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Abstract: Tourism in inner areas, especially in the mountains, is a complex phenomenon due to the
different tourist’s needs and to the specific local features that vary considerably from one destination
to another. Consequently, a unique tourism development strategy cannot be defined and adopted
anywhere. When considering tourism-based territorial development in mountain areas, it is crucial to
take the vision of local stakeholders into consideration. To drive different and/or unexpressed opinions
towards shared tools, this study analyses the local stakeholder’s point of view using a mixed method
consisting of a Delphi method followed by a Group Nominal Technique. The research was performed
in Soana Valley, a small mountain community in the Northwestern Italian Alps. It involved 17 local
stakeholders divided into three main groups—Ilocal administrators (n = 3), hospitality operators (9)
and retailers (5). Results show how operators converge on three common aspects—local food product
offering, territorial promotion and collaboration among operators, on which the community should
focus to build a territorial integrated tourism offering.

Keywords: mountain tourism; Delphi method; sustainability; Group Nominal Technique; territorial
development; local community; Alps

1. Introduction

Mountains are very popular tourism destinations in the world, second only to coast and island
resorts [1], accounting for about 15% of worldwide tourism and with an economic impact between 70
and 90 billion U.S. Dollars per year [2]. Moreover, mountains are all over the world, covering 24% of
the land surface [3]. Their characteristics vary widely based on climate and vegetation as well as animal
species and human activities. Europe alone, for instance, accounts for seven mountain chains [1]—the
most important is probably the Alps—which exist in different countries with peculiarities in terms of
biodiversity, natural constraints and opportunities as well as culture, traditions and economic activities.

When considering tourism in mountain areas, therefore, the complexity of this sector has to be
taken into account—mountain tourism largely depends on specific features of the area and involves a
huge range of activities as influenced by environment and cultural heritage. Tourists have different
need, for instance relaxation, sports, leisure, wellness [4,5], and a mountain destination may not always
be able to provide all the desired responses [4].
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The ability of a mountain destination to cope with tourists’ requests, thus, depends on several
factors—natural and geographical constraints, local policy and legislation, cultural heritage and local
entrepreneurship. Consequently, mountain tourism varies among destinations, sometimes specialising
in a single characteristic or activity—mountaineering in the Himalaya range, skiing in the Alps and
so forth.

Moreover, mountain tourism has recently become vulnerable to climate changes, which affects
seasonal tourism. Indeed, over the last two decades, snow-cover duration changes impacted on winter
tourism calling for new adaptation strategies that involved inhabitants, institutions, entrepreneurs
and tourists [6-9]. Some authors suggested activities to galvanise winter tourism and/or support the
summer season on the basis of economic sustainability, for example, considering the snowmaking
issues [10-12] or defining adaptation strategy plans [13-15]. Some others underlined that eco-tourism
and natural heritage in mountain areas can be considered important alternatives to incoming sources
and stimulate new opportunities [16,17].

When taking into account the Alps, tourism is an outstanding phenomenon—with about 120 million
tourists per year [18], the Alps are one of the most visited mountain ranges in the world.

Arrivals and presences in the Alps, however, vary from destination to destination; in some alpine
valleys, tourism is so developed that is starting to create concerns around its environmental and social
implications due to over tourism [19,20]. On the other hand, some alpine valleys, which do not have
renewed hallmarks, are not popular even if the local context would be able to provide guests with
an interesting tourist offer. This is the case for Soana Valley, an inner mountain region in Piedmont
Alps (Northwest of Italy), located 60 km from Torino—its state capital—and within the border of
Gran Paradiso National Park (GPNP)—the first ever-established Italian national park—that aims
at relying on the natural and cultural heritage for local development. In the Valley there are three
municipalities—Ingria, Ronco Canavese and Valprato Soana—for a total population of about 455
inhabitants, living on a very vast area (the overall surface is about 182,870 km?). Ranging from about
600 m to 3000 m a.s.l, the territory is completely mountainous.

