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In the emerging knowledge economy, 
creativity has become a core element of urban 
planning, diffusing from cities in the Global 
North to those in the Global South. This article 
analyzes the meanings associated with the 
UNESCO Creative City designation awarded 
to João Pessoa, Brazil. By employing a quali-
tative approach that combines documentary 
analysis with semi-structured interviews with 
managers, the study investigates how this 
global label is appropriated and reinterpreted 
at the local level, as well as its implications for 
urban public space. The findings indicate that, 
while the designation carries strong symbolic 
value and generates tangible practical effects, 
its translation into urban public space remains 
fragmented. The territorialization of the label 
and its social appropriation are limited and 
conditional on local administrative priori-
ties and institutional capacity. This article 
contributes to the creative city debate by 
underscoring the heterogeneity of creative 
city implementations and by advancing 
understanding of the UNESCO Creative Cities 
Network in the context of the Global South.

Brazil, creative cities, global south, João 
Pessoa, urban creativity, UCCN

En la emergente economía del conocimiento, 
la creatividad se ha convertido en un compo-
nente central de la planificación urbana y se ha 
difundido desde las ciudades del Norte Global 
hacia las del Sur Global. Este artículo analiza 
los significados asociados a la designación de 
João Pessoa, Brasil, como Ciudad Creativa de 
la Unesco. Mediante un enfoque cualitativo 
que combina análisis documental y entrevistas 
semiestructuradas con gestores, se examina 
cómo esta etiqueta global es apropiada y reinter-
pretada localmente, así como sus implicancias 
para el espacio público urbano. Los resultados 
muestran que, aunque la designación posee un 
importante valor simbólico y genera efectos 
prácticos concretos, su expresión en el espacio 
público sigue siendo fragmentaria. La territori-
alización de la etiqueta y su apropiación social 
son limitadas y dependen de las prioridades 
administrativas locales y de la capacidad insti-
tucional. El artículo contribuye al debate sobre 
las ciudades creativas al destacar la heteroge-
neidad de sus implementaciones y ampliar la 
comprensión de la Red de Ciudades Creativas 
de la Unesco en el contexto del Sur Global.

Brasil, ciudades creativas, sur global, João 
Pessoa, creatividad urbana, UCCN
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, culture and creativity have assumed a central role 
in urban development and revitalization strategies. They play a crucial 
part in the creative city strategies that first emerged in core Anglo-
Saxon nations and quickly gained traction, establishing themselves as 
standard references for urban planning worldwide.

Despite criticisms regarding its essence, the speed of its dissemina-
tion, and its socio-spatial impacts (Catungal et al., 2009; Jakob, 2010; 
Peck, 2005; Scott, 2006; Whiting et al., 2022), this agenda has been 
embraced by various governments. Many operate under the belief 
that these strategies can serve as  urban economic resources (Grodach, 
2017) and provide a competitive advantage (Florida, 2002) in a context 
of global competition for investment, labor, and tourism. Furthermore, 
the transformation of urban areas into centers of economic and social 
innovation enhances economic visibility while enriching the local 
cultural fabric (Liu, 2024; Ratiu, 2013).

A pivotal milestone in the international diffusion of this agenda was 
the establishment of the Creative Cities Network (UCCN) by UNESCO 
in 2004. By 2025, the Network included 408 cities from over 100 coun-
tries, categorized into eight fields: Architecture1, Crafts and Folk Art, 
Design, Film, Gastronomy, Literature, Media Arts, and Music.

Brazil is one of the most represented countries in the Network. João 
Pessoa—the case study for this research—is located in the Northeast of 
Brazil, a region characterized by socio-economic inequality and a lower 
HDI than the South or Southeast. Despite the region’s vast cultural 
heritage and the Global South’s concentration in the Crafts and Folk 
Art category, João Pessoa is the only city in Brazil recognized in this 
field, and has been fostering both national and international intercity 
cooperation.

This article addresses the following research question: What symbolic 
and practical meanings do the managers involved in the designation 
process assign to the Creative City label, and how do their perceptions 
contribute to an understanding of the potential implications of this 
global brand for urban public space?

1	 The category of Architecture was introduced to the network in 2025.
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Rather than merely discussing the designation’s nature—a recurring 
theme in existing literature (Gathen et al., 2021; Guimarães et al., 2020; 
Rinaldi et  al., 2025; Rosi, 2014)—this study aims to understand the 
construction of creative cities in the Global South. By analyzing the 
case of João Pessoa through the perspectives of local managers involved 
in the process, we explore the territorialization of the policy and its 
urban repercussions. Furthermore, by examining how the Creative City 
concept is appropriated and reinterpreted by local administration, this 
article aims to assist policymakers and actors in the creative sector in 
better understanding its implications, limitations, and potential.

