Cultural Practices in Small Towns as a Factor in Shaping the Local Artistic Environment
Abstract. The relevance of this study is underscored by the increasingly salient role that cultural practices play in shaping the artistic environment of small towns. The purpose of this paper is to identify effective models of cultural initiatives in the small towns of Ukraine and juxtapose them with international practices. Employing qualitative case analysis, content analysis, and comparative methods, the study facilitated an evaluation of the social, economic, and cultural impact of local initiatives. Consequently, in 8 out of the 10 cases examined, a discernible positive impact of cultural practices on local cohesion, the enhancement of domestic tourism, and the advancement of creative industries was revealed. The most effective forms identified include art residencies (USA, Ukraine) as well as art festivals (Japan, Czech Republic). The integration of digital tools in heritage preservation (China, Great Britain) also assumes a distinct significance. The conclusions highlight the necessity for an interdisciplinary approach to managing the cultural landscape of small towns, taking into account local specifics. Prospective avenues for further research encompass the development of regional strategies for sustainable cultural development and mechanisms for community involvement.
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Introduction
Against the backdrop of decentralization, the significance of local cultural policy is increasingly salient. Society needs the emergence of innovative paradigms for sustainable development, particularly through the auspices of culture. Given the above, the cultural practices of small towns assume particular importance, fostering the reinforcement of identity, community engagement, and local cohesion. This subject also holds relevance on an international scale for several reasons. First, there is a burgeoning interest in the decentralization of cultural processes. Second, small cities are actively seeking new paradigms of sustainable development through the arts and crafts, aligning with global trends in cohesion and the creative economy. Third, the international exchange of experiences enhances cultural initiatives’ effectiveness, particularly within the spheres of digital technologies, local development, and cultural clusters. Analyzing case studies from diverse countries fosters the consideration of local nuances, which is crucial in formulating an international cultural policy geared towards sustainable development.

In Ukraine, the discourse surrounding cultural practices in small towns remains underexplored. The predominant emphasis is placed on major urban centers and traditional cultural heritage. Instead, contemporary methodologies that combine art, tourism, and digital tools have largely been overlooked. Such hybrid practices have yet to be integrated into official cultural policy or academic analysis. Nonetheless, they cultivate adaptable cultural ecosystems that cater to the unique needs of small towns. A notable illustration is the city of Khotyn, renowned for its fortress, vibrant tourist initiatives, and a dynamic festival scene. In European contexts, such as the Czech Republic and the United Kingdom, culture serves as a catalyst for growth and social cohesion.

In the European context, communities, artists, municipalities, and businesses engage in effective collaboration. Cultural clusters emerge as platforms for synergy and the advancement of creative industries. Festivals not only generate employment but also invigorate the economy and attract investment. Thus, an examination of international cases enables us to discern overarching trends in cultural development, underscoring the significance of the subject in both global and local contexts. The Ukrainian landscape is complex yet promising; while the momentum of public initiatives in small towns is on the rise, there exists a fragmentation of support and a lack of robust technological integration. However, there are commendable local success stories that shine through.
The hypothesis of this study posits that the cultural practices prevalent in small cities across Ukraine possess the potential to cultivate sustainable artistic ecosystems. This is achievable through cross-sectoral collaboration, digital transformation, and the reinforcement of local identity. The scientific novelty lies in the comparative examination of Ukrainian and international cases. This analysis facilitates the identification of trends and the distinctive characteristics inherent to the development of cultural environments.

The purpose of this study is to elucidate the significance of cultural practices in the small cities of Ukraine as a catalyst for development. It is imperative to examine the mechanisms underlying their formation and evaluate their impact on local communities. 

The following tasks were set to address the purpose of this study:
· to explore the various forms of cultural practices and their influence on the regional artistic environment;

· assess the role of local initiatives and community participation in cultural;to assess the contribution of local initiatives and community engagement in cultural development;

· analyze the international experience and compare it with the Ukrainian context.to analyze international paradigms and juxtapose them with the Ukrainian context. 

