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Abstract

:

The current need for territories and societies to grow is based on the Sustainable Development Models as well as the United Nations (UN) Agenda for 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In that case, such new forms of tourism development imply creating and upgrading critical infrastructures, facilities, equipment, or differentiated activities to bring clients who align with the desired Sustainable Development Models and SDGs. In this regard, the thematic literature provides evidence that some tourism typologies (nature-based, rural, culturally-based creative tourism) play a critical role in attaining sustainable regional development. Therefore, this paper aims to unfold what can be learned from the pilot projects implemented in the Azores region aimed toward the so-desired regional sustainability. Contextually, the obtained results ask for the regional leaders to consider encouraging entrepreneurship associated with small and medium-sized firms; fostering the diversity of touristic offerings; designing guidelines that follow sustainable development models and the SDGs; or creating meaningful investments in the conservation and protection of cultural heritage, as well as the Azorean endogenous resources.
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1. Introduction


Tourists no longer desire a destination with a unique tourist experience offer and increasingly look to cultural and creative tourism (especially heritage, in many cases) as a deciding element when selecting a vacation location. In fact, tourist destinations only occur in places with culture and creative tourism which is associated with an offering [1,2,3,4,5].



In this regard, several pieces of research show us that different tourism typologies (namely: rural tourism, cultural tourism, nature-based slow tourism, or creative tourism) have a dominant role in achieving regional sustainable development in ultra-peripheral island territories (see: [6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16]).



Therefore, tourism is usually expected to align with different business models that cooperate to ensure a tourist magnet to a distinct region—the so-called tourist destination [14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21].



Suppose we consider the current need for territories and societies to grow based on the Sustainable Development Models and the United Nations (UN) Agenda for 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In that case, such new forms of tourism development imply creating and upgrading critical infrastructures, facilities, equipment, or differentiated activities to bring clients who align with the desired Sustainable Development Models and SDGs.



Based on the abovementioned, we do believe creative tourism could add to the regional sustainable development of remote insular regions in areas: it boosts the local economy, i.e., by attracting tourists to participate in creative experiences, the local economy can benefit through increased spending on local goods and services; it preserves local culture, i.e., creative tourism projects can help preserve and promote the cultural heritage and traditions of the island, making it a unique destination for visitors; it diversifies the tourism offer, i.e., by offering unique and creative experiences, islands can diversify their tourism offerings and stand out from more conventional tourist destinations; it creates employment opportunities, i.e., the development of creative tourism projects can generate new job opportunities, particularly in the arts and cultural sectors; and it fosters community development, i.e., by involving local communities in the planning and implementing creative tourism projects, they can foster a sense of ownership and pride, leading to improved community development.



Contextually, the research team has developed the following research question: “What Can We Learn From the Pilot Projects Implemented in the Azores Region Towards so-desired Regional Sustainability?”.



The paper starts with the current introduction framework, followed by a succinct state of the art regarding cultural and creative tourism in ultra-peripheral island regions. After that, a section is presented regarding the methods used, followed by the acquired results and subsequent discussion. The article ends with the conclusions.




2. Cultural and Creative Tourism in Island Regions


The small island developing states (usually known by the acronym SIDS) are a distinct group of 38 UN member states and 20 UN associate members in the regions commissions’ or non-UN members that meet particular social and economic as well as ecological vulnerabilities and have specific attributes [22,23,24]. Furthermore, such destinations encounter considerable barriers and obstacles, i.e., small scale, remote geographic location, challenging accessibility constraints, limited vital resources, or even the menace of meeting global environmental problems and social and economic fragilities [25,26,27].



Based on the abovementioned, it becomes crucial to look at previous research. As an example of the relevance of such tourism typologies for fragile and peripheral territories, it was already demonstrated by Williams’ [28] studies that tourism generates work for regional, local, and even national economies. Correspondingly, the empirical proof indicates that tourist spending creates more employment and benefits than any other economic sector and contributes to regional economic development and strength [28,29,30,31].



In ultra-peripheral island regions, the available literature reveals that economic growth catalyzes sustainable regional development [32,33,34,35]. Hence, the possibility of designing and promoting other kinds of tourism, i.e., rural tourism, cultural tourism, nature-based slow tourism, or creative tourism, is related to entrepreneurship and new company and business models (mainly in the small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)) [33,34]. Here, it becomes essential to highlight the new tourism paradigm that emerged during the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak: slow and rural tourism. This tourist trend seems more pertinent in ultra-peripheral island territories [36,37,38,39,40].



