘better understanding of partners’ experi-
ences’, the ‘creation of a wider network and greater trust’, and ‘interaction with people 
from different backgrounds’. Bilateral exchanges helped partners to acquire new skills by 
the following: (i) helping to build a stronger network, (ii) providing access to expert 
knowledge, (iii) sharing practical advice and best practice, (iv) teaching facilitation tech-
niques, and (v) learning how to better engage stakeholders. 

The respondents identified the most important outcomes as (i) increasing their net-
work, (ii) providing fresh ideas and practical advice on how to implement rural regener-
ation strategies, (iii) increasing their knowledge of rural regeneration, (iv) facilitating the 
sharing of their expertise and knowledge with other partners, (v) encouraging interaction, 
discussion, and learning, and (vi) building trust and cooperation between stakeholders. 

When asked if they intended to continue working with RURITAGE partners after the 
end of the project, most respondents answered positively. To do this, they plan to engage 
online, through emails, social media, and online meetings, before planning new face-to-
face visits, either at conferences or on new joint projects. 
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3.3. Digital Knowledge Exchange 
An open-access digital hub for rural regeneration, the RURITAGE Resource Ecosys-

tem [26], was created to further promote knowledge sharing, mutual learning, and collab-
oration within rural communities and relevant stakeholders. The main tool for internal 
communication was the Digital RHH, an open platform for continuous knowledge shar-
ing, thematic discussions, and networking within the RURITAGE community. It consists 
of a discussion forum organized by SIA and by thematic tags, and it has both a project 
level in English, and a local level, at a Rural Heritage Hub scale, in a local language to 
allow for the dissemination of information among the local community. The tool acts as 
an open forum for knowledge exchange between RURITAGE partners and stakeholders. 

As of May 2023, five years after the project started, there were 383 registered users on 
the Digital RHH and 910 posts grouped into 248 topics. Overall, as confirmed by the feed-
back survey, the Digital RHH has proven to be an important tool for ongoing engagement 
within the RURITAGE community, increasing collaboration, discussion, social inclusion, 
and participatory decision-making, and maintaining motivation and momentum among 
stakeholders. 

In addition to the digital tools, continuous learning was promoted through a series 
of webinars. The topics were tailored to the needs and interests of role models and repli-
cators. In addition, the webinars were open to the public with a total of more than 700 
registered attendees. Twenty-six webinars were delivered by RURITAGE partners 
throughout the project. The webinar series started with an introduction to the RURITAGE 
methodology followed by six SIA presentations. Toward the second part of the project, 
the webinars focused on specific topics of interest of the consortium (i.e., heritage and 
sustainable tourism and disaster risk management for heritage). 

4. Discussion 
To further bridge the gap between professionals and local communities, knowledge 

exchange and transfer through stakeholder engagement is key to sustainable rural regen-
eration [28]. Although stakeholder engagement is a time-consuming process, our experi-
ence with the RURITAGE knowledge exchange methodology, in line with Leyden et al. 
[29], suggests that it is worth the time and effort put into it. We demonstrated how 
knowledge exchange can be enabled for rural communities through a consistent ap-
proach. The findings of this research suggest that the key elements that enable a successful 
multidirectional knowledge exchange in rural areas are the following: 
• A predetermined framework for knowledge transfer and exchange: this provides 

participants with an overview of their expected interactions, efforts, and outcomes. 
As there will never be a one-size-fits-all model for rural regeneration [30], sharing 
expectations in advance gives each community the opportunity to inform their stake-
holders at an early stage and adapt the framework to their local needs. 

• A mixed-methods approach: by using different ways and means to encourage 
knowledge exchange and transfer, the involved stakeholders receive a more varied 
input which ensures continued engagement and sustains interest. 

• Ongoing exchange and transfer: through a variety of tools and methods, stakeholders 
have repeated opportunities to share knowledge. This allows them to reflect on their 
process and share their experiences at different stages of their work. Especially in the 
initial phase, close-up workshops represent a crucial component for trust building, 
which is necessary for successful knowledge exchange [18]. In addition, the Digital 
RHH provided an ongoing forum for exchange and served as an outlet for immediate 
ideas, questions, or concerns. 
This research further explored the extent to which, and the conditions under which, 

knowledge transfer can support rural areas in regeneration processes. It suggests the most 
impactful ways of engaging a local community are the following: 
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• The multidirectional learning workshops were seen as an effective tool for interac-
tion, discussion, and learning. As building trust is crucial for successful and sustain-
able exchanges [18], such workshops created multiple co-benefits and facilitated the 
establishment of trusting and collaborative relationships between partners. Through 
a combination of lectures and interactive exchanges, the sessions encouraged both 
formal and informal discussions. 