Being a small community—as already mentioned—the Valley is trying to define its offering in
order to attract new forms of tourism, based on its two main economic sectors—agriculture and
tourism. The former basically relies on livestock breeding, which accounts for 400 bovine heads and
500 small ruminants exploiting pastures. Furthermore, even if the tourism sector in this area has been
showing dynamism in the last few years, some concerns have been raised due to the attractiveness of
the Valley. In order to better identify the Valley’s tourism offer, the stakeholders” opinion and vision
are the basis on which a tourism strategy can take shape and evolve. This is the reason why the first
step of a tourism plan should assess the stakeholders’ opinions, to be discussed among all the local
operators and to identify a common and shared tourism strategy. Even if some former studies in the
area focused on the historical or natural aspects [21,22], tourism being a relatively new phenomenon
for the local community, research has never considered the local actors’ point of view. This study tries
to fill that gap.

This paper, therefore, presents the results gathered with a mixed approach, which combines the
Delphi method with the Nominal Group Technique for stimulating a shared tourism strategy in the
area, which should improve its economic development.

The analysis here presented is organized into 6 sections: Section 2 presents the conceptual
framework, deals with mountain tourism and sustainable tourism with a specific focus on protected
areas; Section 3 contains the case study description and the methodology, whereas in Section 4 results
are shown and discussed. Finally, the Conclusions present both the strong points and limitations of the
study and suggest new possible avenues of research.

2. Literature Review

The competitiveness of tourist destinations and, more generally, the success of a devoted area
passes through the identification of specific discriminating factors determined by a series of variables.
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Among them, some authors point out that the distinctive features of the study area are the most
important [23-25]. In this context, elements such as the quality of food products and their links with the
production area are capable of characterizing a territory as a tourist destination [26-28]. Indeed, food
and wine heritage can be considered an essential resource to create appeal and support the tourism
offering. Several authors indicate local food as an element of tourist attraction either in terms of
consumption [29,30], heritage and territorial characterization [31-33], and, in some cases, it is identified
as a travel motivation [34] in mountain areas [35]. Food and wine are also elements of attraction
for specific population classes, significant from the point of view of consumption levels, such as the
Millennials [29,34,35].

As aforementioned, the territory and its promotion can be enhanced through the identification
of distinctive characters, such as local products, but at the same time, they should be made easily
recognizable. The implementation and use of territorial trademarks can lead to an easier recognition of
the considered area with the improvement of tourism promotion and territorial visibility and with the
increase of the attractiveness of capitals to invest in local productive activities [24,26,36-38].

In this sense, the presence of a protected area, characterized by a strong recognition, can be
of value for territorial promotion. In many cases, the relationship between protected areas and
tourism destinations is mutual. Tourism is an important resource for natural parks because the
modern mountain tourist tends to positively assess landscapes, symbiotic nature-agricultural activities,
nature-based life style and natural heritage [39-45]. The first studies linking protected areas and
mountains focused on ecosystem protection [46]. Dixon and Sherman [47] enriched the relationship
with the economic repercussions of tourism for the protected areas, which have great tourism potential
because of their natural and cultural heritage. For these reasons, these areas have been opened to
tourism worldwide [48]. Two interesting contributions by Nepal [49,50] include one on the Himalaya
Mountains, one of the most visited mountain areas in the world, which highlighted that tourism,
especially ecological tourism, can generate development in mountain areas, but it must be carefully
governed [51-54]. Ioan [55] stressed that “ignoring the local mountaineering culture built up during
the century old exploration could alter the relation with mountaineers, although these stakeholders are
most likely to volunteer for various actions needed in conservation or monitoring.”

A current topic in the scientific debate is the role of sustainability in the choice of tourist
destinations [56]. Weaver [57,58] realized a management model to assess the sustainability of tourist
destinations. Duglio and Letey [59] applied this model at the Gran Paradiso National Park (GPNP),
in the North West of Italy, and concluded that “a protected area does not necessarily contrast the
tourism industry but instead may boost local development by driving it within the borders of the
sustainable development, switching from the area’s only preservation function to a flywheel for the local
communities.” Some research highlighted the touristic importance of protected areas such as UNESCO
sites, where, however, a very large number of visitors could make tourism unsustainable [60,61].