Empirical problems are: 
· to explore the types of cultural practices in small towns of Ukraine and their impact for the formation of the local artistic environment;

· to evaluate the role of local initiatives, public participation, artists and cultural institutions in the development of culture;
· analyze the experience of other countries in fostering cultural practices within small towns and juxtapose these with the Ukrainian context.
Literature Review

From the scientific perspective, there exists a burgeoning interest in the influence of culture on the transformation of local communities, particularly within small towns. Over the past decade, there has been a notable increase in scholarly research examining the effects of culture on social cohesion, economic vitality, and creative development. The significance of this topic amplifies the call for cultural decentralization and public engagement in the cultivation of the artistic landscape. A seminal example is the study conducted by Vytkalov (2018), which focuses on the operation of rural clubs in Ukraine. The author underscores the imperative to reevaluate their role as cultural hubs. However, the study does not contain empirical data and does not take into account the international context, thereby constraining its analytical depth.
In her exploration of cultural life in Eastern Bohemia, Sáblíková (2023) investigates the prospects for cultivating cultural tourism based on the activities of local residents. The findings of the scholar’s research indicate that even modest local cultural initiatives, such as folklore festivals and museum exhibitions, can engender profound transformations within the local environment. When the community engages actively, such initiatives foster both economic and cultural advancement. While the study possesses practical significance, it is constrained to a singular region. In contrast, Leung and Thorsen (2022) present a different perspective by analyzing the Echigo-Tsumari Art Festival in Japan. This festival harmoniously intertwines institutional support with the residents’ active participation. The authors employ an ethnographic methodology, underscoring the pivotal role of communities in constructing cultural space. Nonetheless, a critical examination of patronage on cultural autonomy remains conspicuously absent. The festival functions not merely as an artistic event but also as a vehicle for social integration and regional branding.

The study conducted by Liu et al. (2023) delves into the significance of visual design within rural cultural spaces in China. Ecological murals emerge as carriers of local identity, fostering tourism and the preservation of heritage. The authors underscore the criticality of visual culture; however, they fail to explore the long-term social ramifications. In a contrasting context, Zemite et al. (2022) investigate the Latvian landscape, accentuating that creative industries bolster identity, economic vitality, and social interaction. The said researchers advocate for the establishment of a "cultural ecosystem" that synergizes education, government, business, and creativity. Although the study adopts a multi-faceted approach, it lacks empirical illustrations of its impact on communities. Another noteworthy approach is presented by Somoza Medina and Relea Fernández (2024), who conceptualize culture as a "resilient strategy" in small and medium-sized cities, positing it as a mechanism for navigating crises and stimulating innovation. While the work is rich in conceptual depth, it remains largely theoretical, lacking practical validation.

The experience of North Africa is elucidated in the work of Mouna and Bouba (2021), which is devoted to the exploration of the cultural potential of the city of Guelma (Algeria). The authors underscore the significance of an integrated approach to heritage management that transcends the mere preservation of tangible cultural artifacts. A significant aspect of this methodology is the active engagement of local communities in content formulation, interpretations, as well as cultural narratives. The authors highlight the critical role of integrated heritage management, which actively engages the community in the creation of content and narratives. It is worth noting that while the work emphasizes local participation, it falls short of providing scalable models. 

Furthermore, Zhu et al. (2024) investigate public art initiatives in two villages adjacent to Hangzhou. Their findings indicate that the efficacy of such interventions hinges on the collaboration among artists, authorities, and the community. However, the study does not consider the conflicts arising from the everyday practices of residents. Next, Petrovici et al. (2024) delve into cultural activities within the Cluj Metropolitan Area (Romania) and their correlation with well-being. Notably, the "cultural commoning" model posits that the co-creation of space fosters trust and creativity. The aforementioned study adeptly intertwines theoretical frameworks with empirical evidence, yet it overlooks the internal cultural diversity of urban environments. 

A significant contribution is made in the research conducted by Guo et al. (2023), who scrutinized the interplay between generative AI and cultural creativity in rural regions of China. The authors regard visual generation algorithms as instrumental in preserving and transforming local authenticity through the digital reinterpretation of traditional symbols and narratives. Here, AI emerges as a tool between tradition and innovation, facilitating the adaptation of culture within the context of globalization. It should be noted that the above study heralds a promising avenue for digital cultural adaptation; however, as a preprint, it has yet to undergo peer review, which constrains the reliability of its conclusions.

The examination of contemporary visual communication strategies within the framework of the developing creative industries in Ukraine also deserves attention. In particular, Denysiyuk (2023) posits that visual communication serves as a groundbreaking instrument not only for aesthetic engagement but also for shaping the social dynamics of the creative environment. The author underscores the critical importance of combining cultural heritage with digital approaches of visualization, which resonates with global trends of local cultural renewal. In this light, the international paradigms of musical interpretation as a manifestation of national artistic tradition gain considerable relevance. For instance, the study conducted by Fu et al. (2021) addresses Li Yundi's piano mastery as an embodiment of China's cultural strategy, harmonizing national tradition with global artistic discourse. The authors elucidate how the performer’s distinctive style acts as a mediator between local identity and universal artistic principles. This opens up parallels with local initiatives in smaller urban centers, where cultural practices similarly function as channels for articulating and adapting local narratives within the global arena.

