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Abstract 

 

Local development is a multidimensional and complex process, essential for addressing territorial 

disparities and mitigating the distorting impacts of globalization. This article explores how local 

development goes beyond economic parameters, focusing on the growth of both tangible and 

intangible assets, such as infrastructure and cooperation networks, which contribute to the 

community's social capital. We analyze the intrinsic dynamics of local systems, emphasizing the 

crucial role of factors such as urban resilience, sectoral diversification, and the valorization of 

traditional landscapes as drivers of progress. We discuss the importance of integrated governance and 

multidimensional policies that overcome the limits of sectoral planning and the 'localism trap'. The 

article finally promotes a new culture of planning, public-private partnerships, and effective 

coordination of policies at all levels, while encouraging greater participation of local actors for 

development that considers both economic growth and qualitative and social aspects. 
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Introduction 

 

Local development is a process of renewal, enhancement, and adaptation of a territory's or city's local 

resources (Accetturo & De Blasio 2012). It represents an alternative way of looking at the possibilities 

for evolution within social and economic systems, encompassing economy, society, culture, politics, 

and the environment. The term ‘local development’ is used to denote a wide variety of often 

contradictory positions, rich in theoretical and practical references (Cox & Mair 1988). It stands as one 

of the possible responses to the distorting impacts of globalization on the environment and the global 

population. The term is associated with development processes that do not have economic dimensions 

as their sole objective, nor exclusively econometric values as reference parameters. Instead, it refers to 

the growth of local assets useful for improving the local context, such as infrastructure, and especially 

intangible assets, represented by networks of exchange and cooperation between individuals and 

institutional actors (Coffey & Polese 1985).  

All of this is tied to positive values in the economy, the environment (and landscape), and for local 

societies, which are usually encompassed within the community's social capital (Van der Heide & 

Heijman 2013). Indeed, it is precisely through the capacity for collaboration and strategy that can be 

activated at the city level that opportunities for growth arising from globalization and local economic 

forces can be seized, thus beginning the path towards local development and progress (Cox 1995).  

In other words, local development is a leap forward that allows us to understand the city's limitations, 

or rather, to realize what happens in a territory due to natural effects and what can result from actions 

aimed at enhancing a specific resource to improve it. This type of development involves actions to 

support economic development, which must be tied to the territory, possessing characteristics that 

distinguish them from those of global economies (Ramsay 1996). First, the activities involved are 

labor-intensive and capital-light. Second, they do not primarily depend on the control of financial 

structures and multinational corporations; they are linked to local communities and territories and 

cannot be relocated. Third, they are tied to the specific skills and knowledge of the territories. In 

particular, privileged economic sectors include: green economies (Loiseau et al. 2021).  

The local system is also defined as an aggregate of subjects that, under certain circumstances, behave 

as a collective entity (Simon & Ando 1961). It is a whole with its own identity, which interacts with 

the outside, capable of reproducing itself over time. The local territorial system is a territorial area 

defined by the network of relationships among local actors within that specific geographic space and 

connected with networks of actors from the external environment or environments. It is defined as a 

local system that, stably coinciding with specific places, is characterized by the specific common 
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relationships that its constituent subjects maintain with a certain local environment or milieu (Torre & 

Traversac 2011). The interpretative model should compare the given territorial 'heritage' with the 

organization of the territory in political, economic, social, and service provision spheres, etc., starting 

from the identity of the past, but it is primarily defined by the system's organizational and self-

reproduction capacity (Capello 2019). 

However, this theoretical model is not without limitations and critical issues, forgetting that the local 

territorial system always operates within a broader context, and also regarding the necessary 

competencies and capacities of local actors to identify and analyze all territorial resources understood 

in a broad sense. Furthermore, difficulties in making collective territorial action concrete in terms of 

the synergy a territory can express, and the relationship with urban and territorial policies and 

environmental sustainability, are also linked to this process (Maillat 1998). These local actors can 

better understand, activate, modify, and manage local socioeconomic dynamics more effectively and 

durably than external interventions.  

Therefore, a territory will be more competitive, even globally (Bowen, 2010), the more capable it is of 

identifying and pursuing its own development strategy that maximizes its local specificities as a 

whole, the so-called 'local milieu' (Lofland 2024). In an era characterized by globalization and urgent 

challenges such as climate change (Jakob 2022) and economic crises, the pursuit of sustainable and 

inclusive progress is more crucial than ever. This contribution delves into the heart of a dynamic 

process of renewal and resource valorization that goes far beyond mere economic growth (Wu et al. 

