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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past decades, international policymakers have been urging both citizens and busi-
nesses to strengthen their economic, social, and cultural commitment to sustainability. On the
one hand, citizens are being encouraged to reduce energy waste, use public transport, abandon or
limit fossil-fuel-intensive habits, switch to electric devices and vehicles, purchase local produce,
recycle, and reuse. On the other hand, businesses are expected to act as the main agents of change,
by drafting sustainability reports and obtaining quality certifications that may demonstrate — at
an international level — their annual compliance with the Environmental, Social, and Govern-
ance criteria outlined in the European Green Deal. Despite serving as an excellent showcase and
instrument of external and self-regulation, such tools do not adequately reflect the radical trans-
formation that the economic sphere is quietly undergoing (Googins et al., 2007, pp. 11-24, 75-92).

Since the debate on environmental issues and climate change intensified, international and Euro-
pean sustainability policies have become a central focus of analysis, within a broad normative
and programmatic framework that includes international conferences (United Nations, 1973;
United Nations General Assembly, 1992; United Nations, 2015a), key documents such as the
2030 Agenda (United Nations, 2015b), and policy instruments such as the European Green Deal
(European Commission, 2019; European Union, 2022). However, implementing these policies
raises significant sociological and economic challenges, prompting reflection on the semantics
of the language used and the implications for democracy and freedom.

From a sociological perspective, these policies are often interpreted as devices that reflect global
power relations. Beck (1992) was the first to point out that “risk society” institutionalizes global
threats without resolving their structural causes, thus exposing single individuals to their direct
effects. While emphasizing the logic of inclusion, United Nations guidelines tend to homogenize
deeply diverse biosocial contexts, failing to address environmental justice. In Europe, directives on
sustainability foster individual practices of empowerment, reducing ecological transition to green
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consumption and neglecting the crucial role of corporations and policymakers in shaping production
models, environmental policies, and economic strategies (Latour, 2015). Therefore, sociological
reflection has identified the risk of merely symbolic effectiveness: conferences, agendas, and direc-
tives confer legitimacy and build consensus, while having little impact on concrete dynamics, which
increases suspicions of institutional greenwashing. Moreover, the widespread top-down adoption
of global strategies often leads to local forms of resistance, widening the gap between supranational
governance and local concerns (Daniele et al., 2024; Olve et al., 2025; Graya & McArdleb, 2025).

From an economic perspective, attention has focused on the effectiveness of policy instruments and
the distribution of costs. The European Union has introduced regulations, such as the Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (European Parliament and Council, 2022), which aim at stand-
ardizing the environmental commitment made by businesses. Yet, it has been shown (Stiglitz, 2019;
Bandiera & Bini, 2020) that these instruments neither correct negative externalities nor ensure the
effective internalization of environmental costs. Glaring contradictions emerge even in the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) (Capurso et al., 2020). The market mechanisms promoted by international
agreements such as the Emission Trading System have resulted in price instability and insufficient
incentives to innovation, which undermines competitiveness in strategic sectors (Bohringer et al.,
2010). Further instability is caused by fragmented financial policies: since the European Union lacks
a common fiscal framework, the costs of ecological transition fall disproportionately on consumers
and workers, while corporations relocate production to less regulated regions.

The semantic, operational-normative, and political uncertainty surrounding the current neoliberal
economic and industrial model of sustainability also encompasses cases in which the exploitation
of environmental resources has created “production ecosystems”. These include woodlands and
forests managed exclusively by businesses that continue to reproduce the capitalist model, failing to
consider that such “sustainable” areas cannot ensure genuine biodiversity and ecological richness.

Consequently, attention has been drawn to the symbolic, unequal, and often-legitimizing nature
of sustainability policies, with contradictions being exposed in terms of effectiveness and distrib-
utive justice. The gap between institutional rhetoric and concrete practice is often emphasized,
which underscores the need to design policies that integrate social justice, economic coherence,
and a rebalancing of power relations, while fostering a renewed perspective on the relationship
between nature and the human being.

This raises another environmental question that reflects an anthropocentric orientation: artificial
intelligence (Al) seems to be the cornerstone of this ideological and normative paradigm. Half a
century after its introduction, the concept of sustainable development has evolved into a promise
of environmental protection, socioeconomic wellbeing, and social justice, becoming a central
component of political discourse, technological innovation, market dynamics, and even cultural
frameworks. However, such a promise is rarely fulfilled, as it remains grounded in the tension
between a capitalist model of unlimited growth and the constraints imposed by the regenerative
capacity of the planet and its resources, with such constraints being continually highlighted in
both quantitative and qualitative analyses of sustainability (Fuchs, 2017; Hickel, 2019).