It can be inferred from the underlying literature that cultural practices within small cities significantly contribute to social cohesion, local identity, and economic revitalization. At the same time, a notable deficiency in interregional and comparative studies emerges, complicating the establishment of a comprehensive understanding of the influence of local initiatives. To a large extent, the existing literature focuses on individual instances, not covering the broader context. The Ukrainian experience, presented chiefly in national publications (for example, Vytkalov, 2018), remains inadequately represented in the international academic discourse. An additional avenue warranting further exploration is the interplay between digital technologies and local culture. This dimension has been addressed in only in a few studies (particularly Guo et al., 2023), despite its obvious potential. In this regard, it is expedient to conduct an in-depth interregional analysis and a more extensive incorporation of digital methodologies in the examination of local cultural phenomena.

Methods and Materials
Research procedure
The study was conducted utilizing an empirical analysis of cultural practices in small towns, with a particular emphasis on international comparisons. The research methodology encompasses several successive stages designed to analyze cultural practices within a global context. In the initial stage, an empirical analysis method focusing on the comparative examination of diverse regions and local cases was established. The second stage involved conducting a systematic review of literature across Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, employing relevant keywords. The third stage entailed the filtering of sources based on the following criteria: peer-reviewed status, publication dates ranging from 2018 to 2025, international context, and thematic relevance. The fourth stage consisted of a qualitative analysis of the texts to elucidate key concepts, methodologies, formats of practices, and the results achieved. In the final stage, the research was juxtaposed to identify similarities, discrepancies, and contextual nuances of cultural activities. Additionally, this phase included revealing the problematic aspects and potential directions for further inquiry, particularly in the sphere of digitalization and institutional support.

Sample formation
The total population for the primary analysis comprised 31 sources, encompassing studies from Europe, Asia, North Africa, and the Americas. The emphasis is placed on the following countries: Ukraine, the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom, etc. Each source exemplifies a cultural practice within small towns or rural communities. Only publications that directly investigate cultural activities at the local level were incorporated into the sample. A prerequisite for inclusion was the presence of empirical cases or detailed descriptions of specific initiatives.

All sources are dated between 2018 and 2024, adhering to contemporary academic standards. Preference was given to publications featuring an international or comparative dimension. The scholarly rigor of the materials was also a critical consideration. Thus, the analysis covered only peer-reviewed sources or articles from indexed journals (such as Scopus and Web of Science. 

The cases encompass a broad spectrum of practices − from village clubs to technological interventions − ensuring both typological diversity and geographical representativeness within the sample. The selected population facilitates the identification of patterns in the implementation of cultural policies across communities in different countries. Furthermore, it enables a comparative analysis of institutional models and local mechanisms of cultural participation. Drawing upon these cases, an analytical foundation has been established for subsequent typological exploration.

Methods
The principal research methodology employed was qualitative case study analysis, which entails a thorough and in-depth examination of specific instances of cultural practices in small towns. This approach not only facilitates a detailed description of the characteristics inherent to each initiative but also enables an analysis of its ramifications on various facets of social life, including social cohesion, economic vibrancy, and the cultivation of local identity. It has proven instrumental in identifying mechanisms that underpin the success of cultural projects, as well as factors that may hinder their advancement across diverse regions. 

Within the framework of qualitative analysis, content analysis is applied. This technique involves the systematic organization of data from different sources and countries. It encompasses the identification of both common and unique attributes of cultural practices, alongside a comparative assessment of results for subsequent in-depth exploration. This methodology has facilitated the structuring of extensive information, the identification of emergent trends, and the formation of a profound comprehension of the processes taking place.

Moreover, the comparative method was used, allowing for an examination of the experiences and outcomes associated with the implementation of cultural practices across varied socio-cultural and regional contexts. Through this method, prevailing patterns characteristic of successful cultural initiatives in small towns were discerned, alongside distinctive local features that determine the specificity of each case.