Hammer and Siegrist [62] have identified environmental protection as the most relevant factor
for the development of naturalistic tourism in marginal areas, which however must be supported by
effective policies by local stakeholders. Knowledge of the local stakeholders” opinion and needs is
essential to develop effective territorial development policies in protected areas. Some scholars agreed
that stakeholders who have economic activities such as agriculture must play an active role in the
local economic development [63-66]. Indeed, several studies reported that the success of an area as
a tourism destination could pass through an improved management of the agricultural land using
development tools, such as a Land Consolidation Association [67-69].

Since tourism is becoming increasingly important among the activities in the parks, the knowledge
of the opinion of both tour operators and protected area visitors is needed [70-72]. Moreover, local
operators should collect the suggestions of the residents living in the protected area, who could offer
useful elements for local development actions [73].

Taking the role of protected areas, agriculture, tour operators, visitors, and residents into
consideration would boost the development of eco-friendly tourism, going in the directions of a
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new equilibrium with the Earth’s environment, which the tourist sector is looking for [10,74-77] and
answering tourists’ requests for sustainable activities [78-81].

This attitude is also evident in the mountain areas where landscapes [39-41], climate change [82],
development of the eco-tourism [42,43] and natural heritage [44] are taken into account and can be
embodied in a new dimension of the tourism concept. Indeed, the mountain tourism industry needs
some transformations.

Finally, local communities and local stakeholders that is, public and private operators, are very
important elements for enhancing the territorial area and improving the knowledge and promotion of
the territory. Asalready mentioned, several studies showed that the involvement of local communities in
tourism topics is a useful strategy to improve service and hospitality such as, for example, guaranteeing
participation equity and recognition equity in protected areas [83], managing natural and cultural
heritage [84,85] and improving the value of attractions [36].

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. The Area of Investigation

The study was carried out in Soana Valley, an alpine inner area in the northwestern Italian
Alps, Piedmont Region, located about 60 km from the main town of Torino. Soana Valley has
three municipalities—Ingria, Ronco Canavese and Valprato Soana—with an overall surface of about
182,870 km? and a population of 455 inhabitants, with a density of 2.49 in/km? (Figure 1).

Italy,

Figure 1. The area of investigation.

From a geomorphological point of view, the valley is North-South oriented and develops along
the Soana stream at an altitude ranging from about 3,000 m to 600 m a.s.1.

The valley is part of Gran Paradiso National Park (GPNP), which has allowed the valley to
maintain a high level of biodiversity according to its institutional scope. The park encroaches on two
out of the three municipalities (Ronco Canavese and Valprato Soana), for about two thirds of their
territories (71% and 69% respectively).

Socio-economic indicators show this area has a medium-high level of marginality. Its index of
marginality ranges between —0.384 and -0.556 [87,88], among the lowest in the Piedmont Region.
Such an index, elaborated by IRES (Istituto di Ricerche Economico Sociali del Piemonte—Piedmont
Institute for economic and social researches), took into consideration four main dimensions, each of
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them analysed thanks to devoted indicators—demography (3 indicators), income (3 indicators), level
of services (3 indicators) and economic fabric (2 indicators) for a total of 11 indicators.

Table 1 contains the demographic trend of the three municipalities, as expressed by “Old-age Index”
and “Structural dependency index.” The first index represents the ratio between old population—more
than 65 years old—and young population—between 0 and 14 years old—whereas the second is the
ratio between the not active population—more than 65 years old and between 0 and 14 years old—
and the active population—between 15 and 64 years old, in percentage.

Table 1. Demography indexes.

Municipality Old-Age Index Structural Dependency Index (%)
Ingria 666.7 100.0
Ronco Canavese 716.7 91.3
Valprato Soana 360.0 83.6

Source: elaborated from ISTAT—Italian National Institute of Statistics.