It is still widely believed that the problem can be solved only by reinforcing the anthropocentric
paradigm. Rooted in the reassuring concept of homo faber, this perspective emphasizes the human
ability to control nature by developing and adapting technology to contemporary standards of sus-
tainability, thereby ensuring the continued exploitation of the biological and geological resources
on the planet. As aresult, scientific and political awareness of the risks inherent in the relationship
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between nature and a predatory humanity is once again overshadowed by the certainty underlying
the “solutionist” approach (Morozov, 2013), which rests on the same old, unconditional trust in
technological progress.

The agent of such trust is Al: scornful of its own creator, astonishingly efficient, and continuously
evolving, it has become the repository of all hopes of endless production and exploitation, driving
arelentlessly consumerist, increasingly globalized, and progressively homogenizing way of life.
A modern version of the ancient religious archetype of the Great Mother (Neumann, 1955), Al
permeates every aspect of social life, across daily, individual, production, political, organizational,
and cultural domains. This has led to a controversial perception of its role. On the one hand, it is
seen as a tool to simplify and resolve problems, thus absolving human beings of responsibility.
On the other hand, its pervasiveness raises concerns about its social, cultural, and labor impact,
prompting a further Nietzschean reflection: after the death of God, also the death of the human
being may occur — or at least of the human being as traditionally conceived.

Drawing on insights into both the limitations of green politics and the emerging role of Al in
shaping the perception of the self and the relationship between the human being and the natural
environment, this paper aims to present a participatory study of an innovative business network
based in Foggia, a politically and socially peripheral area of northern Apulia, southern Italy. This
network is promoting an economic model that, through digitalization and Al, is closely intercon-
nected with, and dependent on, the sociocultural development of its local community. Such an
innovative economic model recognizes that consumers and tourists have changed their approach
to products and places, becoming increasingly aware of what lies behind terms such as quality,
production strategies, history, and culture.

In 2022, a group of businesses, bound together by a network contract, founded Mediterraneo
in Rete, a social development association that is implementing the localtourism.it project. This
project seeks to help the food and wine, artisanal, tourism, and cultural sectors complement one
another, in order to improve relationships with the local community and enhance the international
visibility of local areas. Consequently, businesses — with their local ties — not only give rise to
new production models, but they also reflect the characteristics of their communities of origin,
while digital tools and Al serve as catalysts for innovative and participatory change, within spe-
cific biological and social ecosystems.

2. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The participation of a sociologist in the project led to an ongoing intervention study, in which
participatory methods and techniques mediate the relationships between the businesses, com-
munications specialists, and computer technicians involved. This approach aims to sustainably
strengthen and innovate communication and governance models and processes, both within corpo-
rate organization and in the interactions between businesses, institutions, citizens, and consumers.
Language is being translated into codes and algorithms, while digital tools are serving as catalysts
for participatory innovation (De Cataldo & Russo, 2022).

The reason for investigating the business context of northern Apulia lies in both its inherent fea-
tures and the recent changes it is undergoing. Although the area has historically lacked a strong
cooperative culture both in the private domain and in relations between the public and private
sectors, a new dynamic began to emerge in the 2020s, following a previous intervention study con-
ducted by a corporate communications specialist and the sociologist involved in the localtourism.
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it project. The network contract binding participating businesses together not only to enables them
to share marketing and advertising costs, but it is primarily designed to foster self-knowledge and
awareness of local, national, and international resources. Such an approach seeks to promote local
raw materials and showcase the virtuous strategies implemented by local manufacturers, while
simultaneously emphasizing local ties and highlighting the cultural, historical, archaeological,
and landscape identity of the area. These principles have been translated into a digital tool - a QR
code - that enables participating businesses to share crucial information. The commitment of these
businesses to sustainable product quality and their ties to the local area have led the sociologist to
rely mainly on qualitative techniques to examine the production model adopted by the network,
which is coordinated by a team of communications specialists and computer technicians.

Two observation techniques proved particularly valuable - ethnography (Atkinson et al., 2001)
and shadowing (Czarniawska, 2007). Especially during the first phase of the project, which took
place between 2022 and 2023, they were instrumental in exploring the role of the business network
in its relationship with end consumers and tourists. From the outset, the investigation focused
on emotions, motivations, awareness, discussion, uncertainty, and conflict - all factors that con-
tributed to the creation of an association that aims to both highlight the distinctive features of the
Mediterranean area and foster interaction with civil society and public institutions.

