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1. Heritage in Romagna: an introduction 

In the last decades, the growth of cultural trips has led to cultural properties assuming a 

multiple role all over the world. In fact, heritage is no longer seen as a tourist destination 

and a place for leisure only, but it has also become a commercial product. This approach 

is demonstrated every time we open guidebooks, whose body is focused on cultural 

properties, sites and monuments as the main attraction of a country, region or city. For 

instance, guidebooks on Romagna focus on all types of tangible heritage – Byzantine 

monuments and archaeological sites - whereas dedicate just a few words on the identity of 

the region and its inhabitants.  

 

This approach leads to a couple of considerations: first of all, heritage in Romagna is 

projected into a global dimension, which goes far away from the local one and produces a 

feeling of detachment between local community and heritage itself. This situation can have 

negative implications in terms of relationship between identity and heritage. Secondly, the 

interpretation of heritage as a selling product attributes to it a relevant economic role. The 

last point can be twofold: on one hand, an economic value assigned to heritage implies 

that heritage is subject to conservation strategies in the light of a heritage value system as 

it is more likely that heritage itself is subject to preservation strategies to counter the 

natural decay of its fabric.1 On the other hand, heritage within an economically-driven 

approach that does not have any social contextualisation at regional level, may result in 

heritage itself becoming detached from the local community, and accentuate the gap 

between localisms and globalism.  

 

                                                 
1
 Aplin 2002. 
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Starting from these considerations, the author has been undertaking some researches into 

the Romagnolian identity and has delineated a research methodology based on 

ethnographic techniques, which are considered as one of the most appropriate tool for this 

type of research as it will explained below. 

 

2. Research methodology 

 

To understand local identity and the perception of space in relation to heritage, both 

tangible and intangible, it is argued that engagement with the local communities is 

necessary to observe their behaviour and traditions from an inside perspective. The 

research also requires communication with non-locals visiting heritage sites to understand 

what they think and know about local identity and how they perceive the territory and 

monuments selected for their visits.  

 

Due to the social science aspects and themes the research is investigating, such as social 

lives and people’s behaviours and feelings as regards their identity and space, it has been 

thought that the best way to approach these concepts is through conducting an extensive 

ethnographic fieldwork,2 which is based on participatory observation, in-depth interviews 

and questionnaires to local communities, heritage and tourism organisations, museums, 

and site visitors. Field notes and diaries are used to record thoughts from personal 

observation and interviews, along with photographs.3  

 

Qualitative method 

This research has its reason for being into the social science discipline: social science 

research is concerned with people and their life contexts. Social science is then 

particularly suitable to investigate new questions about the nature of identity, culture and 

social relationships, as this research requires. Ethnography as part of the wider social 

science discipline, is linked to the notion of people as meaning-makers, and comprises the 

study of how people interpret their world, and the need to understand particular cultural 

worlds.4 Being the focus of social science on people, intended both as individuals and 

groups, and their behaviours, this leads to a certain level of unpredictability since human 

                                                 
2
 Somekh and Lewin 2005. 

3
 Limb and Dwyer 2001 

4
 Crang and Cook 2007. 
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beings are characterised by complexity.5 Moreover, social behaviours cannot be reduced 

to predictable “variables” and people’s activities collaborate in the construction and 

maintenance of cultural meanings, which inform their actions.6 These considerations result 

in the adoption of a qualitative method.  

 

The main purpose of qualitative research is to seek subjective understanding of social 

reality rather than a statistical description or the outline of general perceptions.7 Qualitative 

research is particularly suitable to investigate how people see, experience and make 

particular representations of the world. Qualitative methods are based on the assumption 

that there is no real world that exists independently of the relationships between 

researchers and researched,8 therefore it follows that the social world is something that is 

not fixed but dynamic and made up of competing social constructions and representations, 

where the role of research is central.9 The choice of adopting qualitative methods depends 

on the research questions:10 investigating how people in Romagna feel and interpret their 

cultural world is a perfect subject for qualitative research.  