UNWTO [41] classifies rural tourism as the “(…) type of tourism activity in which the visitor’s experience is connected to an extensive content of products generally linked to nature-based activities, agriculture, rural lifestyle/culture, angling, and sightseeing”.



Rural tourism can be typed within the so-called “alternative tourism” or “new tourism products” and it is a form of tourism influenced by environmental factors [42]. It is a type of tourism with great potential to stimulate the growth of the local economy [43].



Regarding cultural and creative tourism, it is understood that it encourages regional sustainable development by esteeming endogenous natural assets and resources, fostering a creative economy, and not diminishing culture through consuming products [44,45,46,47,48,49,50]. Such implications produce room for liberation, independence, and new adventures, instigate contact with traditions and rituals, and induce gain through different tourist itineraries. However, Pimenta et al. [13] tell us that “(…) one could be left to wonder about the kind of development concept addressed in the reviewed literature and its correlation with creative tourism”.



The same literature review paper from Pimenta et al. [13] argues that it is feasible to detect the powerful connection between creative tourism and regional sustainable development. In fact, the research team says creative tourism works “(…) through some type of reality transformation process and demonstrates direct correlations with cultural, material and immaterial factors, by committing and involving local development agents–public and private–in the elaboration and implementation of cultural policies that attract creative tourists”.



In the Southeast Asian countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines that are known for their ecotourism, beach tourism, cultural tourism, creative tourism, and nature-based tourism, among several others typologies of tourism, there is still a need to provide a dynamic, up-to-date, and detailed analysis of the progress towards sustainable tourism. Therefore, it is easy to understand that this is a global trend.



Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, several studies pointing towards nature-based tourism and rural tourism becoming a tendency are easy to find. Research in African territories tells us that there is a growing number of nature-based tourism operators, mainly those committed to normative ecotourism and operating in regions where people gain their livelihood through multiple occupations. In fact, those mentioned above are not a new finding and according to previous authors, they seek to engage local people in their activities and to assure socioeconomic benefits to the local community. Besides their expected commitment to fundamental ecotourism principles, such nature-based tourism operators tend to act this way because their success will largely depend on community support. Although there is a general awareness that ecotourism is not the ultimate solution, commercially viable nature-based tourism ventures can be an essential tool for generating employment and economic benefits. A central goal of Namibe province’s tourism master plan (NTMP), in which ecotourism is considered an anchor product, is increasing the living standards of impoverished rural communities while observing ecological principles and promoting economically viable tourism ventures. Using the Sustained Development Model proposed by the Word Commission on Environment and Development as a reference, tourism ventures operating according to NTMP should seek a balance amongst the three pillars of sustainability.



Moreover, several other similar pieces of research provide evidence that there is a need to operate on growth and development models, concepts, and structures that contain regional social, ecological, and economic topics, which are the bases of the Sustainable Development Model. Regardless, different methods are viable concerning cultural and creative tourism. In this regard, Richards [47] points us to the recent case of cultural and creative tourism and its various underlying backgrounds known worldwide.



It is conceivable to demonstrate that the nexus between cultural and creative tourism and various development techniques and procedures could drive additional developments which rely on the territory’s social and cultural characteristics and heritage and natural assets [51,52,53,54,55,56,57].




3. Methodological Framework


Considering this paper’s scope, we have applied analytical descriptive and inductive deductive methods. In fact, we applied to give coherence to these ideas that were essentially based on observation, our professional experience, site analysis of the pilot projects of creative tourism, and above all, on personal contact with the actors of the previous projects in the Azores territory (Figure 1).



The actual theoretical-conceptual content aims to justify the interdependence between rural, nature-based, and creative tourism and regional sustainable development based on community testimony and its local sustainability. This article is part of the ongoing research that we are following at the University of Azores in partnership with the Tourism Observatory of the Azores (OTA) since we intend to argue later the relevance of fostering such tourism typologies for the Azores regional development as well as for the legitimate social interests of sustainable cultural management.