Results
Cultural practices as a tool for promoting social cohesion
The artistic environment constitutes the physical, social, and symbolic realm in which creative practices are manifested. In smaller towns, it encompasses both institutional and informal venues. These include museums, libraries, art academies, as well as public spaces, temporary initiatives, or repurposed abandoned artifacts. The cultivation of artistic spaces frequently arises from grassroots initiatives that are driven by residents, activists, or independent creative groups. Illustrative examples include festivals, murals, street performances, and exhibitions in unconventional settings. Such endeavors significantly contribute to the evolution of local identity and foster a profound sense of belonging within the community.

Local cultural initiatives foster informal communication, enhance civic engagement, and strengthen horizontal connections within communities. Cultural activities nurture local identity, invigorate civic participation, and cultivate social bonds among residents of small towns. Empirical research conducted in Ukraine has demonstrated that cultural events broaden recreational opportunities and facilitate interpersonal interactions between local residents and visitors alike. Furthermore, these initiatives cultivate trust, engender a sense of community, and foster active involvement in communal life. Nevertheless, such studies are not without their limitations: they often suffer from sample selectivity, a limited temporal scope, and the inherent difficulty of assessing long-term impacts. The effects of cultural initiatives may prove temporary and often fail to address deeper social issues such as inequality and isolation.

A diverse array of cultural practices elevates social capital, promotes cohesion, and fosters the development of an engaged community. In the United Kingdom, culture is perceived as a crucial resource for regional revitalization. Investment in cultural heritage revitalizes declining urban areas and restores residents’ confidence. Supporting local initiatives empowers communities to overcome social isolation and economic stagnation, emphasizing citizen participation, partnerships, and local cultural identity.

In the Czech Republic, local culture is seamlessly integrated into the fabric of small towns. Cultural practices here amalgamate art, education, leisure, and public discourse. Municipalities frequently establish open spaces for street performances, festivals, workshops, and temporary exhibitions. Public initiatives often receive support from municipal and regional authorities. A distinctive feature of the Czech experience is the institutional stability within the local cultural sphere, where culture is regarded not only as entertainment but as an integral component of local governance and development. Residents’ participation in cultural events is construed as a form of civic engagement, fostering trust and enhancing the quality of communication within communities.

Education through culture assumes a supreme role in the Czech Republic. Art schools, clubs, and libraries engage children, youth, and families through open events. These initiatives intertwine leisure with the cultivation of critical thinking, empathy, a proactive attitude. In Czech cities, collaboration between independent artists and local authorities is prevalent, often involving residents in the creation of artistic installations or the formulation of cultural programs. Such instances reflect a high degree of partisanship in the processes of creating culture.
In numerous Western European cities, culture serves as a countermeasure to social isolation. Temporary events, such as workshops and street exhibitions, cultivate new forms of interaction, which are particularly significant for older adults, migrants, and vulnerable groups. In these contexts, culture functions as a “soft mediator” in social transformations. The Ukrainian experience reveals analogous trends, where cultural activities frequently serve as instruments of psychological support and recovery. In rural communities, art fosters unity and attracts younger people, while creativity aids in the integration of internally displaced persons into local life.

In light of the above, the collective experiences from diverse countries illustrate the universal connection between cultural activity and social cohesion. Regardless of regional contexts, collective engagement in cultural practices establishes new channels of communication, supports mutual assistance, and strengthens local identity. To facilitate a deeper understanding of cultural and artistic practices in small towns, a table is provided that systematically categorizes their primary types and methods of implementation. This table also delineates the target audiences and mechanisms through which these practices exert influence, while reflecting key challenges and examples from international experiences (Table 1).

Table 1: Functions, Examples and Risks of Implementing Cultural Practices in Communities
	Criteria
	Ukraine
	Czech Republic, United Kingdom

	Main functions
	Cultural practices predominantly serve a profound social function: they foster connections within communities, alleviate tensions, and facilitate psychological healing and integration.
	Culture serves as a catalyst for fostering civic engagement, empowering residents in the decision-making process, and invigorating local democracy at the level of small towns and cities.

	Typical formats
	Local festivals, master classes in village clubs, art camps, interactive exhibitions, street actions, patriotic concerts, joint events for IDPs and locals.
	Local art forums, educational cultural projects, street exhibitions, open-air theatrical performances, joint creation of urban installations, events in municipal spaces.

	Initiators
	Mostly local activists, cultural workers, volunteer communities, initiative groups at clubs and libraries, sometimes communities or local authorities.
	In many cases, the initiators are urban cultural coordinators, civic organizations, municipal councils and informal arts communities.