This qualitative research employs data triangulation, which combines 
semi-structured interviews with documentary analysis. Beyond this 
introduction and the conclusion, the article consists of four sections: 
an overview of creative cities; the methodology; the case study and its 
urban implications; and a discussion of the results, with an emphasis 
on the meanings attributed to the designation.

Creative Cities as a Contemporary Urban Strategy

From a creativity perspective, the city is viewed as a dynamic, holistic 
space—an environment where creative aptitude thrives, stimulates the 
economy, and expands the repertoire of solutions for urban challenges 
(Kong, 2014; Landry, 2008). A creative city, therefore, fosters a “culture 
of creativity” among its citizens, influencing how they participate and 
engage in urban life (Landry, 2011; Yencken, 1988). As Pratt (2010, 
p. 14) describes: “Today the notion of a creative city stands as much for 
a political and social mantra as an urban, social or economic policy, or 
even an aspiration.”

A growing number of cities of varying sizes have adopted this urban 
strategy, but what actually defines a creative city? As an “umbrella 
concept,” it encompasses multifaceted and occasionally contradictory 
visions, where different approaches emphasize specific dimensions: 
attracting a creative class through urban amenities; fostering environ-
ments that stimulate creative agents; strengthening creative industries 
and economy; and valorizing art and cultural infrastructure (Baycan 
et al., 2016; Florida, 2002; Grodach, 2017; Hartley, 2005; Landry, 2011; 
Reis, 2011; Yencken, 1988).

Despite this polysemy, the creative city proposal represents a concrete 
urban paradigm shift. The traditional industrial and functional city 
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model, which centers on productivity and efficiency, is abandoned in 
favor of a vision where culture, creativity, and collaboration serve as 
the structural elements of urban development (Landry, 2008, 2011).

The agenda is rooted in urban and cultural policies of the Global North, 
emerging in response to socioeconomic transformations caused by the 
crisis of Fordism, neoliberal expansion, globalization, and advances 
in information and communication technologies. Its origins can be 
traced to two main Anglo-Saxon trajectories. First, those of the United 
Kingdom and Australia in the 1990s, which established culture as 
an economic asset through the creative industries (Department for 
Culture, Media and Sport, 2001; Ward, 1995); and second, in the United 
States, through Richard Florida’s (2002) theory, which prioritized 
attracting the creative class by offering desirable urban amenities. The 
success of these initiatives institutionalized creativity within urban 
planning, fostering a creative urban milieu as a development strategy 
(Mohammad, 2017) and consolidating what is known as the “creative 
turn” in urban policy (Pratt, 2009).

The rapid diffusion of this strategy has drawn significant criticism, 
particularly regarding its proximity with urban entrepreneurship and 
neoliberal governance agendas (Bóren & Young, 2012; Peck, 2005). 
Critics have highlighted its tendency toward conceptual simplification, 
characterizing it as a “normative policy script” that often overlooks 
local contexts (Jakob, 2010; Kong, 2014). They argue that this approach 
may obscure or exacerbate inequalities, including cultural homoge-
nization, commodification of culture, precarious creative labor, and 
gentrification (Evans, 2003; Luckman et al., 2009; Peck, 2005, 2020; 
Whiting et al., 2022). Furthermore, questions have been raised about 
its conceptual viability, as creativity is inherently unpredictable and 
cannot be guaranteed or planned solely through favorable conditions 
or the concentration of creative individuals (Kong, 2014; Scott, 2006).

Despite trenchant critiques, some scholars argue against discarding 
the concept entirely (Da Silva & Muzzio, 2023; Luckman et al., 2009; 
Whiting et al., 2022). Local actors interpret and appropriate the creative 
city framework through distinct motivations and cultural contexts, 
leading to outcomes varying across cases. This article adopts this 
perspective, conceiving creative cities as a circulating agenda shaped 
by processes of diffusion, translation, and local reinterpretation. 
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The expansion of this agenda has taken on characteristics of a 
“syndrome,” as described by Scott (2006). According to Peck (2020), the 
“creative cities syndrome” reflects a process of discursive and political 
contagion that has driven its rapid diffusion as a fast policy. This move-
ment is sustained by a transnational epistemic community2—comprising 
politicians, academics,3 consultants, cultural managers, and international 
organizations— whose influence across social and cultural spheres has 
circulated and legitimized the idea. This situation reflects the consolida-
tion of a politico-discursive rationality that underpins a new international 
urban agenda (Couto, 2023), granting creative cities a “license to travel.”