3.1. The Azorean Creative Pilot Projects


The analysis includes five pilot projects of cultural and creative tourism working in the Portuguese insular regions of the Azores. The assessed projects were: (i) CDIJA (CDIJA means Azores Child and Youth Development Center; in Portuguese: Centro de Desenvolvimento Infanto-Juvenil dos Açores); (ii) Refunction Project–GOODBYAZORES; (iii) Art in Nature (Arte na Natureza); (iv) Discover the Azores through Photography (Descubra os Açores através da fotografia); and (v) Mahilawake. Regarding their location, the case studies are located on four of the nine Azorean islands. Two are located on S. Miguel Island—namely CDIJA and Art in Nature projects; one on Terceira Island (Refunction Project–GOODBYAZORES); and, one on Faial Island (Mahilawake) (Table 1).



Surveys and Interviews


The surveys were divided into sections: (a) a brief description of the projects; (b) business models; and (c) creativity, culture, and social impact. Therefore, the entire interview included around fifty questions. Throughout the interview questions, the researchers have open-ended and item selection questions, as well as agreement-level affirmations (using a Likert scale).



Furthermore, the data for the study were collected through the existing assessment of the existing literature (indirect methods) combined with a case study research method (direct method). In fact, through talks and informal interviews with technicians, experts, and leaders in the fields of regional development, territorial policy as well as tourism entrepreneurs, we have been able to determine the focus of this research as well as the most relevant issues that should be answered throughout the present paper. Therefore, connecting with phase one, the developed literature review intended to cover a wide range of issues, such as the state of the art regarding rural tourism, creative tourism, regional development, and the main considerations for sustainable development strategies designed through tourism. In addition, it should be added that more than 50 interviews and surveys were conducted with the pilot projects leaders, the consultants, and the customers.





3.2. Tourism Situation in the Azores—In Brief


The tourism industry is vital for the Azorean economy. Therefore, to summarize, we have: (i) growing popularity—the Azores have seen an increase in popularity as a tourist destination in the last few years, attracting visitors with its stunning natural scenery, unique cultural heritage, and outdoor recreational opportunities; (ii) sustainable tourism focus—the Azores have adopted a sustainable tourism approach, promoting responsible and ecofriendly tourism practices to preserve the natural environment and local communities; (iii) increased air connectivity—the Azores have seen an increase in air connectivity with mainland Portugal and other destinations, making it easier for tourists to reach the islands; (iv) diversified offerings—the Azores offer a range of tourist experiences, including outdoor recreation, cultural heritage, and food and wine tourism, providing a diverse and appealing destination for visitors; and (v) challenges—despite its growing popularity, the tourism industry in the Azores faces challenges such as seasonality, limited infrastructure, and limited capacity for large scale events.



In general, the tourism industry in the Azores has been growing and diversifying, focusing on sustainable tourism practices. However, some challenges must be addressed to fully realize its potential as a tourist destination.



Azorean Landscapes Richness—In a Nutshell


The Autonomous Region of the Azores, a total of nine volcanic islands in the Atlantic Ocean, are renowned for their breathtaking landscapes and unique biodiversity. The islands are characterized by rolling green hills, towering cliffs, pristine beaches, and pristine lakes surrounded by lush vegetation. The Azores also have several protected areas and nature reserves that are home to a wide variety of endemic flora and fauna, as well as several rare species of birds and marine life. The landscapes of the Azores, combined with the islands’ warm, temperate climate, make it a popular destination for tourists looking to experience the beauty of nature.



Furthermore, the Azores are home to a diverse range of endemic flora, including many species of plants and trees found nowhere else in the world. Some of the most notable endemic flora species in the Azores include: (i) Azores laurel forest—this unique forest type is found only in the Azores and the Madeira Islands and is characterized by its lush vegetation and diverse array of endemic plant species, such as the Azorean Holly and the Madeiran Laurel; (ii) Azorean heather—a type of low-growing shrub that is commonly found in the high-altitude areas of the Azores and is known for its delicate purple flowers and green leaves; (iii) Azorean juniper—native to the Azores, and is found growing in the volcanic soils and rocky outcroppings of the islands; and (iv) Azorean hydrangea—a type of hydrangea that is endemic to the Azores and is known for its beautiful clusters of pink and blue flowers.



In fact, these are just a few examples of the unique and diverse endemic flora that can be found in the Azores, making the islands a botanist’s paradise and a must-visit destination for nature lovers.






4. Outcomes


Considering the large number of results obtained through the surveys, this section was separated into subsections to create a more effortless reading and analysis of the outcomes.