	Target groups
	Youth, children, internally displaced persons, veterans, pensioners, locals, socially vulnerable categories.
	Young families, residents of suburbs, low-mobility groups, students, residents of small towns who were not previously involved in cultural life.

	Short-term effect
	Strengthening social connection, temporary reduction of anxiety, increased participation in community life, emotional discharge and adaptation to new conditions.
	Activation of communication between residents, formation of new horizontal links, increasing interest in local cultural heritage and spaces.

	Long-term effect
	The cultivation of shared memory, the preservation of local identity, and the promotion of sustainable initiatives within the cultural domain, alongside the potential for institutionalization at the community level.
	Promoting the development of local tourism, the transformation of culture into a factor of the economy, the growth of the role of culture in management decision-making.

	State support
	Mostly point: individual grants, budget pre-financing, initiatives within local development programs; systemic policies are often lacking.
	The state supports through regional cultural programs, municipal budgets, partnerships with non-governmental organizations; cultural policy is integrated into local self-government.

	Key benefits
	Flexibility, high motivation of participants, rapid mobilization, deep localization and understanding of context, potential for self-preservation even in crisis conditions.
	High level of involvement of local authorities, sustainability of cultural formats, integration of culture in educational and social processes.

	Typical risks
	Depletion of resources (human and financial), lack of strategy, dependence on personal initiative, possibility of loss of community interest after completion of the project.

	Excessive bureaucracy in processes, formalization of participation, the risk that the culture will become elitist or be limited to the circle of “habitual” participants.


Source: consolidated by the author based on the study findings
Historical heritage, art, tourism, and technological innovations in the cultural landscape of small towns
The realms of history and art within small towns are intricately intertwined, each enriching the other to forge a distinctive cultural lexicon that embodies the community. Historical monuments, enduring traditions, captivating legends, and local narratives constitute the bedrock of artistic endeavors, which, in turn, invigorate and reinterpret the past through contemporary cultural initiatives. The seamless integration of historic structures into everyday life strengthens the connection between historical heritage and modern culture, thereby enhancing the local cultural environment. Specifically, such venues serve as platforms for festivals, artisan workshops, and avant-garde art initiatives, nurturing a vibrant dialogue between heritage and contemporary artistry. 
Consequently, a multifaceted cultural landscape emerges, reinforcing the community’s identity and fostering sustainable cultural development within small settlements. Historic towns like Khotyn in Ukraine exemplify how the preservation and active use of cultural heritage cultivate a unique local artistic environment. In these small towns, cultural practices dedicated to the safeguarding and promotion of historical sites create fertile ground for the flourishing of local artistic initiatives, exhibitions, crafts, and festivals (Figure 1). 
Fig. 1. Examples of Preserving the Historic Heritage of Small Towns
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a – Khotyn fortress; b – Archaeological materials from settlements of Trypilia culture in the territory of the present Khotyn fortress.
Source: Ukrinform (2024)

It is within small settlements that art residences assume the role of “cultural laboratories”, where local heritage is reinterpreted through the lens of contemporary art. They not only invigorate local communities but also contribute to the preservation of intangible heritage and the cultivation of innovative cultural practices capable of attracting tourists. The interplay between the arts and local social dynamics is pivotal to the sustainable development of tourism in small towns, fostering cultural diversity and social cohesion. 

In the Czech Republic, historical architecture is seamlessly woven into the daily cultural fabric of small towns. Castles, town halls, squares, and churches serve as venues for exhibitions, festivals, concerts, and artisan gatherings. In Eastern Bohemia, for instance, the restored palaces and squares have emerged as epicenters for creative residencies. These spaces are revitalized by local artists who engage residents in collaborative creation. Czech art residences operate as “cultural laboratories”, fostering a dialogue between contemporary art and the region’s historical heritage. 

In Britain, historical heritage is intricately integrated into urban planning strategies. Structures of historic significance are repurposed into galleries, art hubs, or educational centers. A notable illustration can be found in the cities of northern England, where post-industrial facilities have transformed into vibrant epicenters of cultural tourism. This not only facilitates the preservation of landmarks but also revitalizes the economies of declining regions. 

Cultural tourism in rural and small urban communities significantly contributes to social and economic stability. Indeed, the active engagement of local residents in cultural initiatives enhances the efficacy of this approach. Community involvement in heritage management not only bolsters the preservation of cultural artifacts but also invigorates local cultural life. Artistic interventions within cultural tourist venues are tailored to the local context, thereby augmenting the allure of these regions. Creative tourism in small towns depends on attracting visitors to indigenous artistic and cultural practices, fostering the development of a sustainable cultural landscape. However, this paradigm also carries the risk of excessive commercialization, which may jeopardize the authenticity of local culture. Oftentimes, tourism is oriented towards short-term gains, which does not invariably align with long-term development and the heritage preservation. 