 

Collecting data 

The research relies on several tools, such as interviews, participant observation, diaries 

and field notes, memos and photos.11 The researcher is primarily using qualitative 

research techniques, however, it is believed that a mix of these techniques with 

questionnaires, which are typical tools deriving from quantitative research, is appropriate 

and desirable.12 This inclusion does not affect the primary choice of the qualitative 

methods, but it helps to form broader pictures of tourists at heritage sites by collecting 

extensive opinions from heritage personnel working at cultural sites.  

 

Constraints 

The research project has encountered several constraints. One of the first constraints the 

author had to deal with was gaining access to sites and people.13 Access to sites depends 

                                                 
5
 Somekh and Lewin 2005: 3. 

6
 Somekh and Lewin  2005: 16. 

7
 Limb and Dwyer  2001: 6. 

8
 Smith 1988. 

9
 Limb and Dwyer  2001. 

10
 Valentine 2001: 43. 

11
 Seale 1998.  

12
 Limb and Dwyer 2001: 23. 

13
 Hammersley and Atkinson 1983. 
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on gatekeepers, as well as healthy and safety conditions: interviews are carried out at the 

exit of heritage sites. Interviews with museums and site staff, politicians and staff 

employed in travel agency/heritage organisations are office-based. Recruitment was 

based on volunteers. Ethical issues represented another constraint, since ethnographic 

research focuses on people. Ethical issues are centrally important in social science 

research: these include participant consents, confidentiality and anonymity, feedback and 

reward to participants.14 This research was not anonymous despite the researcher’s 

commitment to not transcribing names of tourists or local community members in the final 

report. However, data from the research was made confidential through the use of false 

names and/or a coding system. Data storage is another issues to be taken into account 

when undertaking any type of research. This material is stored beyond the duration of the 

whole project as this data may be used in future for further research and publication. The 

last constraint was represented by time and budget,15 which had to be evaluated carefully 

by the author.  

 

Researcher’s position 

It is necessary for the researchers to establish a relationship of trust and honesty with the 

participants,16 therefore their positionality is extremely important and will also influence the 

research outcomes.17 In the project, the position of the author is quite advantageous, as 

she belongs to the local community, and thus can be seen as an insider inspiring trust. 

She can also be seen as an outsider, due to her residence abroad for many years. This 

has allowed the author to have a distanced perspective that is not overwhelmed by the 

locality.18  

 

Analysis and interpretation of data  

Analysis of data cannot be separate from data collection but be done in parallel with it.19 

Analysis and interpretation of data represent an important part of the research process as 

it allows the researcher to extract meanings. Data needs to be transcribed, coded and 

analysed. Interviews and audio recordings will be transcribed by the researcher, who will 

                                                 
14

 Somekh and Lewin  2005. 
15

 Valentine 2001. 
16

 Skelton 2001.  
17

 Hammersley and Atkinson 1983. 
18

 Punch 2000. 
19

 Limb and Dwyer 2001. 
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also label particular words and sentences to identify categories for subsequent analysis. 

Categories and codes will be then examined to identify relationships among them.  

 

Validation of data 

Being an ethnographic research, it may be thought that outcomes of the research do not 

need to be validated since people create different realities that may co-exist. This 

interpretation is incorrect, and data obtained from this research must be validated. One of 

the most appropriate techniques to do so is triangulation,20 which means comparing 

different kind of data from different sources to see if they corroborate one another.  

 

4. Conclusions 

This paper has delineated a research methodology for the case study of Romagna to 

address key research questions on identity and heritage. Partial results coming from the 

fieldwork (and still unpublished) have offered significant outcomes, such as the importance 

of intangible heritage for the local community, that are being investigated by adopting 

ethnographic techniques. The paper has demonstrated reasons for using these 

techniques, which are the best tool to research into people’s life and behaviours, and the 

relationship between local identity and heritage. In fact, evaluating heritage not only as a 

commercial product but also as significant for the local community allows heritage itself to 

have a social contextualisation at regional level and become attached to the local 

community by reducing the gap between localisms and globalism.  

 

 

                                                 
20

 Somekh and Lewin  2005. 
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