4.1. Overall Statistics


In Table 2, it is possible to find a summary of the collected data regarding the total number of firms operating in the Azores Autonomous Region (the pilot projects study area) as well as the values of their capital and labor force. Furthermore, we can observe if those firms are domestic or foreign.



Total Factor Productivity


Total factor productivity (TFP) is a measure of economic growth that takes into account both the inputs used (labor, capital) and the output produced (goods, services). It is calculated as the ratio of output to inputs and represents the efficiency with which inputs are used to produce output. TFP can increase through technological advancements, better use of resources, and increased efficiency, leading to higher economic growth.



TFP is considered a vital indicator of an economy’s competitiveness and potential for long-term growth, as it captures both supply-side and demand-side factors that impact productivity. TFP can also compare the productivity of different industries, regions, or countries. Nevertheless, TFP can be challenging to measure accurately as it can be influenced by factors such as changes in quality, unmeasured inputs, and data measurement errors.



More than five hundred firms are operating in the region. Only 7% of the total firms have a foreign share. When comparing the means of the domestic and foreign firms, we have evidence that the highest TFP numbers are related to foreign firms. Regarding the values related to capital and labor, the highest values could be found in domestic firms.





4.2. The Azorean Creative Tourism Pilot Projects by Field


Through the performed analysis, the five Azorean creative tourism pilot projects were divided by thematic fields (Table 3). In addition, from now on, for a more straightforward interpretation in the tables, the Azorean Creative Tourism pilot projects will be identified by number:




	
CDIJA



	
Refunction Project–GOODBYAZORES



	
Art in Nature



	
Discover the Azores through Photography



	
Mahilawake








Throughout Table 3, it is feasible to understand the applicability and importance of the Azorean creative tourism pilot project in the various fields. Furthermore, we can comprehend the pertinence of the projects for the development of regional human resources.




4.3. The Azorean Creative Pilot Projects Business Model Pattern


Based on Table 1, most of the CDIJA project’s customers are international. About the audience, the project plans to deliver an offer to protect families with minors with autism. Through the training of human resources for this specific public, it is expected to spread the response to a broad audience in the field of inclusive and health tourism. Thereby, with this initiative, it is considered vital for their customers to take part in such activities, admitting that the “ready for autism” seal is a qualified, distinguished, and sharp response to the issues of these families with minors with autism.



The project has yet to meet customers’ expectations for the high season. The project leaders are exploring their client’s profile and triggers through the International Certification as a Tourism Agent for Autism by IBCCES. Moreover, based on a Likert scale, it is considered that the size of the market for their thematic tourism offer between the winter and the spring months (of 2022) relays on level three of five in a Likert scale. Currently, the project has collaborations with tourism businesses, i.e., the Azorean Travel Agency DMC, as well as a partnership with national and international bulletins to promote and advertise the initiative. They do not have any public partnerships already. If we consider human resources (HR), they are travel agencies and technicians specializing in Autism. The primary resources came from CDIJA-Children and Youth Development Center of the Azores. The PO2020 program funding mostly sustains economic-financial resources. The HR lay on synergies with a UAc (University of the Azores) research team financed by the project. Project leaders believe that the gains from the visionary offer are satisfactory to shield the costs of the initiatives’ investments. In addition, the central costs of the projects are variable. Therefore, to ensure the success of this initiative, more investment is needed. The components of the project with the most significant cost burden are the physical resources. Currently, no returns are being generated.



In the “REFUNCTION PROJECT–GOODBYE AZORES”, most clients are international. This initiative targets different tourism demand public segments. Based on the client’s feedback, the primary motivations for participation in this project’s initiatives are contact with new creative realities. Now, this project does not have any paying clients yet. The activities are integrated into other cultural initiatives. They have nine clients confirmed in June 2022. They would like to reach 100 clients by the end of the high season. Project leaders have assessed the profile and motivations of their customers through interaction. On a five-point Likert scale, they consider that the degree of demand for their creative tourism offer between the winter and spring months (of 2022) is on level two of the scale. The initiative has not yet partnered with tourism companies and national and international magazines to develop marketing and advertisement around their project. However, the project had partnerships with public organizations. The HR engaged in this project are qualified; they consider that the revenues obtained from their creative offer are not sufficient to cover the costs; until now, the investments in the project have been low; the main costs of the projects are variable costs changing with the activities being offered and the seasons of the year; in order to guarantee the success of the project, it is necessary to invest more. Human resources are the elements of the project with the highest costs. This project does not generate any profits, and this needs to be tackled to guarantee survival in the long run.