These data clearly show how the population structure may result in severe limitations for
development, as most of the population is old and about half are not of working age. As a consequence,
each action proposed by local administrators should attract, or at least maintain, the human capital
represented by the young generations.

As far as the economic sector is concerned, Table 2 reports the number of farms and the Utilized
Agricultural Area (UAA) from the last census of agriculture [89]. The UAA is very limited: 684 ha,
corresponding to 3.7% of overall surface, of which 99% is represented by permanent meadows and
pastures. Occurring over an area of just 1.2 hectares, crops are a residual land use, which nowadays has
little or no economic relevance. Conversely, livestock breeding is still an important agricultural activity;
approximately 400 bovine heads and 500 small ruminants graze pastures at the highest altitudes
during summer.

Table 2. Number of farms and Utilized Agricultural Area (UAA).

Municipality Farms (n) UAA (ha)
Ingria 0 -
Ronco Canavese 5 580
Valprato Soana 3 104

Source: elaborated from ISTAT—Italian National Institute of Statistics.

As far as the tourism sector is concerned, the most recent data report two hotels (40 beds), a
guesthouse (8 beds), a Mountain bivouac for the Great Crossing of the Alps (6 beds) and a Mountain
hut (restaurant of 80 places and bivouac of 8 beds). Tourism trends during the last few years are
reported in Table 3. Tourist presence has constantly increased in the last five years, passing from 12 to
1204, but tourist arrivals are fluctuating, especially when considering foreign tourists. Furthermore,
the analysis of Average Length of Stay (ALS) shows the area is not able to attract tourists for more
than one night. The data on the tourism sector show lights and shadows—on the one hand, tourism in
the area exhibits some dynamism in terms of both the increasing number of accommodation facilities
and tourist presence. On the other hand, the tourism offering is not able to keep tourists in the area,
as showed by the low values of the ALS indicator. Starting from the consideration that, due to the
presence of Gran Paradiso National Park, which represents a hallmark for this territory [59], tourism
offering may rely on natural capital, the data justify the need to use stakeholders’ viewpoints on the
strengths and weaknesses of the Valley tourism, offering a base for speculating a development strategy.
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Table 3. Tourists” arrivals and presences.

Facilities Beds Italy Foreign Countries Total

Year ALS *
n. n. Arrivals Presences Arrivals Presences Arrivals Presences

2014 5 70 8 12 0 0 8 12 15

2015 5 70 363 462 12 22 375 484 1.3

2016 6 81 252 422 55 100 307 522 1.7

2017 6 75 414 686 8 33 422 719 1.7

2018 8 109 575 1016 114 188 689 1204 1.8

* Average Length of Stay. Source: internal elaboration from official statistic of the Tourism Observatory of the
Piedmont Region.

3.2. Methodology

This study uses the Delphi method and the Nominal Group Technique to gather the data needed
to improve the economic and social development of Soana Valley in terms of agriculture and tourism.

The Delphi method has been used in several sectors, for example, agriculture [90,91], energy [92],
tourism [93-96] and hospitality [97-99]. Previous studies proved that the Delphi method is more
effective than other methods [100-102] in reaching goals and generating solutions.

Since stakeholders are often not willing to share their own ideas with others, the Delphi method
was a useful tool to bypass their diffidence and collect stakeholders” needs. In this context, the Delphi
technique was used to identify assets and weaknesses of the territory, and identify practical solutions
to improve the services.

Moreover, the Delphi method was used alone [90,98,99,103-106] or with other quantitative and/or
qualitative investigative instruments, for example, Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA) [91,94,95,107],
Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) [94,107-114], cluster analysis [92,115,116] or Nominal Group
Technique (NGT) [117-121]. NGT aims at building consensus among different stakeholders belonging
to a group [114] and it is useful when difficulties in identifying problems and their solution within a
community or group occur [122]. It allows to overcome group decision-making related issues [123] and
stimulates the participation of all interested subjects, including the inhibited ones [122]. This technique
involves several steps to reach the consensus—to bring out ideas to be shared later, the first phase is
dedicated to individual reflection on topics identified by a facilitator; the second phase involves sharing
ideas and the identification of priorities for the collective good [122]. Therefore, NGT allows individual
and group working at two subsequent stages, which conclude with a list of priorities [124,125]. Even if
there are some examples of implementation of the NGT tool in the tourism sector [126-128], to the
authors” knowledge a lack in its application when considering the inner mountain area still exists.