Central to this dissemination is the role of UNESCO and other UN 
agencies, which have promoted the creative economy as a “viable 
development option” since the early 2000s (Vlassis & De Beukelaer, 
2019). Luerdi (2023) highlights UNESCO’s entrepreneurial role in 
establishing the UCCN as a platform that influences participants while 
upholding a commitment to sustainable urban development and inter-
national cooperation. This involvement prompts an investigation into 
the UCCN’s role in diffusing and legitimizing creative cities.

The UNESCO Creative Cities Network (UCCN)

According to the UCCN, creative cities recognize creativity as a driver 
of sustainable development, integrate creativity and cultural industries 
into urban planning, and seek international cooperation (UNESCO, n.d., 
2004, 2007, 2024b). Consequently, UNESCO has shaped and institution-
alized the concept by aligning it with its agenda to promote culture-led 
development — a framework that increasingly emphasizes sustainable 
development over time.

UNESCO4 defines the UCCN as an “expanding international network of 
cities with growing potential to innovate in culture-led urban develop-
ment.” This expansion has been remarkable, increasing from nine cities 
in nine countries in 2006 to 350 cities in over 100 countries by 2024, as 
illustrated in Figure 1.

2	 O’Connor et al. (2020, p. 3) describe these actors as “cultural intermediaries.”
3	 Gibson and Klocker (2004) note that Landry’s and Florida’s travels outside the Anglo-

American core—promoting work and advising governments—exhibit a “rock star” style, 
demonstrating how Global North knowledge becomes normative and is disseminated 
through academic circuits and intellectual “celebrities.” 

4	 For further information, please refer to https://core.unesco.org/en/project/3210551032
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Figure 1 

Geographical 
distribution of 
UCCN (2024)

From: Zhu and Li 
(2024).
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Perceptions regarding this accelerated growth remain ambig-
uous. O’Connor et al. (2020) argue that ratifying the 2005 UNESCO 
Convention or joining the UCCN functions as an admission into a 
“new global club of moderns,” creating pressure for policymakers to 
adopt the label to avoid appearing obsolete (Peck, 2005). Guimarães 
et al. (2020) report that both long-standing and new members harbor 
concerns about this rapid expansion, noting divergent expectations 
within the Network. 

Recently, geographical balance and integration of the Global South have 
moved to the forefront of discussions within the Network.5 The high 
number of Brazilian and Chinese cities (Figure 1) reflects the geopolit-
ical realignment in the diffusion of the UCCN toward the Global South, 
as discussed by Zhu and Li (2024)6.

Brazilian cities began joining the Network in 2014, with Curitiba (PR) 
in Design and Florianópolis (SC) in Gastronomy as the initial designees. 
By 2024, the country boasted 14 cities (see Figure 2). The Brazilian 
Network of Creative Cities (RBCC) was established via Ordinance 
No. 55/2022 by the Ministry of Tourism (2022), which demonstrates a 

5	 This theme was incorporated into the new strategic framework that was presented at 
the XI Annual Conference of the UNESCO Creative Cities Network, which took place in 
Enghien-les-Bains, France, in 2017 (Alves, 2018).

6	 Zhu and Li (2024) observe that the alignment with the 2030 Agenda, the temporary 
withdrawal of the United States from UNESCO, and the rise of China as a primary 
funder of the organization have contributed to the expansion of the Network, particularly 
in the Global South.
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formal recognition of creative city strategies as guidelines for munic-
ipal policies aimed at fostering the creative economy and promoting 
sustainable urban and tourism development.
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Distribution of 
UNESCO Creative 
Cities in Brazil by 
state and category 
(2024)

Global South Cities in the UCCN

Academic production regarding creative cities in the Global South 
remains limited, as the literature focuses primarily on experiences 
from the Global North. There is also a research gap concerning creative 
cities in Latin America and the field of Crafts and Folk Art field. This 
void contrasts with the recent reorientation and expansion of the 
UCCN toward the Global South, which hosts a high concentration of 
cities in the categories of Crafts and Folk Art, Music, and Gastronomy. 
Approximately 65% of cities recognized in the Crafts and Folk Art 
category are located in the Global South. Similarly, in South America, 
traditional categories dominate: Gastronomy (18%), Music (18%), and 
Crafts and Folk Art (15%).7.

Guimarães et al. (2020) argue that the concentration of Global South 
cities in the Crafts and Folk Art category stems from their deep histor-
ical roots and presence across diverse cultural contexts. This contrasts 
with categories that require technical infrastructure, technology, and 
funding—factors that limit Global South participation due to structural 
capacity gaps. As a result, traditional categories demonstrate higher 
levels of participation from the Global South.