In the case of the “ART IN NATURE” project, the clients have been all Portuguese since the pandemic started in 2019. Before the pandemic, most of them were foreigners. Their potential clients’ profile shows that they are interested in artistic culture. This project targets different age-break market segments. Based on customers’ feedback, the client’s motivations to participate in this project are “looking for something different” related to culture. In 2021, they had 58 clients since June. In 2022, they had 32 clients since January. Currently, they have no confirmed clients, as this project only receives bookings a few days before the events. The leaders analyze the profile and motivations of their customers only through interaction with the clients during their experiences on the premises. According to a five-point Likert scale, the project entrepreneurs consider that they had a level of demand for their creative tourism offer rated five between January and April 2022. This project has partnerships with tourism companies. Moreover, it does not have national and international magazines to publicize and promote its project’s activities. They have qualified human resources as well as financial and human resources. They consider that, so far, the revenues generated by their creative offer have not been sufficient to cover costs; the project’s investments to date have been low; the main costs of the projects are variable; for the initial success, it is necessary to invert. Promotion costs are the most significant cost burden. The initiative does not raise any profits.



In the “Discover the Azores through Photography” project, the clients are local people, Portuguese coming from Portugal’s mainland and Madeira islands, and a few foreigners. Their potential customers and their target audience are people who like photography. The taste for photography is the primary motivation for clients to participate in this project, according to their feedback. From January 2022 until the end of the high season, this creative tourism project has had forty-one clients. This project has yet to have any bookings currently, but we are now in the low season until March 2023. The project leaders analyzed the profile and motivations of their customers through interactions during the experiences offered. On a five-point Likert scale, they consider that the level of demand for their creative tourism offer between January and April 2022 is level three. This project has partnerships with tourism companies (hotels) but not with city councils or parish councils, national and international magazines to publicize and promote their project, and not with raw material suppliers.



In addition, the existing resources in the project (human, physical, financial) need more information available. They consider that the revenues from their creative offer are sufficient to cover the supply costs; the investment in the project to date has been low. This project exhibits positive profits and they are satisfied with its profit.



Most clients of the Mahilawake initiative are national. According to the project leader, the likely consumers are mainly women. The initiative focuses on individuals interested in adventure, travel, and personal growth. Considering the clients’ feedback, their motivations for participating in the project’s activities depend on the fact that it is a different product in the region and is associated with health and personal wellbeing. From the project’s start until the last summer months, the project leaders affirm to have twelve customers. In addition, in the 2022 high season, they have four clients. In the same line, four customers were confirmed for high-season activities and around 18 to 20 were booked. They analyze the profile and motivations of their customers through interactions during experiences. Considering the Likert scale results, the demand for their creative tourism actions is mostly on level three. The initiative has associations with tourism firms but not with public organizations; national and international bulletins to advertise and develop marketing around their project are also in perspective. However, there are no collaborations with raw material suppliers.



Furthermore, the projects’ leaders assume the incomes from the initiative are enough to shield the costs. Currently, the investments in the project have been low. The project’s primary expenses are variable costs. In order to guarantee the initiative’s success, more investment is required. The details of the project with the most significant cost burden are physical resources. The initiative has a profit. Nevertheless, the project leaders must still be comfortable with the project’s returns situation.





5. Discussion


Let us focus on an individual manner, on the business model patterns of the analyzed project. In that case, we reach two main models: (x) targeting foreign tourists (an international model), and (y) targeting Portuguese (a national model). However, a typical tourist profile pattern emerges in the x and y models: “a tourist that pursues a cultural, rural, and nature-based tourism”. Corroborating previous studies (see: [2,3]), such outcomes are in sequence with the fact that they occurred in many of the low-density, ultra-peripheral, and insular regions during the COVID-19 outbreak, where the customer (tourist) pursues these kinds of tourism modalities [58,59,60,61,62,63,64,65].