2020). In this perspective, we will explore how the interweaving of economy, society, culture, politics, 

and environment can generate unique opportunities, and how a territory's ability to build collaboration 

networks (Hariram et al. 2023) and targeted strategies is key to seizing challenges and transforming 

them into drivers of growth. We will finally decipher the facets of this approach, which considers the 

limits and potentials of every city and community (Chen et al. 2020), seeking to understand how 

intangible resources (Acri et al. 2024) – such as exchange networks and social capital – are just as 

vital as infrastructure (Shiell et al. 2020). 

 

Local Development: From Theory to Practice 

 

Recent empirical literature highlights how networks of relationships and cooperation among local 

actors and international policies are fundamental for initiating a leap towards local development. 

Empirical literature emphasizes the importance of measurement for evaluation purposes, enabling the 

formulation of judgments that drive improvement actions. Therefore, discussing improvement, its 

measures, and its evaluation means questioning the true aims and results of the process (Gimbert et al. 

2010). Development must consider not only quantitative results but also qualitative ones, which 

complicate measurement and analysis. However, there are also aspects not measurable by traditional 

methods, such as those derived from the intensity of dialogue among institutional, economic, and 

social actors in a territory, hence their ability to provide positive collective responses to local 

problems. Nonetheless, financial data must also be considered; they help understand whether the 

capital invested in a development project has begun to yield results. One must ascertain whether what 

was conceived and implemented has had a positive economic and social impact, meaning it has 

improved something and worked (Sachs 2015).  

The fact remains that local development requires financial resources, and their availability, allocation, 

and utilization are part of the overall process framework. The participation of social capital (Sabet & 

Khaksar 2024) in local development addresses various needs or utilities: an instrumental utility 

because, as local actors, they know the context in which they operate and thus, by providing broader 

information, allow for more elements to define the most effective strategy; moreover, their direct 

participation in defining local needs, through mediation and negotiation among the various interests 

they represent, helps build consensus and preemptively reduce conflicts, legitimizing the adopted 

strategy (Ansari et al. 2012). They also provide a constructive utility given that all local actors, not just 

institutions, represent diverse interests. By highlighting autonomous positions in defining priorities, 

intervention strategies, and control instruments, local actors become active participants in 

development processes, ensuring democratic participation. Finally, they provide a direct utility in that 

collaboration, collective learning, and participation allow for the strengthening of social capital; thus, 
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local actors are both a means and an objective for development. There is no single theoretical model 

for local development, but rather a set of models defined as orthodox with respect to economic theory.  

Neoclassical models focus on the functioning of the free market with assumptions of perfect mobility 

of capital and labor, implying that regional growth disparities can only be temporary (Ledwith 2011). 

In updated models, the technological factor is also considered, which introduces rent control, and the 

previous perfect mobility gives way to the concept of geographical differentiation and innovation. The 

empirical discussion developed in another school of thought centered on themes of flexible 

specialization, networks, trust, social capital, regional innovation systems, and sustainable 

development, allows linking local development with economic growth and 

infrastructural/technological advancements (Pike et al. 2016).  

Following classic models such as that described by Hirschman (2014), local development is assumed 

to interact with the latent resources of the place. It has therefore been recognized, especially by some 

Anglo-Saxon studies, that local development lies in an uncomfortable boundary between theory and 

practice, as it requires the formulation of further development solutions in addition to the analysis of 

socioeconomic evolution. Therefore, it is clear that the measurement method cannot be singular but 

focuses on what one wishes to highlight and correct. Official statistics and socioeconomic indicators 

contribute, in this direction, to understanding whether the chosen development path is the right one. 

Evaluation in local development is a collective learning process, and the same cooperation allows for 

information exchange, joint planning, and progress monitoring (Parkhurstis 2014).  

An important element to consider is that there is a direct relationship between process evaluation and 

outcome evaluation, but in territorial development processes, one should focus on both the process and 

the result. This means that reference must also be made to the local resources that allow programs to 

function, but field experience teaches us that perhaps the process has not guaranteed the use of the best 

resources by local institutions because it has often left local coalitions separate from networks and 

allowed for short-term choices. Therefore, there is a need for effective and functional coordination that 

does not solely focus on bureaucracy. 

 

Envisioning the Intrinsic Dynamics of Local Systems 

 

Cities grow through the agglomeration effects of economic factors and population dynamics (Park et 

al 2013). Therefore, their development depends on a combination of socioeconomic elements and 

resources. Furthermore, cities are not immune to the pressures of globalization, and the strategies they 

employ result from their unique economic, institutional, social, and political factors. Cities can 

experience crises, often coinciding with economic and social downturns, leading to a halt in local 

development (Kantor 2019).  Their subsequent rebirth depends on a combination of factors and 

strategic actions that enable them to recover easily. One such system is the 'resilient' city (Acuti & 

Bellucci 2020) — a city capable of recovering from economic or other crises without severe damage, 

by connecting with other territories and engaging in exchanges of information and knowledge to 

improve itself (Vale 2014).  