Interviews and focus groups (Dickinson, 2000) were useful for examining factors that cannot
be adequately investigated through the mere observation of daily dynamics. These techniques
were used within a sociotherapeutic framework, in which interviews are considered both tools for
social diagnosis and therapeutic or cathartic instruments enabling change (Scarcella Prandstraller,
2016; Nistor, 2024). Not only did participatory interviews serve as a means of data collection and
outcome analysis, but they also helped to reveal often-overlooked aspects - such as implicit cate-
gories, cognitive bias, and behavioral patterns - that hinder the development of a more sustainable
corporate culture rooted in the principles of corporate citizenship.

The longest and most complex phase of the project is currently underway. Focused on digital
tools, and especially Al it aims to not only strengthen and stabilize relationships between the
participating business network and the local area of Foggia, but also to promote interactions with
Italian and foreign stakeholders. The needs and ideas expressed in natural language are being
translated into algorithms to create a digital intermediary, while interactions between businesses
and target stakeholders - customers, associations, and institutions are facilitated. A research pro-
cess based on the User-Centered Design philosophy (Moumane et al., 2016; Beckett et al., 2016)
is being developed to improve the design of digital tools. Through the Open Space Technology
and the World Café approach (Owen, 2008; Brown & Isaacs, 2005), this process also seeks to
foster the necessary motivational and imaginary dimensions for establishing a stable and effective
communication network encompassing all the stakeholders involved.

3. RESULTS

In the first phase of the project, some Foggia-based businesses were encouraged to shift from a
traditional individualistic approach to a more collaborative model. This innovative framework is
characterized by the sharing of tangible and intangible resources under the guidance of commu-
nications specialists and computer technicians.

Following the establishment of a network contract and the creation of an association of entrepre-
neurs promoting made-in-Italy products and the Mediterranean diet, the localtourism.it project
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was launched. It revolves around the development of a QR code to be integrated into products,
restaurant menus, and hotel items. By scanning the QR code, consumers and tourists can not only
learn more about a specific product and its quality certifications (Barile, 2009; Fontana, 2020),
but also broaden their understanding of a given business and its community of origin through
storytelling strategies highlighting historical events, traditions, and notable figures. As a result,
each product provided with a QR code becomes a digital tour guide that transforms consumers
into tourists, tourists into consumers, and anyone into a potential influencer.

The information shared through the QR code includes details not only about the purchased prod-
uct and its manufacturer, but also about all the networked businesses and their communities of
origin. By linking to the websites of the stakeholders and areas involved, the QR code immerses
consumers and tourists in a virtual and interactive environment.

However, two main limitations were identified during the research process. Firstly, Italian law
requires that product labels provide numerous specific details on the origin and quality of a product.
This often results in information being presented in an overly complex manner, with its impact
being reduced and consumers losing interest. Secondly, despite the widespread use of QR codes
as informative tools, those placed on products are rarely scanned, regardless of the amount of
information on the labels. This undermines the sophisticated communicative strategy developed
within the localtourism.it project. By contrast, QR codes seem to be more effective in relaxed
contexts involving pleasant waiting, such as restaurant and hotel environments.

Due to these limitations and the willingness of the networked businesses to become active agents in
environmental, social, and governance sustainability, efforts are being made to further develop the
QR code created, enhancing the relationship between businesses and local areas through the use of
Al To begin with, content is being automatically generated, corrected, and optimized using key-
words, thereby training the system to recognize complex information. Moreover, Al is being used to
monitor social media and websites to keep details on scheduled cultural, political, and leisure events
up to date. Finally, information will be automatically translated into multiple languages, in order for
foreign tourists and consumers to engage more fully and be encouraged to broaden their knowledge
of local products and services — an approach that is in line with deprovincialization processes.

The use of Search Engine Optimization (SEO) strategies allows the businesses involved to increase
their online visibility. This is beneficial for marketing and contributes to strengthening their soci-
opolitical influence (Caroleo et al., 2023), since their commitment is aimed not only at promoting
the socioeconomic and cultural development of their communities of origin, but also at fostering
a healthy diet.

The province of Foggia, in southern Italy, where the business network underlying the localtour-
ism.it initiative first took shape, has long been marked by persistent social isolation, a condition
historically rooted in the political and economic transformations following Italian unification and
reinforced by its distinctive geopolitical configuration. This prolonged isolation has fostered a
form of cultural closure that continues to influence local economic practices, collective identity,
and social relations.