7	 Data was obtained from the official UNESCO Creative Cities Network website, with data 
collected in October 2025. It is available at: https://www.unesco.org/en/creative-cities/grid
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Although UCCN affiliation is framed as a universal creativity-based 
development model, its implementation faces increasing local contes-
tation. This contestation arises from the friction between ideal models 
and empirical reality, along with distinct historical trajectories, cultur-
al-political conditions, and context-specific resources and actors 
(Gueniffey & Sakamura, 2025; Mbaye & Pratt, 2020; Peck & Theodore, 
2015; Rinaldi et al., 2025; Skoglund & Laven, 2019).

Thus, the recognition of João Pessoa aligns with broader integration 
patterns of the Global South within the UCCN. Rather than being 
passively reproduced, this case illustrates how cities actively territori-
alize the Creative City label in Global South realities. As Duxbury et al. 
(2012) argue, various creative city models should be explored beyond 
the overly instrumental logics typically accompanying them.

METHODOLOGY

In this study, we conducted semi-structured interviews8 with four 
key managers associated with public administration and the Brazilian 
Micro and Small Business Support Service (Sebrae-PB), identified as 
M1, M2, M3, and M4. A purposive sampling approach guided our 
selection, based on prior mapping of institutional actors with direct 
involvement and specialized knowledge of the application and imple-
mentation processes. This selection was further validated during the 
interviews, as participants consistently identified this specific group 
as the primary source of institutional, technical, and decision-making 
information.

Data triangulation was performed through documentary research, 
which included analyzing the preliminary application document9 
submitted to the UCCN, monitoring reports (Parts I and II), and 
reviewing the 2017 UCCN application guidelines (UNESCO, 2017, 
2021, 2024a). These sources were supplemented by a non-system-
atic literature review, which, given the multidisciplinary nature of 
the topic, facilitated a critical synthesis and a theoretical-empir-
ical dialogue. We conducted a content analysis of documents and 

8	 The interviews primarily took place in person, with only one session conducted 
online; each had an average duration of 55 minutes. All interviews were recorded and 
subsequently transcribed for analysis.

9	 The municipal government misplaced the final version of the document.
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interviews, following Bardin’s (2015) three-stage framework. The 
third column of Table 1 outlines the procedures conducted in each 
stage. 

Stages Description Actions performed

Pre-analysis
Organization of material 
to establish the research 
corpus.

•  Development of analytical categories 
based on the theoretical framework;

•  Design of the interview script;
•  Identification and selection of the 

managers to be interviewed;
•  Selection of documents for analysis.

Material 
exploration

Consists of data coding 
and its organization into 
defined recording units 
and categories.

•  Transcription of the interviews;
•  Development of new analytical cate-

gories (emergent categories);
•  Identification of Recording Units (RU);
•  Creation of codes for RU localization;
•  Categorization of codes;
•  Development of a diagram/graph 

relating the assigned codes.

Treatment 
of results

The stage in which 
results are organized to 
demonstrate the core 
findings of the analysis.

•  Discussion of findings;
•  Production of inferences and inter-

pretations.

The documentary content analysis was guided by the official UCCN 
application criteria (UNESCO, 2017) to understand João Pessoa’s 
acceptance into the network. The analysis of the interviews employed 
a dual approach: a deductive strategy to identify perceptions already 
established in the literature, and an inductive lens to capture 
context-specific nuances. Prominent themes were coded and catego-
rized into two dimensions—practical and symbolic—using ATLAS.ti 
software. The following discussion presents the results obtained.

Case study: João Pessoa as a Creative City of Crafts 
and Folk Art

As the capital of the State of Paraíba, João Pessoa serves as the state’s 
economic hub, particularly within the creative sector (Casa Firjan, 
2025). Its designation as a Creative City occurred in 2017, eight years 
after the municipal administration received the initial proposal from 
Sebrae-PB and the state government. This trajectory suggests that the 
candidacy emerged from a prolonged process of political articulation. 
The continuity of the visual identity (Figure 3), designed in 2009 by 
Fábio Morais, preserves the legacy of this process. 

Table 1

Stages of Content 
Analysis applied in 
the article

Note: Developed 
by the authors 
based on Bardin 
(2015)
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The candidacy category selection strategy was primarily driven by 
a symbolic dimension. This dimension reflects the need to valorize 
and reinforce the creative potential of local craftsmanship. It also 
aimed to legitimize existing initiatives, such as the Paraíba Crafts 
Fair, Museum, and Market. Thus, this choice can be seen as a part of 
a strategy for building cultural identity, one that did not privilege any 
specific craft typology but instead established the city as the prin-
cipal gateway for Paraiban artisanal production. 