Our study was structured in two stages—one-round Delphi survey, to collect information from
different stakeholders from the valley on its productive activities, followed by one-round with the
Nominal Group Technique, to consolidate the stakeholders’ ideas, identify the strategy to improve the
touristic appeal and classify the main tools to implement such strategies (Figure 2).

This hybrid method was chosen to involve all the stakeholders gaining their confidence with
the two-step analysis (individual interview by Delphi and two-phase trail from ideas to priorities
by NGT). This methodology was proposed by a panel of experts with various backgrounds [129],
selected on the basis of their knowledge and closeness to the topic of the study [130] to investigate
the main objectives and share consensus on the activities to implement [118,121]. Different kinds
of closeness were considered, that is, subjective, objective and compulsory, where the first class
identifies individuals that have deep experiential knowledge (e.g., Soana Valley stakeholders), the
second identifies the researchers on the topic and the third the public operators [131]. Moreover, the
competency requirements [132] were considered, namely experience and knowledge on the topics of
this study, time availability and interest to participate, communication skills and efficiency [131]. Local
public administrators, hospitality managers, restaurateurs, business owners and retailers operating in
the three municipalities of the valley and other operators made up the expert panel.
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Figure 2. Research phases and methodology adopted in the study.

The first step of the Delphi was carried out with an individual semi-structured interview. To
collect information, detect discrepancies and assess any structural weaknesses, a first version of the
questionnaire was drawn and tested on a sample of interviewees (five) [31,133,134]. A final version
was produced subsequently, which was divided into three parts—the first to gather data on strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats; the second related to tourism; the third related to stakeholders
and their role in improving the appeal of the territory.

A total of 17 stakeholders replied to the semi-structured interview [135] during summer 2017 and
winter 2017-2018. The interviews lasted from 60 to 150 minutes. The interviews were recorded and
the interviewers noted the main topics. The collected data and information were polled and equally
divided up between the authors, who analysed them separately so as not to influence each other [136].
The results of the analysis were then compared, and the main achievements identified.

The second step with NGT was implemented on the basis of the results obtained at the first Delphi
stage. Since our study was carried out from the very beginning with the local community, that is,
involving all the tourism stakeholders, the phenomenon known as “panel attrition” [96] was limited
to one stakeholder between the Delphi and the NGT step. NGT started with some indications from
Delphi that the facilitator proposed to stakeholders. The stakeholders worked individually to output
some reflections on the topics and wrote them on some sticky notes. Then, the facilitator collected
all reflections and shared them with the group to stimulate the debate and identify priorities. The
stakeholders participated to NGT summit in March 2018. Each stakeholder contributed to generating
ideas and reflections and identified the main priorities. The meeting lasted three hours.
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To the authors’ knowledge, the presented hybrid method has never been applied for analyses in
inner mountain areas.

4. Results

4.1. Phase 1: Delphi Method

Seventeen interviews were carried out and were split into three groups—Hospitality operators
(9), Local administrators (3) and Retailers (5). The answers provided by the local stakeholders were
ascribable to 26 macro-topics (Table 4), each attributed to four categories: Strengths, Weakness,
Opportunities and Threats. Sometimes macro-topics were placed in two or more categories deepening
on the point of view of the stakeholders and some topics were sometimes widely shared among
different groups.