The resilient city is thus balanced, managing to sustain both industrial, agricultural, and tourism 

specialization and diversification within its boundaries, allowing for great sectoral variety. In contrast, 

there is the competitiveness established between cities, primarily those with a cluster-based structure, 

which tend to fossilize on a single type of economy. They strive to outperform and offer higher quality 

than other cities operating in the same sector (Turok 2012). This carries a serious risk: that of a 

potential and devastating economic crisis. As soon as specialized cities encounter any type of crisis, 

they will not be able to recover quickly without suffering severe damage or losses, as their economy 

cannot rely on other sectors.  

In both cases, the territory plays a fundamental role. If it's too small, it's not suitable for a resilient city, 

which must necessarily consider its territory as the foundation for economic construction, taking into 

account its capacities and exploiting it respectfully (Zhikharevich et al. 2021). In this vein, urban 

recovery has stemmed from applying certain governance strategies and investment choices that 

combine concrete actions with visions for urban development (Stern et al. 2020). From this 

perspective, the strategic plan serves as a mobilization tool towards development goals which, in its 

initial phase, brought coherence to all undertaken investment actions (Ruddock & Ruddock 2022). 

This also enables the creation of a planning and investment space between public and private actors 
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within a territory (Challender & MacMillan 2019). To the already explained set of actions, numerous 

other programs for mobility reorganization, urban valorization, and urban regeneration should be 

added. 

 

Traditional landscapes as a driver of economic growth 

 

Development is linked to territories and landscapes. First, we should address internal areas (Domon 

2011). This term refers to all those territories marginalized by industrial development, often neglecting 

these internal areas. Today, with the fading impetus of industrial development, some positive signs are 

emerging in these areas, although they are still very weak. Nevertheless, they deserve adequate 

economic, political, and regulatory support. Internal areas are strategic for local development because 

they possess the territorial heritage necessary for its activation (Punziano & Urso 2016). First, there is 

a unique and unrepeatable landscape where natural factors have been enriched and valorized by human 

effort, serving as historical and identity testimony. This constitutes the primary resource for innovative 

and alternative tourism offerings compared to traditional international destinations, whose 

attractiveness has, moreover, decreased.  

Second, the reproducible environmental resources, widely present in these contexts, provide services 

to urban areas (water, alternative energy, waste disposal, food reserves) and contribute to their 

metabolism (Kisman & Tasar 2014). These areas, however, are also characterized by the presence of 

environmental problems related to hydrogeological instability, which today represent one of the 

emergencies associated with local warming (Merz et al 2011). Territorial governance instruments in 

Europe have sometimes demised internal areas, because they were considered residual in development 

processes. In recent decades, environmental and landscape problems have become fully evident: new 

environmental and landscape control instruments have been proposed, such as landscape plans, basin 

plans, park plans (Cutaia 2016), and Strategic Environmental Assessment (Therivel 2012). These have 

overlapped in the same areas without integrating or coordinating, but, crucially, they have generated 

administrative conflict and created procedural and bureaucratic complications. With the sole exception 

of Rural Development Programs (e.g. Van der Ploeg et al. 2017), which often operated by distributing 

funds, internal areas have been overlooked by national economic planning.  

It follows that, to define objectives and adopt strategies, local development cannot be sectoral but must 

be linked to multidimensional, integrated, and intersectoral policies where the territory is a central 

element. In this way, the territory becomes a distinct active subject in development with its own 

heritage, values, and capital, and local development is the planning process that the territory identifies, 

assuming a role that is more active the greater and more varied its resources, territorial values, local 

actors, and their capacity for action and self-organization. From this perspective, local development 

policies sometimes constitute a form of support for economic development policies. These are policies 

primarily aimed at reconnecting the economic and market spheres with the political sphere oriented 

towards the production of local collective goods, accompanied by the theme of cooperation among 

development actors themselves (Kline & Moretti 2014).   

For local development policies, the role of the European Community is very important, as it defines 

the rules of the European market to which national institutions must adhere when implementing their 

economic policies (Keohane & Hoffmann 2018). The European Union also implements policies to 

reduce regional disparities in terms of socioeconomic development through structural funding 

interventions directed at regions and regional territories. Regional development policies are called 

'structural' because they involve the use of structural funds, i.e., the resources that the EU regularly 

allocates from its budget for regional rebalancing (Nicolosi & Mustert 2020). Much of the debate on 

the effectiveness of these policies has focused on their ability to reduce existing disparities (Cini & 

Borragán 2022). Numerous initiatives have sought, albeit in varying proportions and methods, to 

improve local labor market performance; to foster eco-compatible urbanization; to implement 

strategies against exclusion and discrimination; to promote tourism and cultural offerings; and to give 

more space to entrepreneurial activities, especially innovative ones (Panara 2016).  
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Landscapes and local development 

 

Trying to put all theories into practice to create a program for good local development should not be 

complicated; however, there are hurdles to overcome. A new culture of planning is needed, meaning 

the ability to select priorities in public administration, especially at the local level, transforming 

political strategies and inter-sector policy integration into two priorities. (Dickeson 2010 & Peters 

2015). Strategic plans cannot be the sole basis for all local development projects, even though it is 

quite difficult to conceive a development plan without integrating the environmental dimension 

(Ioppolo et al. 2016). 