Despite the area’s strong and enduring entrepreneurial orientation in the agricultural sector, this advan-
tage has not produced significant spillover effects for the broader community. The local labor market
remains fragile, with per capita income levels below the southern Italian average and a continuing
outmigration of younger generations in search of more dynamic professional opportunities elsewhere.
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These patterns can be interpreted through the lens of limited social capital and weak embeddedness of
economic relations in the local social fabric (Granovetter, 1985; Putnam et al., 1993). Both the produc-
tive and institutional systems are shaped by a deeply ingrained culture of conflict that has historically
constrained cooperation and hindered the formation of associative or network-based governance.
Such fragmentation weakens the generation of bridging social capital (Putnam, 2000) and limits the
development of trust-based networks that sustain collective action (Coleman, 1990; Bourdieu, 1986).

Inresponse to these structural limitations, the companies involved in the localtourism.it business
network have entered into a formal collaboration agreement aimed at fostering continuous local
development. Their strategy combines the use of artificial intelligence tools with sociological con-
sultancy to promote reflexive, participatory, and place-based forms of innovation. This approach
seeks to rebuild social connectivity and strengthen the embeddedness of economic activity within
the territory’s broader cultural and institutional fabric, a process further discussed in the following
section (Salemink et al., 2017; Visvizi et al., 2020; Yigitcanlar et al., 2023).

4. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Efforts to integrate information technology and Al into the development of corporate citizenship
are changing the role of the QR code. Initially a mere narrative label, the QR code is evolving into
a participatory planning tool for businesses and society to develop new content and storytelling
formats focused on local areas. The multidisciplinary process underway will result in the creation
of'a social and digital structure that uses artificial intelligence to gather, filter, and organize data
generated when stakeholders scan and interact with the QR code. By using participatory methods
and techniques, different target users and customers are engaged in simulated and experimental
scenarios, which may lead to improving digital devices and training Al to act as a catalyst for
effective communication between networked businesses, public institutions, and citizens, at both
individual and collective levels. The QR code will give voice to those willing to interact, allowing
them to enhance tangible and intangible local resources or highlight specific aspects, such as
product quality and particular business activities.

During the sociological involvement of the social groups targeted by the localtourism.it project,
valuable information will be collected to develop and implement various tools. These include
chatbots and virtual assistants to help users understand technical information about sustainability,
complete questionnaires, suggest ideas, or report problems; Al-driven decision-making platforms
through which opinions can be organized and categorized, textual feedback summarized, and
shared priorities identified (Arana-Catania et al., 2021); games and simulated environments to
create scenarios for local, corporate, or product development, while assessing the social or envi-
ronmental impact of certain actions or decisions (Rask et al., 2021).

Special attention will be devoted to vulnerable groups, who often exclude themselves or are
excluded from participatory processes. Using Al via the QR code may help identify marginalized
groups, as predictive analytics can both reveal categories that show low participation and enable
targeted interventions for their inclusion (Raman et al., 2023; Borchers et al., 2024). A crucial
role in this process will be played by local schools and universities, as they are traditional agents
of social regeneration.

By considering Al not merely a tool to simplify processes and resolve dilemmas, but a catalyst for
sustainable profit, two main objectives may be achieved. Firstly, participation in social processes
may become a habitual practice. Secondly, a sense of belonging to one’s community of origin
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may be fostered, thereby encouraging citizens to effectively contribute to local development
dynamics and policies. This sense of belonging would not just guide businesses to respect the area
in which they operate, but would also lead customers, citizens, and institutions to support them.
These businesses would no longer be perceived as external agents, but as integral components of
a collective identity worthy of protection.

5. CONCLUSION

The localtourism.it project aims to not only overcome skepticism toward European and inter-
national sustainability directives and policies, but also move beyond the perception of Al as a
controversial, all-powerful tool that may govern the planet and shape human fears. A process has
been set in motion that seeks to transcend the conventional understanding of corporate citizenship.
A participatory system is being designed in which businesses are no longer the primary agents of
local development and enhancement, as state institutions and citizens reclaim a fundamental role
in decision-making about the material and immaterial well-being of individuals, communities,
and the environment.

An attempt is being made to prevent the natural agents of participatory and liberal democracy from
being replaced by economic actors that, under the banner of corporate citizenship, may dominate
local policy-making. Succeeding in this endeavor is essential to stop profit-driven private entities
from rapidly colonizing political and institutional spaces, as well as decision-making domains.

A change may occur if a network of small and medium-sized businesses is involved in the pro-
cess, as they may maintain their ties to their communities of origin, but simultaneously transform
their sense of belonging into concrete social action and quality products and services. Therefore,
the concept of corporate citizenship should be combined with the One Health principle. This
entails focusing on the improvement of wellbeing across physical, environmental, mental, and
social dimensions, while managing the relationship with the digital and Al, which have already
penetrated social and individual (psychological) spaces. The fate of humanity seems to be at a
crossroads, with the happiness of human beings increasingly depending on their relationship with
the creatures that most closely resemble them.
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