This strategy is further reflected in the Sereais da Penha Association’s 
endorsement of the candidacy10. Given the longstanding organi-
zational challenges within Paraíba’s artisanal sector (Santos et  al., 
2025), the collective not only lent social legitimacy by representing 
the creative sector but also demonstrated tangible outcomes from 
municipal craft valorization policies. In 2025, the association further 
consolidated its status as a local cultural reference by gaining recog-
nition as an Intangible Cultural Heritage of the city (Prefeitura 
Municipal de João Pessoa, 2025).

Among the initiatives associated with the Creative City designa-
tion, the institutionalization of the creative economy within the 
municipal governance structure stands out. In 2021, the Creative 
Economy Coordination was established under the Secretariat for 
Economic Development and Labor (SEDEST)11, reinforcing the 
municipality’s efforts to provide greater institutional stability for 
this agenda. Three flagship projects were developed to strengthen 

10	 Established in 2014 through a partnership between the municipal government—via the João 
Pessoa Artesã program—the Federal Institute of Paraíba, and Sebrae-PB, this collective 
consists of female shellfish gatherers from the Penha community. For further information, 
please refer to: https://paraibafeminina.com.br/2019/08/05/sereias-da-penha-o-trabalho-e-
a-forca-de-mulheres-que-levaram-o-artesanato-de-joao-pessa-para-o-mundo/

11	 For additional information, please refer to https://sapl.joaopessoa.pb.leg.br/media/sapl/
public/normajuridica/2021/18618/lei_14.175-2021.pdf

Figure 3

João Pessoa 
Creative City of 

Crafts and Folk Art 
Label

From: Barroso 
(2017).
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the artisanal productive chain: the Innovation and Design Laboratory 
for Competitive Crafts (Labin), established in 2018 as the program’s 
management hub, which encompasses training activities, fairs, and 
seminars (Figure 4); the Barn Creative Space, dedicated to commer-
cialization and exhibition of crafts (Figure  5); and the proposed 
Social Factory, focused on artisanal production, which — despite 
having being planned eight years prior — has yet to be implemented, 
revealing persistent gaps between policy design and execution. In 
parallel, SEDEST’s “I Can” initiative extends support to the creative 
economy beyond crafts by providing microcredit to various creative 
sectors (UNESCO, 2021, 2024a).

Figure 4

Actions of Labin: 
(A) Innovation and 
Design Agents 
Course for Crafts; 
(B) 2024 Artisan 
Training Program; 
(C) Creative 
Workshop.

Note. From: 
Assessoria (2025) 
and Labin’s 
Instagram , 2024a, 
2024b, 2024c).
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Figure 5

(A) Former Barn 
Creative Space 

headquarters; (B) 
Current temporary 

headquarters at 
Hotel Globo; (C) 

Exhibition of crafts 
and folk art.

From: SECOM 
(2018, 2025) and 
Valentim (2025).

Beyond fostering the local economy, these initiatives sought to anchor 
crafts in urban space as part of local identity while simultaneously 
integrating them into a broader project of historic center revitaliza-
tion. Labin’s headquarters, for instance, occupies a restored historic 
building in the city’s historic center, while the proposed creative 
district12 signals the mobilization of the creative economy as a strategy 
for urban regeneration. As Gadelha (2025) notes, despite its potential, 
the proposed creative district may pose gentrification risks commonly 
associated with similar initiatives. 

12	 For further information, see the official municipal legislation available at: https://sapl.
joaopessoa.pb.leg.br/norma/22449 
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The revitalization of João Pessoa’s historic center reflects an attempt 
to reconcile objectives related to heritage preservation, the recogni-
tion of local identity, and the development of a creative ecosystem. The 
initiatives of the permanent cultural program illustrated in Figure 6 
demonstrate efforts to encourage the circulation of people through 
public spaces and, consequently, foster their engagement with the city. 
Such cultural uses of public spaces create conditions for citizens not 
only to occupy urban space but also to actively produce it by artic-
ulating its physical, social, and symbolic dimensions, in line with 
Lefebvre’s (2008, 2009) conception of the right to the city. 

Figure 6

Cultural activities 
in João Pessoa’s 
public spaces and 
historic buildings: 
(A) Sabadinho 
Bom; (B) Casa da 
Pólvora.

Note. From: Silva 
(2025a, 2025b).