Table 4. Stakeholders’ responses categorized in Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats

(SWOT).
Strengths
Hospitality Operators Local Administrators Retailers
environmental heritage environmental heritage environmental heritage
local stakeholder cooperation local food products high biodiversity
tourism offer
high cultural identity
protected area
Weaknesses
Hospitality operators Local administrators Retailers

accommodation number
accessibility
accommodation inadequacy

short tourism season
accommodation number
the region is not known

accommodation number

mountain paths management

the region is not known

conflicts among local stakeholders no funding accommodation inadequacy
electricity supply unreliable electricity supply unreliable
protected area services availability
services availability conflicts among local stakeholders
the region is not known tourism offer
accessibility
Opportunities
Hospitality operators Local administrators Retailers
local food protected area protected area
handicraft cultural events second homes

protected area

territorial promotion

territorial promotion

territorial promotion closeness to an urban centre
second homes

closeness to an urban centre

Threats

Hospitality operators Local administrators Retailers

mass tourism
too many events in a short period

mass tourism mass tourism
too many events in a short period =~ too many events in a short period
loss of the cultural heritage loss of the cultural heritage

Among the Strength aspects, the natural environment (water quality and availability, high flora
and fauna biodiversity) was relevant for all the groups. Local Administrators pointed out the link
between this aspect and the presence of the protected area with its role in nature conservation [59]. It
is worth noting that among the “environmental” positive aspects they also included the local food
products, essentially dairy productions and liqueurs. The strong cultural heritage of local population
was perceived as relevant in generating the link with the territory and as a main factor in counteracting
depopulation in the area [137].

When analysing Weaknesses, all the three groups highlighted the lack of accommodation facilities,
that is, reduced offering of beds, as well as the obsolescence of some of them. Furthermore, the
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seasonality of tourism, with its presence concentrated mainly in the summer season, was considered
an issue. All groups agreed that the valley seems to be little known not only by foreign tourists, but
also by domestic ones, even at a regional level. Some concerns related to the lack of basic services
(medical, banking, postal), infrastructures (electricity supply unreliable) and accessibility were also
stressed, even if the same operators realize these problems are common to all the inner mountain areas.

The valley offers many Opportunities for developing a sustainable tourism offering in the area.
All operators agreed that the presence of GPNP, its structures and its network can act as a flywheel for
promoting the area. Among the other opportunities, operators insisted on holiday houses, nowadays
little used by the owners, that might be converted into a new form of hospitality [138]. Similarly, an
organized and well-directed promotion of territory, which is undeveloped at present, represented an
often-shared opinion.

As far as the Threats are concerned, over tourism due to excessive tourism development
was considered as the main concern, being responsible for the depletion of the abovementioned
environmental and cultural heritage.

The output of the first stage was a categorization of macro themes in the Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) matrix of Figure 3.

Strengths Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Operators Short tourism season
Local food products Services availability
Environmental heritage Management of mountain paths
Tourism offer Accommodation (number)
High cultural identity Electricity supply
Protected area Conflicts among local stakeholders
The region is not known
Protected area

Opportunities Threats

Near to an urban centre Too many events in a short period
Cultural events Loss of the cultural heritage
Second homes V/S Airbnb Mass tourism

Territorial promotion

Protected area

Sustainable/sport tourism

Figure 3. SWOT Matrix.
4.2. Phase 2: Nominal Group Technique

At the second stage, the research team drove the stakeholders in their reflections, using NGT. Based
on the Delphi results, the facilitators proposed three nominal questions, asking the local stakeholders
to respond individually and anonymously by writing their reflections on sticky notes. According to the
adopted technique, first the facilitator attributed answers to the corresponding question. Then, each
response was analysed and the debate stimulated by interacting with stakeholders. Priorities, strategies
and tools identified at this stage are reported in Tables 5-7 clustered into some main categories.
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Table 5. Priorities.

10 of 19

Question 1—What Do You Think Are the Main Priorities for Developing the Soana Valley Area?

“Economy” “Politics” “Society” “Population” “Tourism”
m . . . .
Coordinated . . Stimulating the Tourism Promotion (even by
. development plan with More collaboration
Economic support settlement of new the GPNP) and other
external support among locals . o
families organisations

(Universities, experts)
Merging the three
municipalities in 1

Supporting local economy
by purchasing local products

Improving sense of
Community
Improve dialogue
among local operators

Tourism

Quality and environmental
oriented tourism offering
Available hiking paths
Creation of a tourism
offering based on local food
products (especially of
farming)
Improving the beds offering
Quality and environmental
oriented agri-food products

Table 6. Strategies.