Therefore, this strategic plan must be accompanied by an evaluation system that also performs 

learning by monitoring functions and can quickly provide the necessary information and lessons for 

project improvement. Connected to innovation in public administration is the theme of a culture of 

planning. Furthermore, a stronger link between politics and policies is important, meaning a system 

capable of transforming the commitment of local politics concerning innovation and valorization into 

integrated public policies that connect local resources and capacities with others that are also focused 

on innovative actions (Poister 2010).  

This implies a great balance between politics and administration to avoid excessive bureaucratization 

of actions within the same territory. Another important point is to find a strategy for financial 

resources that can include public-private partnerships aimed at investing in local collective goods, not 

only cultural ones but also those supporting the economy. Perhaps more work is needed to clarify the 

role of banking foundations in local development investments. Coordination of resources, 

accompanied by coordination on local development objectives, is necessary. Therefore, the 

organization of local and regional policy coordination is fundamental as an incentive for policy 

integration and for opening territories to global flows (Palaniswamy & Krishnan 2012).  

Coordinated national policy would help avoid the ‘localism trap’, create interregional synergies in 

economic, transport, and infrastructural investments, and overcome the polarization of national 

development into the 'Southern question' versus the ‘Northern question’ (Pescosolido 2019). Another 

important task is to improve the attention of local actors through greater participation to guide them 

towards qualitative aspects of development, so as not to fall into traps dictated by exclusively 

economic growth objectives and short-term returns.  

Finally, more research and studies should be conducted, and comparisons between local development 

experiences in Europe and worldwide should be broadened to enhance the capacity to understand 

innovative practices. The soundness of any theoretical model of territorial development is strongly 

affected by variables linked to local realities. The crisis that has impacted the whole of Europe, has 

caused the old continent to lose its distinctive features, receiving austerity and fiscal rigor policies as a 

response.  

This has led to indiscriminate and linear cuts to public spending, drastic reductions in available 

resources, especially for economic and social policies which, instead, should have relaunched the 

economy and responded to the needs of workers and citizens, already heavily penalized by the 

consequences of the crisis (Walter, 2016). Such policies have not always proven functional, and 

therefore there is a need to give a new impetus to Europe in terms of institutions, guaranteeing greater 

integration and solidarity among Member States, and to the economy through a new investment and 

growth plan where labor and enterprise, on equal terms, can contribute to common development and 

progress. In this sense, the economic premises have progressively changed, and the development 

model must adhere to new local and global balances; this means being able to identify which 

consumption patterns, productions, territories, and strategies to consider and which interventions to 

implement.  

In this regard, the new development policies and the new programming of development funds in 

Europe can represent a great opportunity, if supported by all Member States, for the entire system 

(Budzich & Szukala 2013). Despite the multiplicity of territories, and the historical, artistic, cultural, 

and environmental heritage, there is not enough time, social conditions, or economic resources for 

unlimited valorization, and politics must take responsibility for making the necessary and urgent 

strategic choices to respond to the needs of our continent. Where to find the resources for concrete 

economic policy is the problem of problems. The growth of priority sectors and segments to invest in, 

where to direct research and innovation, how and what to produce, how to harmonize the gap between 
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territory (valorizing local realities within a national policy perspective) and common goods (as a driver 

of development and a tool for social cohesion) remain debated topics for which there is no single 

solution. This is not enough at the local level, in light of the territorial development opportunities 

offered by the new community programming, so that when we talk about development, labor, and not 

just capital, is a determining and fundamental factor. 

 

Concluding remarks 

 

This contribution is positioned at the crossroads between theory and practice to offer an in-depth 

vision of local development, understood not only as an economic process, but as a complex interaction 

between subjects, resources and contexts. We will analyze the intrinsic challenges in translating 

theoretical models into concrete actions, from measuring results to promoting environmental 

awareness. From metropolitan dynamics to traditional landscapes, the contribution outlines a path to 

overcome the dichotomy between sectoral approaches and the need for integrated and 

multidimensional policies, proposing a new culture of programming that puts the well-being of the 

territory and its inhabitants at the center. 
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