Costa and Nascimento (2024) argue that the relationship between city 
and creativity oscillates between a logic of rupture — associated with a 
market-oriented approach to the production of urban space — and a logic 
of promise — grounded in the potential exercise of the right to the city. In 
João Pessoa, these dimensions overlap. While creativity is mobilized as 
an instrument of economic development, initiatives also seek to foster a 
“culture of creativity” (Landry, 2011; Pratt, 2010; Yencken, 1988).
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In summary, the study identifies three main implications for urban 
public space in João Pessoa: the activation and reconfiguration 
of spatial uses through the mobilization of cultural and creative 
resources as mechanisms for urban revitalization; efforts to construct 
a local cultural identity; and constraints affecting the continuity of 
these processes, including the partial implementation of governance 
mechanisms and planned projects. Consistent with Tay (2005), the 
creative city concept serves both as a model for urban renewal and as 
a framework for understanding the socioeconomic and cultural trans-
formations of cities. It further emphasizes how urban spaces can be 
reimagined, revitalized, and reoriented within an increasingly compet-
itive global context. 

Results

The Figure 7 synthesizes the research findings and illustrates the two 
dimensions that guide the managers’ perceptions of the label.

Figure 7 

Manager 
Perceptions of João 

Pessoa’s Creative 
City Designation.

Source: Developed 
by the authors.

Dimension Conditional Practical Symbolic

Pride Responsibility

Recognition

Visibility

Resources
Local

administrative
ownership

Experience
exchange

Local
perception

Leadership�

The symbolic dimension—encompassing recognition, visibility, 
responsibility, and pride—relates to identity and institutional repu-
tation, highlighting challenges related to  territorialization and local 
ownership. The practical dimension—including resources, perception, 
experience exchange, and leadership—concerns policy implementation 
and its urban materialization. Crucially, local administrative owner-
ship acts as a conditional variable that permeates both dimensions.
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Symbolic Dimension

The city’s participation in the Network is primarily understood as an 
instrument for  enhancing visibility, recognition, and the legitimation of 
existing initiatives. Although the UCCN does not provide direct funding, 
the symbolic recognition associated with the designation enhances the 
city’s credibility among potential partners by serving as a “showcase” 
(M2). M3’s observation that “UNESCO is a major symbol” underscores 
the significance of this recognition, which strengthens the city’s reputa-
tion, creates opportunities for cooperation and resource mobilization, 
and generates expectations regarding the city’s performance. 

In this context, linking the city’s image to an internationally recognized 
brand influences how the city constructs and projects its identity, 
creating opportunities for city branding However, the literature warns 
that an overly promotional approach can reduce the designation to an 
“empty label,” undermining the Network’s core goals of cooperation 
and development (Chan et  al., 2019; Gathen et  al., 2021; Pearson & 
Pearson, 2017; Rinaldi et al., 2025; Rosi, 2014). The case of João Pessoa 
reveals a mismatch between its potential and its effective use of this 
symbolic resource. 

Although a recurrent association exists between the Crafts and Folk 
Art segment and tourism (Arcos-Pumarola et  al., 2023; Gonçalves & 
Costa, 2022; UNESCO, 2024b), this connection has struggled to mate-
rialize as a structured tourism promotion strategy. One interviewee 
referenced tourism policies, and M2’s emphasized the need to “further 
promote [the designation] to reach the end-citizen and the tourists 
[...] there is a lack of this identity appeal” suggesting that the desig-
nation’s potential for identity building remains underutilized. This 
finding is significant because one of the original expectations of the 
candidacy was that aggregating symbolic value to the city’s cultural 
and environmental heritage would reinforce its vocation for high-
quality tourism. Unlike other cities that, to varying degrees, construct 
their image around the title, the designation has not established itself 
as an identity or branding element for the population of João Pessoa. 
The managers themselves acknowledge that the feelings of pride and 
responsibility they share do not resonate with broader society.

Despite the existence of initiatives that materialize the designation, as 
discussed in the previous section, the outcomes of efforts to construct 
an urban identity associated with the title remain largely confined to 
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institutional and intra-network spheres. M3 stated: “If you go out on 
the street and ask a hundred people passing by [about the label], I am 
certain that all hundred will say they didn’t know about it.” This points 
to a disconnect between the actions associated with the designation 
and the local population’s symbolic appropriation of it. 

The communication and awareness-raising strategies outlined in the 
candidacy were characterized by short-term and ad hoc approaches. 
Compounding this issue, the lack of a visual landmark hinders public 
recognition of the city’s participation in the Network, as noted by 
the interviewees. Since the designation remains imperceptible in the 
urban landscape, the transformations associated with the program are 
often perceived in isolation, which limits their connection to a broader 
Creative City project. Furthermore, the city has not yet launched a 
website for the João Pessoa Creative City program, despite the proposal 
made (UNESCO, 2021). This absence, which has also been observed in 
other Brazilian cities, indicates a gap in consolidating the creative city 
label, thereby limiting social engagement (Correa, 2018).