Technological innovations, including artificial intelligence (AI), unveil new possibilities for the preservation, transformation, and dissemination of local cultural heritage in small towns. However, the success of these implementations is largely contingent upon the consideration of spatial dynamics and the social values inherent in local communities, which ensures the sustainable evolution of cultural practices and safeguards the distinctiveness of regional identities. The integration of traditional knowledge is paramount; its amalgamation with digital technologies paves the way for innovative approaches to the preservation and reinterpretation of cultural heritage. Consequently, it becomes expedient to establish educational platforms, visualizations, and interpretations that take into account the cultural context. The principal objective transcends mere technical execution of innovations; it is imperative to uphold and celebrate local identity.

International comparison and typology of cultural practices
In the United Kingdom, a widely embraced model supported by institutions predominates. It is worth noting that this framework is predicated on governmental initiatives, philanthropic funding, and a resilient network of cultural establishments. Cultural practices are actualized through hubs, artist residencies, collaborations with local authorities, and educational institutions. This model affords stability, strategic planning, and infrastructural support.

On the other hand, the Czech Republic is cultivating a hybrid model that amalgamates institutional backing with the proactive engagement of communities. Local authorities actively collaborate with artists and cultural collectives. Support extends beyond mere grants to encompass logistics, spatial provisions, and coordination efforts. This comprehensive approach enables the implementation of initiatives that are attuned to the local context. In Ukraine, a community-centric model predominates, characterized by grassroots initiatives. Cultural events are frequently orchestrated by activists, libraries, amateur groups, or motivated residents. While funding remains unstable, the participants exhibit a high degree of motivation. 

This paradigm offers adaptability, responsiveness, and profound localization of practices. Despite the disparities in resources and methodologies, these models share a common thread: an emphasis on local specifics cultural self-representation, adaptability to change. Overall, formats that harmoniously blend flexibility, sustainable partnerships with the local community, and a keen understanding of the specific needs of a given environment tend to flourish. From these case studies, three generalized models were delineated (Table 2).

Table 2: Models of Cultural Development: International Experience, Advantages and Limitations
	Model
	Country
	Key features
	Advantages
	Limitations, risks

	Institutionally supported
	United Kingdom
	The system of financing, participation of municipalities, cultural funds, cooperation with education, planned development of infrastructure has become established.
	Stability, high quality of implementation, long duration of impact, wide coverage of the population.
	High level of bureaucracy, risk of standardization, decreased spontaneity.

	Hybrid (mixed)
	Czech Republic
	Combination of support from the authorities with public initiative, open spaces, partisanship, local approach to culture.
	Flexibility, sustainable partnerships, citizen engagement, cultural sustainability.
	Dependence on the level of development of local self-government, the need for facilitation between sectors.

	Community-Oriented
	Ukraine
	Initiatives arising from grassroots movements, self-sustaining financing, voluntary engagement, modest institutional backing, prompt responsiveness to challenges, and local enthusiasm.
	High flexibility, sincere involvement, ability to mobilize even in the absence of resources.
	Instability, burnout of activists, limited scalability, dependence on individuals or projects.


Source: consolidated by the author based on the study findings
Discussion
The findings underscore the significance of cultural practices within small towns for the cultivation of a local artistic environment. Sánchez-Fernández (2024) highlights the role of creative tourism in the advancement of small territories. Artistic endeavors contribute to the formation of an appealing urban image and invigorate the economy. Nonetheless, the study lacks an analysis of tourism seasonality and the uneven distribution of resources. This issue is particularly relevant for Ukrainian cities, which grapple with socio-economic challenges. Shen (2022) shows similar processes of integration of tourism and heritage in rural China. The researcher emphasizes the importance of preserving authenticity, which resonates with Ukrainian practices. China has a more systematic approach to preservation, unlike Ukraine. In Ukraine, individual initiatives dominate due to a lack of funding and legislative support. 

The restoration of villages in China is based on comprehensive measures, while in Ukraine it is not. Kolokytha (2022) explores the impact of local festivals in Greece on cultural diplomacy. Festivals are important for exchange and strengthening identity. In Ukraine, festivals play a similar role, yet they encounter challenges related to organization and funding. This limits their potential for sustainable development and interregional integration. Li et al. (2020) in a systematic review point out the importance of community participation in preserving cultural heritage and note the difference between Chinese and international approaches. A comparable concern arises in Ukraine, where a systematic integration of local initiatives remains elusive. 