Question 2—What Are the Main Strategies for Improving the Collaboration among Local Operators?

“Groups”

“Promotion”

“People”

More collaboration among local
operators
More collaboration and dialogue with
the local agri-food sector
Create lobbies among the operators to
improve the economy of scale

Actions for qualifying local food products

“mental overture”

Increasing the selling of local products

Improving the knowledge and promotion of the Soana

Valley products

Provide more services to farmers Typical food preparations with local products
Appreciation of the traditional cooking preparations for
integrating them in the tourism offering
All retailers should rely on local products, promoting
All the local operators should at least have the quality
label supported by the GPNP
Farm modernization and creation of a consortium

Using the Internet for territorial promotion

Source: internal elaboration.

Table 7. Tools.

Question 3—Which Are the Most Suitable Tools for Achieving the Identified Priorities?
“Social” “Emulation” “Collaboration” “Technique”

“Economy”

Find out and study
examples of successful
case history in the Alps,

External support

for creating a Land ~ External support

Promotion by using

European funds for
supporting local
farmers

Local funds by
Local Action
Groups; local

Chamber of

Commerce

the Internet and its
mail social medias

Training on how to
uses the social
medias

in particular for
promoting local cheese
and evaluate their
replicability in the Soana
Valley

for improving local
products (by
experts)

Consolidation
Association and
recovering of the
“unused” lands

Training on how to
uses local products

There are several priorities to be pursued for the sustainable development of the valley, and

tourism plays the essential role (Table 5). Some aspects concerning the local community are also
important, as collaboration and dialogue among local actors.

Thanks to the second question, to identify strategies participants were asked to reflect on the
creation of relations between different operators, in particular between three categories—restaurateurs,
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retailers and farmers. Together with the need for better promotion and valorisation of the local heritage,
the rediscovery and diversification of local food productions emerged as key factors (Table 6).

Different tools were identified by the participants in order to achieve priority goals and implement
the strategies (Table 7), of which most relate to the promotion of productions.

5. Discussion

With a mixed method approach applied to all the actors in the area, we better understood the
stakeholders’ opinions on current local development. The adoption of NGT subsequently allowed
the re-elaboration of the information for identifying the priorities and the tools useful for developing
tourism in the valley.

Although stakeholders all belong to the same area, discussions involving all actors are infrequent;
the management of conflicts due, for instance, to the concomitance of many events in a short period
would be avoided by increasing the collaboration among local actors. Moreover, local networking
would improve the promotion of available resources. Being recognized by all the stakeholders the
essential role of all territorial operators for the development of the area, the lack of dialogue and
coordination amongst local operators was perceived as the main barrier to successful tourism and
local development.

All the stakeholders’ groups (Local Administrators, Retailers and Hospitality operators) recognized
the environmental heritage, especially the uncontaminated nature with its flora and fauna, as the main
important aspect on which a tourism strategy should rely. This asset derives from the presence of a
protected area, the national park, which guaranteed the preservation of the landscape. For this reason,
the protected area is recognized as an opportunity for future development in a tourism perspective.
According to Gios et al. [139], natural resources are central in tourist development of mountain areas
and protected areas specifically have an important role in terms of tourism attractions [46,59]. The
conservation of the landscape, as well as its management, was considered of remarkable importance. In
order to improve it, stakeholders requested the support to create a Land Consolidation Association and
restore the “unused” land. This institute, created by a regional regulation of Piedmont Region in 2016,
is a suitable tool for the restoration, the enhancement and the protection of environment and landscape
and may contrasts land fragmentation and natural hazards (for instance, fires) by implementing a
cooperative management of agri-pastoral land.