• Although roles such as “role models” and “replicators” were defined by the method-
ology and were needed at the beginning of the project to structure the knowledge 
exchange process, once the local communities started to define their heritage-led re-
generation actions and to implement them, replicators soon turn into role models 
themselves, as they inspired the regeneration enhancement plan developed by each 
role model in the late stage of the project [27]. The mutual knowledge exchange truly 
inspired the local communities, who felt acknowledged for their contribution to the 
heritage-led regeneration process of other communities. 

• Beyond the framework of the RURITAGE project, the project partners initiated new 
collaborations based on their interests and competences that emerged during the 
knowledge exchange. What started as discussions during the workshops became 
new initiatives between partners. This led to applications and successful funding for 
new collaborative projects. 
The results of this research suggest some guidelines for the future application of 

transferring and exchanging knowledge in rural areas: 
• From an urban perspective, Frantzeskaki and Rok [31] state that collaborative learn-

ing, collective and individual empowerment, and connections across sectors are val-
uable for any community. It is not only the geographical isolation of rural areas, but 
also the social and economic isolation [32] that makes knowledge exchange and trans-
fer initiatives even more necessary. It was recognized by the case study participants 
that more stakeholders should be involved in the multilevel and multidirectional 
knowledge exchange. As highlighted by Bindi et al. [11], empowering and motivating 
the communities can progressively stimulate the ability to rethink their own territory. 
This would support future commitment and the availability of new initiatives. 

• The importance of appointing a local gatekeeper. Each partner was required to pro-
vide funding to employ one person in each Rural Heritage Hub. The findings suggest 
that this person was key to bridging the language gap between the project and the 
local community. Although this person was also likely to have played a key role in 
bridging social and cultural aspects, this was never explored further. 

• Digital versus physical knowledge exchange. As mentioned above, many physical 
meetings were replaced by online interactions due to the pandemic. The digital ex-
changes were key to maintaining ongoing communication between project partners. 
However, the lack of face-to-face interaction means fewer opportunities to build re-
lationships and trust, and more challenges for equity and equality, which can limit 
the effectiveness of knowledge sharing. On the other hand, digital transformation can 
(i) reduce barriers to participation, (ii) provide more opportunities to hear from 
broader and more diverse groups, and (iii) allow for more frequent and easier meet-
ings. However, the unanticipated digital uses were undoubtedly a challenge for some 
participants, depending on their level of digital literacy. Although we provided guid-
ance and support, future studies may need more time and effort to ensure that people 
of all ages feel included. 
The majority of the case studies were located in rural areas across Europe. During the 

project, other non-funded communities were given the opportunity to participate in the 
RURITAGE events and benefit from the multidirectional heritage-led knowledge ex-
change. In addition to the provision of educational material through the digital tools, 
training opportunities and workshops were initiated to share the overall lessons from the 
project together with the UNESCO Latin America Office [33]. For future initiatives, it 
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would be relevant to further explore how the knowledge exchange methodology can be 
applied and readapted to a non-European context. 

We are aware that researchers have acted as facilitators of community-led initiatives, 
which could be seen either as a means of somehow shielding participants from the every-
day tensions [31] coming from the contradictory role expectations between the organizers 
and the users [34], or what Farmer et al. [35] called a protective niche. This means that 
future initiatives may either require external facilitators or include training or exchanges 
between participants to make everybody confident with the diversity in roles. 

5. Concluding Remarks 
Stakeholder engagement is considered essential for sustainable heritage manage-

ment and regeneration processes, but there is a recognized gap between theory and prac-
tice in implementing means to engage stakeholders and enable an effective knowledge 
transfer in rural areas. This study contributes to the bridging of theory and practice 
through practical applications, with insights and lessons learned from practice in nineteen 
rural areas over a four-year period. 

The methodology itself was pre-defined for all pilot areas, so there was an under-
standing of what was expected, but the application and tools varied. Although the meth-
odology required a minimum level of commitment, local areas were able to adapt it to 
their own capacity and needs. As a first step in the process, partners were able to share 
their own expectations. This was followed by three main levels of interaction: through 
multilevel and multidirectional knowledge transfer workshops involving all project part-
ners; through bilateral knowledge exchange organized directly between two partners to-
gether with their stakeholders; and lastly, through a digital platform that enabled contin-
uous knowledge exchange and sustained interaction. 

The flexibility and variety of the tools included in the multidirectional heritage-led 
knowledge exchange methodology ensured continued engagement and were seen as 
maintaining interest throughout the process. The study also recognizes the need for trust 
in building long-term relationships and exchanges. By providing a model for knowledge 
exchange and transfer that also focuses on community knowledge, this can provide an 
opportunity to regenerate heritage through knowledge and preserve assets for the future. 
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