The ultra-peripheral island territories and the low-density region are seen as the most attractive destinations to satisfy the tourist´s expectations in the COVID-19 pandemic momentum as well as in the post-pandemic paradigm of tourism [66,67,68,69,70]. Along the same line, UNWTO sustains that other tourism typologies (mostly rural or nature-based) are becoming more engaging to tourists because tourists seek non-massive tourist destinations with open-air environments. Furthermore, after the coronavirus 2020 outbreak, the European authorities have launched several special efforts and techniques for tourism sustainability, i.e., the European Parliament report of 25 March 2021.



Consequently, these territories have several barriers related to economic decay, high unemployment, population exodus, adverse consequences resulting from the transformation of agricultural land, and a loss of a sense of belonging or cultural identity [36]. Accordingly, tourism and the actions inherent to tourism can and should add extensively to the growth and development of rural areas and low-density or remote regions.



Moreover, in remote territories and low-density regions (usually less competitive), agriculture plays a primary function [71,72,73], which is even more pertinent in the regions of Southern Europe. Contextually, the ultra-peripheral regions of these territories are no exception—the Madeira, Canary Islands, and Azores archipelagos are just some examples; actually, this problem becomes more significant in these overseas regions [74,75].



Furthermore, the conservation of the endemic flora and fauna of the Azores is a high priority, and several techniques and strategies are used to protect and preserve this unique and valuable biodiversity. Some of these techniques include: (a) Protected areas—the Azores has several protected areas, including nature reserves and national parks, that are designated to protect the unique and fragile ecosystems of the islands. These areas are carefully managed to minimize the impact of human activities and preserve the native flora and fauna. (b) Species management, i.e., for species at risk of extinction, specific management plans are developed and implemented to protect and conserve them. These plans may involve the introduction of conservation measures, such as habitat restoration, the removal of invasive species, and the monitoring of populations. (c) Sustainable tourism—the Azores are a popular tourist destination, and the local government is working to promote sustainable tourism practices that minimize the impact of visitors on the island’s ecosystems. This may include promoting responsible hiking and wildlife viewing and working with local businesses to reduce their environmental impact. (d) Education and outreach-providing education and outreach programs to local communities, tourists, and other stakeholders is an essential aspect of conservation efforts in the Azores. These programs raise awareness of the unique and valuable biodiversity of the islands and encourage people to take an active role in their protection.



The case studies briefly assessed the cultural and creative tourism projects in the Azores archipelago that exactly fit that purpose. Contextually, it is suggested that the regional administration, autonomous leaders, and other suitable main actors and players in the Azores territory design and implement plans to boost such cultural and creative tourism initiatives. In fact, they show that it not only adds to sustainable regional growth but also is a potential alternative to the non-sustainable mass tourism model unsuitable for promoting the Azores’ brand. In addition, the studied projects permit regional financial regeneration through collaborations with different tourism firms, cultural institutions, and public organizations, mainly on the islands where the projects are placed.



By combining these and other techniques, the conservation of the Azores’ endemic flora and fauna can be sustained and protected for future generations to enjoy.



In this case, the results could be considered similar to several other outcomes encountered in remote insular territories; nevertheless, the Azores has a unique potential for the development of nature-based tourism and slow tourism. The Azores, a Portuguese autonomous region in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, has the potential to benefit greatly from creative tourism as part of its regional development strategy. Here are some ways creative tourism can contribute to the development of the Azores: (a) preserve cultural heritage—the creative tourism projects can help to preserve the unique cultural heritage of the Azores, such as traditional crafts, music, and food, making it a distinct tourist destination; (b) diversify the tourism offer—the Azores can diversify its tourism offerings by offering creative experiences, such as workshops on traditional crafts, music, and cuisine, which can attract a different type of tourist; (c) boost local economy—the creative tourism can generate additional revenue for local communities through increased spending by visitors on local goods and services; (d) create employment opportunities—the development of creative tourism projects can create new job opportunities, particularly in the arts and cultural sectors; and (e) foster community development—by involving local communities in the planning and implementation of creative tourism projects, the Azores can foster a sense of ownership and pride, leading to improved community development.



Overall, creative tourism can help to enhance the cultural identity and economy of the Azores, making it a unique and attractive tourist destination. In fact, this goes in line with the authors’ beliefs expressed in the introductory section of this paper.