Some of these challenges stem from challenges  in both urban gover-
nance and institutional coordination. According to interviews and 
documents, Sebrae-PB’s role as the primary driver of political articu-
lation and municipal awareness-raising during the candidacy process, 
combined with the difficulties of embedding the program’s actions as 
a cross-cutting urban development policy, reveals that the municipal 
administration has a limited degree of ownership. M2’s perception that 
“management itself is often unaware of the designation’s existence,” 
illustrates this institutional fragility.

The non-establishment of the Permanent Management Group, as 
foreseen in the candidacy, has deepened this fragility, according to 
interviewees. Its absence has contributed to the erosion of institu-
tional memory, slowed implementation in the face of political and 
administrative turnover, and reduced the city’s capacity to advocate 
for resources in internal budget disputes. This, in turn, constrains the 
territorialization and expansion of initiatives related to the designa-
tions within urban space.

However, these challenges are not unique to João Pessoa. Interviewees 
indicated that other Brazilian Creative Cities face similar difficulties. 
At the international level, M3 noted that such difficulties persist, 
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particularly among cities in the Crafts and Folk Art field, which often 
encounter greater resource limitations than cities in other creative 
fields. 

Challenges related to symbolic appropriation, territorialization, and 
the partial implementation of administrative mechanisms are evident 
in various member cities, particularly in lower-income areas (UNESCO, 
2024b). The majority of these cities are located in the Global South, 
where structural constraints exacerbate existing obstacles. The 
unique characteristics of the creative sector add to this complexity. 
M4 observes that, while the designation arises from the quality of 
local craftsmanship, residents often do not recognize or value it. 
This observation aligns with the findings of Santos et al. (2025), who 
identify the devaluation of local crafts as a core challenge faced by 
Paraiban artisans, hindering the development of a sense of belonging 
and collective identity.

Practical Dimension

Regarding the practical implications of UCCN membership, all inter-
viewees identified the Network’s primary value as its function as a 
laboratory of ideas that enables exchanges with other member cities 
— a core benefit widely recognized throughout the Network (UNESCO, 
2024b). M4 articulates this dimension, noting that “the greatest gain 
[from Network participation] is precisely this opportunity to learn 
about and share innovative, successful projects from around the world 
that can be applied to our own city.”

Internally, Network membership also fosters cooperation among local 
actors and strengthens internal coordination, as documented in the 
literature (Guimarães et al., 2020; Rinaldi et al., 2025; Tran, 2025). In 
João Pessoa, despite the challenges involved, interviewees noted that 
securing the label fostered closer collaboration among the municipal 
government, Sebrae-PB, academia, the state government, and the 
creative sector. This collaboration strengthened initiatives capable of 
influencing the city’s physical, social, economic, and identity dimen-
sions, infusing the designation with “a very important meaning, not 
only symbolically, but from a public management perspective” (M1). 

Another tension identified in the literature concerns the repositioning 
of cultural and creative actors as entrepreneurs (Stevenson, 2020), 
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a dynamic also reflected in the interviews. Given the instabilities 
surrounding artisanal production, particularly in peripheral urban 
contexts (Albuquerque dos Anjos et al., 2021; Marquesan & Figueiredo, 
2014), a dilemma emerges between maintaining an artisanal identity 
and adopting an entrepreneurial rationality. This is often encouraged 
by public managers but is permeated by conflicts and resistance among 
artisans (Sá et al., 2025). This tension is evident, for instance, in design 
intervention initiatives within the creative process. According to M2, 
although such initiatives proved productive and were carried out with 
sensitivity to local specificities, the interviewee also recognized the 
dilemmas associated with transforming crafts into a primary source 
of livelihood. M2 emphasized that this requires a gradual process: “the 
foundation must be very solid” and “steps cannot be skipped,” particu-
larly because artisanal production operates at a rhythm fundamentally 
distinct from industrial logic.

Interviewees perceive the Creative City designation as an inducer 
of gradual change, with its potential remaining contingent on local 
ownership. M3’s observation that the designation adds value but does 
not, in itself, determine investment in the creative economy reveals a 
layered relationship between symbolic recognition and its translation 
into concrete action. Aligned with Skoglund and Laven (2019), deeper 
connections with the local level are necessary for the tangible effects 
of UCCN membership to materialize. Interviewees emphasized that, 
although the city has progressed within its existing capacities, it oper-
ates below its full potential. Therefore, obtaining the designation does 
not entail its automatic embeddedness. Although initiatives that mani-
fest in urban space have been identified, their effects remain contingent 
upon the capacity for coordination among local actors, the continuity 
of actions, and the social appropriation of these transformations.