With regard to tourism organization, stakeholders focused their attention on the lack of
accommodation structures in the Valley and their inadequacy. Soana Valley was affected by remarkable
emigration fluxes in the past. However, the next generations returned to the valley as tourists during
holidays and in the summer period. This meant that a number of second homes were built. Nowadays,
these homes, partly unused or underused, can be a valid opportunity to be taken into consideration
and to enlarge the offering of the area. New forms of hospitality, like house sharing, are an interesting
perspective, in a specific context such as the one of the valley, characterised by a high number of second
homes [59] and the presence of several young inhabitants, more likely to use house sharing platforms
to convert their properties into hospitality facilities. Better real estate management could develop
tourism and consequently improve the creation of opportunities for the local community. This would
also result in a reduction of the risk of mass tourism, which local stakeholders perceive as a limit to the
appreciation of the specificities of the territory, and a risk of depleting the environment, local tradition
and culture.

Moreover, the development of a valley, in particular for touristic purposes, passes through
its promotion; it was acknowledged that the area is little known and targeted promotion actions
could contribute to its development. Hence, as main priorities, the local stakeholders identified a
targeted promotion of the territory, dedicated to tourists who seek nature and local values (traditional
productions, history and culture). As highlighted by several authors, the agricultural heritage, of
which the valley is rich, is an important resource to construct territorial appeal and to support
tourism offering [30-32]. A way for the promotion of the area could be an enhanced exposure of local
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agricultural products, which are available but not yet promoted. Several livestock farms produce dairy
products (cheese, butter) and meat during summer, whose value is not sufficiently recognized even on
the local market. The local products, mainly cheese, require some sort of quality “standardization,” as
highlighted by the operators themselves, but also could be more easily identified and recognized. A
common brand identifying products and certifying their quality on the basis of a strong link to the
territory could boost tourism in the area [26,38].

In conclusion, mountain institutions, mountain stakeholders and research centres should analyse
the tourist market demand and its changes and identify the strategic tools to meet tourist and local
operators’ needs. These tools have to comply with the needs of the environment, reinforce the cultural
and social sustainability and improve the local proactivity [140-142]. Moreover, it is appropriate
to focus on the promotion of the valley, with an offering that takes into account tourists’ demands,
particularly the ones of future generations [34,35], but that enhances also the territory and local
productions, for example, through a local brand implementation.

6. Conclusions

Because of its nature, mountain tourism is a complex phenomenon that does not allow the
identification and implementation of standard strategies that can be adopted everywhere. Moreover,
when considering small mountain areas, as the area here studied, not only should the stakeholders’
opinions represent the starting point for shaping a tourism strategy, but it is also important to devise
with locals a shared vision and related tools.

The present contribution, thanks to the adoption of a mixed method approach for involving
the local community in a shared development strategy, shows how local stakeholders are willing to
contribute to the debate, offering their viewpoints. Regardless of the group (tourism operators, retailers
and local administrators), all the local stakeholders’ converge on some common tools and strategies for
boosting the local economy with a particular focus on local food products and territorial promotion,
stressing in the meantime the possible interconnections with the agricultural sector.

Taking into account the tourism dimension of the studied area as a flywheel for the economic
development, this contribution represents a first attempt to analyse inner mountain area related
issues with a mixed method combining Delphi and NGT. To our knowledge, in fact, no other studies
have been carried out in this area involving the local community directly and taking its viewpoint
into consideration, nor has the proposed methodology been used with a specific focus on inner
mountain areas.

As most research projects, however, this contribution has some limitations that may represent in the
mean time possible new avenues of research. A first limitation was the area of investigation itself; Soana
Valley is a small mountain community. Its size allowed a high level of stakeholder involvement—3
out of 3 municipalities, 5 out of 6 retailers and 9 out of 11 hospitality sector operators—and the
methodologies are replicable in larger areas, but some of the results and consideration of the discussion
session could be biased by the small sample size. A second limitation, which is in the meantime a
possible new avenue of research, was the citizens’ engagement for having an opinion on what they
expect from tourists [143]. In the current study, in fact, and in consideration of its size, we considered
the point of view of local administrators as representative of citizens’ viewpoint. Nevertheless, future
research may directly involve citizens in the process, as individuals or through local associations, by
proposing specific technical meetings and permanent working groups.
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