6. Conclusions


Consequently, in an attempt to answer this paper’s research question, we consider the following approaches and principles should be considered in the search for and grant of long-term regional sustainability related to sustainable growth, creative and cultural management in the Azores Autonomous Region:




	(i)

	
encourage entrepreneurship, associated with small and medium-sized firms, promoting the diversity of its touristic offering;




	(ii)

	
design guidelines that follow sustainable development models and the SDGs;




	(iii)

	
create meaningful investments in the conservation and protection of cultural heritage as well as the Azorean endogenous resources;




	(iv)

	
promote the relations between societies and the regional assets and innovative businesses;




	(v)

	
prioritize rural tourism over mass tourism;




	(vi)

	
facilitate collaboration among the public sector, the private sector, and society in general, and foster their active participation.









To conclude, this work is the first to extract guidelines for the regional development and growth of ultra-peripheral island territories through cultural and creative tourism in the Macaronesia region in a post-COVID-19 scenario.




7. Research Limitations and Prospective Studies


Regarding the limitations of this study, it was attainable to emphasize the implementation of the testing tools during the COVID-19 pandemic moment. For example, conducting the study during this period, we felt some limitations, not only for the research team’s ability to travel and develop the interviews on the scheduled dates but also in the responses given by the participants, as it was a period of apprehension within the tourism sector.



Furthermore, if a more comprehensive and diverse sample were used—i.e., including the population in general as well as the tourists, entrepreneurs from different projects, and many other relevant players—it would strengthen our ability to handle this problem from different viewpoints. In addition, comparing this study methodology with others, such as inquiries, interviews with locals, or other variables, (perhaps) could enrich this research.



In this sense, there is also the opportunity, in future studies, to use secondary data to describe the tourism situation in the research area (infrastructures, employment, tourism traffic, among several others). Furthermore, specific comparison studies with other insular territories (Madeira, Canary Islands, New Zealand, and Hawaii are just a few examples) could promote the debate on this topic and acquire advances in the thematic literature.
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Figure 1. Location of the Azorean creative pilot projects. 
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Table 1. Outline of the item selection queries about the business plan models of the pilot projects.
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Queries

	
Azorean Creative Tourism Pilot projects




	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5






	
1. Are most of your clients national or international?

	
International

	
International

	
International

and National

	
International

and National

	
National




	
2. Do you know who your potential clients nationality and/or background?

	
United States of America

	
From International Nationalities

	
Mostly interested in culture

	
Mostly interested in photography

	
National Women




	
3. Degree of demand for your creative tourism offer from January to April (2022)?

	
3

	
2

	
5

	
3

	
3




	
4. Do you have partnerships with tourism or other touristic firms?

	
Yes

	
Yes

	
Yes

	
Yes

	
Yes




	
5. Do you have partnerships with city councils or other public institutions?

	
No

	
Yes

	
Yes

	
No

	
No




	
6. Do you have protocols or synergies with national or international advertisement firms to promote your project?

	
Yes

	
No

	
No

	
No

	
No




	
7. Do you have partnerships with material suppliers?

	
No

	
No

	
Yes

	
No

	
No




	
8. How you classify the investments in the project to date?

	
Moderate

	
Low

	
Low

	
Low

	
Low




	
9. Are the main costs of your project fixed?

	
Variable

	
Variable

	
N/A

	
N/A

	
Variable




	
10. For the success of your project, is there a need to invest more?

	
Yes

	
Yes

	
Yes

	
N/A

	
Yes




	
11. The greatest cost in the project? Human resources, physical resources, or others?

	
Physical resources

	
Human resources

	
Promotion

	
N/A

	
Physical resources




	
12. The project is creating profit?

	
No

	
No

	
No

	
Yes

	
Yes
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Table 2. Summary statistics.
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Total number of firms

	
5045




	
Fully domestic firms

	
4685




	
Firms with foreign share

	
360




	
Mean (domestic firms)




	
TFP

	
5152




	
Capital

	
2,657,802




	
Labor/Workers

	
34




	
Mean (foreign firms)




	
TFP

	
7691




	
Capital

	
1,162,430




	
Labor/Workers

	
24
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Table 3. Azorean creative pilot projects by fields.
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Fields

	
Azorean Creative Tourism Pilot Projects




	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5






	
Integrative

	
+

	

	

	

	




	
Human Regional Talent Development

	
+

	
+

	
+

	
+

	
+




	
Artistic

	

	

	
+

	
+

	
+




	
Sociocultural and Gastronomy

	

	

	

	
+

	




	
Nature-based tourism focus on Endogenous Resources

	

	
+

	
+

	

	
+
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