In the context of Colombia, Zambrano-Monserrate and Tarupi-Montenegro (2024) found a profound relationship between citizens' cultural values and the use of green urban spaces. This can also be extrapolated to the Ukrainian context, particularly regarding the influence of culture in cultivating a harmonious urban environment. Scott (2024) emphasizes the importance of art, culture, and interpersonal relationships for sustainable tourism. The author's approach combines environmental awareness with cultural activity and has the potential to be implemented in Ukrainian cities, especially in the context of developing new models of sustainable development. 

Tahlina and Ivanova (2023) underscore the significance of art residencies in enticing new cultural participants. In Ukraine, these residencies are reliant on short-term grants, which engenders a sense of instability. The lack of systemic support calls into question their long-term impact, especially in remote regions. Gocer et al. (2024) propose a conceptual model where cultural tourism is linked to increased resilience of rural communities, which is also relevant for the Ukrainian context. Likewise, Qu and Cheer (2020) focus on festivals as a means of sustainable renewal of rural areas.

Consoli et al. (2024) draw attention to digital technologies as instruments for the preservation of cultural heritage. The paper proposes the implementation of open data and digital cartography to bolster cultural identity. Ukrainian municipalities are beginning to adopt analogous technologies, notably through public initiatives. Nevertheless, the fragmentation and inconsistency of digitalization pose substantial challenges to the comprehensive management of the cultural landscape and the full engagement of communities in the safeguarding of cultural heritage. Olimpio et al. (2021) substantiate a heritage management paradigm characterized by the active involvement of local communities. This methodology has demonstrated efficacy in the context of the historic center of a Brazilian city. A similar practice can be observed in Ukrainian small towns; however, the absence of systemic tools and inadequate coordination constrain the scope and effectiveness of such initiatives. In fact, the majority of community events are localized and lack integration into a broader cultural heritage preservation strategy, thereby diminishing their long-term impact.

Zwain and Bahauddin (2021) delved into the architectural identity of Malacca's shophouses. While Malacca is not a small city, the significance of this study lies in its contribution to the preservation of the urban aesthetic. In Ukraine, the restoration of facades and public squares remains intermittent and financially precarious. The absence of established norms and regulations complicates a systematic approach to the restoration of the historical environment. Furthermore. Chatterjee et al. (2022) examined the concept of a "smart city," which harmoniously integrates culture, technology, and sustainability. In smaller Ukrainian cities, the adoption of technological advancements is progressing gradually, yet lacks a cohesive framework. A deficiency of qualified personnel and constrained budgets impede innovation within the cultural sector. Birgi (2024) investigates the influence of social and spatial dynamics on regional clusters. Local values and interconnections are important for system productivity. In Ukraine, cultural meanings are intertwined with spatial development. The lack of strategic planning undermines the efficacy and long-term advancement of the cultural landscape.

Recreational and artistic spaces in urban environments are constituted by clubs, libraries, studios, and workshops, catalyzing social engagement (Vytkalov & Marchenko, 2015). Such institutions serve as hubs for collective activity and intergroup dialogue. In smaller communities, these establishments frequently function in a formal capacity, failing to fully use their potential. Empirical surveys substantiate that participation in cultural events fortifies a sense of belonging and invigorates social connections. Despite prevailing limitations, such initiatives enhance cultural vitality and cultivate local identity (Vytkalov et al., 2022). Furthermore, as evident by the analysis of relevant research conducted by Iskandar et al. (2022), in their examination of ethnomathematics within the realm of geometry, underscore the significance of the local context for educational and cultural practices. 

This perspective unveils avenues for a more profound integration of culture into educational initiatives within small Ukrainian towns. Through cultural practices, residents of these locales develop an understanding of diverse individuals and social collectives. Additionally, Nasrolahi et al. (2022) explored the role of community engagement tools in the preservation of heritage. Their case study from Bisotun illustrates that community involvement is pivotal for the sustainability of cultural processes and enhances the connection to the locale. This paradigm is particularly important for small towns in Ukraine, where cultural endeavors are often sustained by volunteers and situational projects.