Paradox: The Tension Between External Recognition and 
Incipient Local Perception

The practical perception of the designation elucidates the role that 
João Pessoa plays in leading articulation efforts, fostering cultural 
exchange, and assisting other cities with their applications. According 
to M3, cooperation among Brazilian creative cities stems directly from 
João Pessoa. During its candidacy, the city proposed the Planning 
Secretaries Forum to unite Brazilian creative cities. Later renamed 
Ecriativa, this initiative expanded to include various municipal 



From International Recognition to Local Ownership

Limaq n.o 18, noviembre 2026, ISSN (en línea) 2523-630X 215

departments (Culture, Tourism, Development), ultimately driving the 
formation of the RBCC. On an international level, the city orchestrated 
the Ibero-American Council for Crafts and Folk Art (IberoArte) to 
strengthen cooperation among Latin American cities. Although previ-
ously latent, the consolidation of IberoArte occurred only under the 
leadership of João Pessoa (M2; M3).

Thus, a paradox is observed: while the city achieves significant 
external recognition, the local appropriation of the title remains incip-
ient. As Dos Santos (2020) note, knowledge of the designation tends to 
be concentrated among actors already engaged in the creative sector, 
while the diffusion of this knowledge to broader society remains a 
major challenge. Understanding these weaknesses in territorialization 
provides the necessary foundation for interpreting the mismatches in 
how managers perceive and utilize the title.

CONCLUSION

Creative city strategies shape how urban spaces are designed, 
governed, and experienced. Following Pratt’s (2011) understanding 
of the creative city as socially, culturally, and economically situated, 
João Pessoa serves as a lens through which to examine how UNESCO’s 
Creative City designation is appropriated, operationalized, reinter-
preted, adapted, and, at times, fragmented as different actors, political 
disputes, and interests emerge. In this regard, the study advances the 
understanding that the adoption of the creative city discourse varies 
across cities and may shift within a single locality over time.

While the literature often emphasizes the instrumentalization of 
creative cities as a place-marketing strategy, João Pessoa reveals an 
indirect branding effect that is primarily confined to institutional and 
intra-network spheres. Emphasizing branding as the primary ratio-
nale for adopting the creative city discourse tends to obscure the 
social, political, and territorial formations in which that discourse is 
embedded. In the case examined, the designation acquires meanings 
that, from the perspective of the interviewed managers, transcend 
its promotional function. It has also been utilized as a mechanism 
for cooperation, mobilizing resources, and strengthening of internal 
coordination. In this context, culture and creativity are pursued not 
only as resources for economic opportunities but also as instruments 
for recognizing local urban identity. These elements are capable of 
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influencing how the city produces, uses, and assigns meaning to its 
spaces, although the outcomes of this process remain contested. 

Although several initiatives have materialized the designation in 
spatial, social, and economic terms, a disconnect remains between 
these actions and their recognition by the broader population as part 
of a Creative City project. Interviewees attribute this gap to the limits 
of local appropriation, which emerged as a conditioning factor in the 
territorialization of the policy within public spaces. The specificities 
of the creative sector should also be considered. Nevertheless, even if 
the symbolic dimension of this commitment has not been fully real-
ized, the initiatives implemented represent tangible, albeit imperfect, 
achievements. 

These findings indicate that international recognition operates 
neither as a starting point nor as an endpoint, but rather as a form 
of mediation. In other words, the designation functions as a political 
instrument with its potential contingent upon political and institu-
tional commitment at the local level. Rather than viewing the local 
context as an obstacle, the friction between global and local scales 
should be understood as productive — opening space for repolitici-
zation, reflection, innovation, and contestation (De Beukelaer, 2021). 
As Pratt (2011) proposes, the designation should be seen less as an 
award and more as a learning process capable of stimulating new 
ways of thinking about and implementing creativity-oriented policies 
while considering the specificities of each context. 

For future research, it would be important to examine the extent to 
which the designation has been effectively incorporated into João 
Pessoa’s urban planning agenda, especially considering the proposed 
creative district. Since the designation has not yet been communi-
cated to the broader population, understanding how a shared urban 
identity is constructed — or eroded — also warrants further inquiry. 
Finally, the main limitation of this study was the inability to access 
the official application document,13 which highlighted a broader 

13	 Access to the final application document, including endorsement letters from civil society 
organizations and institutional actors, could have provided additional insights into the 
range of actors involved and the forms of support mobilized during the candidacy process, 
thereby enabling a better understanding of civil society’s participation in the process. 
However, the absence of this material does not compromise the core findings of the study, 
which rely on the perspectives of managers directly engaged in the process.
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challenge in preserving institutional memory. This restricted access 
to endorsement letters and limited the understanding of civil soci-
ety’s participation in the proposal’s development. Moreover, the 
analysis presented here was limited to the perspectives of managers 
associated with the municipal administration and Sebrae-PB; future 
research should incorporate the views of creative actors and civil 
society to address this gap.
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