Drawing upon the collective scholarship of various researchers, an analysis of pertinent research corroborates that this approach can also be advantageous for smaller Ukrainian towns, where cultural activities frequently rely on volunteer-driven initiatives. Artistic endeavors within these communities play a groundbreaking role in revitalizing cultural life, acting as catalysts for transformative change. They contribute significantly to the preservation of heritage, the cultivation of local identity, the active engagement of residents, as well as the fostering of social cohesion. Nonetheless, the majority of these projects remain unstable due to their situational implementation and constrained funding. 

Furthermore, it is imperative to address the contemporary challenges faced by Ukraine concerning the financing and coordination of cultural projects. Thus, Byrkovych et al. (2023) state that state policy on funding cultural and artistic projects plays a key role in ensuring the country's stable development of globalization. However, in Ukraine, this funding is insufficient and not always targeted, which creates risks for long-term cultural initiatives. In the context of military aggression, the role of international organizations in preserving and restoring Ukraine's cultural heritage becomes exceedingly vital (Tsugorka et al., 2024). They provide financial, economic, and legal support, which helps preserve cultural capital even in difficult conditions. However, for the sustainable development of small towns, a comprehensive approach is needed, integrating state, international, and local collaboration.

The Ukrainian context is characterized by a number of challenges, from legislative barriers and financial shortages to insufficient intersectoral coordination. Overcoming these problems requires a holistic approach that integrates cultural policy, management practices, and digital technologies. The results obtained confirm the hypothesis about the ability of local cultural practices to create sustainable artistic ecosystems. This is possible provided strategic support and projects implementation at the intersection of culture, education, and tourism, involving modern tools.
Limitations
The lack of empirical data derived directly from residents constrains the depth of understanding regarding their perception and engagement in cultural initiatives. This underscores the necessity for further sociological inquiry. In addition, regional disparities in approaches to cultural practices further complicate the direct comparison of the cases under analysis.

Recommendations
Involving local residents is key to successful cultural policy in small communities. To enhance effectiveness, it is expedient to:
· conduct regular surveys to take into account the cultural needs of residents and adjust strategies;
· engage residents in the development and implementation of cultural projects through public discussions;
· support educational and informational campaigns aimed at raising awareness of cultural opportunities.
Conclusions
The relevance of the current study resides in the increasingly pivotal role that the cultural practices of small towns play in shaping the local artistic environment. Urban festivals, art residencies, community engagement in managing the cultural heritage, as well as the integration of digital technologies all contribute to the preservation of cultural authenticity. Such initiatives strengthen cultural identity, enhance social cohesion, thereby stimulating the economic development of small towns. In contemporary contexts, the examination of these practices is crucial for the formulation of effective cultural strategies and the promotion of sustainable community development. An analysis of international best practices from countries such as the Czech Republic, China, and the United Kingdom has revealed a wide range of effective strategies. Notably, this encompasses the organization of local festivals and art residencies. Furthermore, the employment of digital technologies serves to enrich cultural heritage, while the active participation of local communities is instrumental in managing cultural spaces. 

The Ukrainian context is characterized by active participation of communities in cultural initiatives; however, the absence of systematic approaches, inadequate funding, normative ambiguities, and weak coordination impede the cultivation of a sustainable cultural environment. A particular challenge is the insufficient integration of technological solutions into cultural practices, which limits the possibilities for comprehensive management of cultural heritage.

The research findings prove the necessity of a comprehensive, interdisciplinary approach to the development of cultural space, combining artistic practices, management tools, and innovative technologies. Such an approach ensures the sustainable development of cultural space, increases social activity of the population and enhances the cultural attractiveness of small towns. It is imperative to take into account local peculiarities, strengthen communication between authorities, public organizations and cultural institutions to form a holistic policy of cultural development. The establishment of frameworks for systematic surveys and active citizen engagement also assumes a pivotal role, ensuring alignment with genuine needs and fostering support for cultural initiatives.
The practical value of the current study lies in its application for the development of local development strategies and enhancement of cultural initiatives. Furthermore, it contributes to the refinement of financing mechanisms and the management of cultural heritage. These findings establish a foundation for the adoption of innovative methodologies aimed at fostering citizen engagement and cultivating sustainable cultural policies in small towns. Additionally, the research results hold considerable value for scholars, practitioners within the cultural sector, and local policymakers dedicated to reinforcing the role of culture in community advancement. In particular, for subsequent inquiries, it is crucial to examine the long-term ramifications of cultural practices, the impact of digital technologies on cultural dynamics, and strategies for overcoming inequality in terms of accessing cultural resources. 
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