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Abstract

This paper is concerned with an e-learning pilot study, focusing on local tourist producers/businesses that are occupied with the production of artefacts, mainly textiles. The project included research on the possibilities of incorporating the strengths of local cultural heritage as a vital starting point for design creativity, innovation, production and education. A special educational module was developed, engaging new technology. It was experimentally applied to selected participating tourist producers, offering them fundamental design education, computer training, and basics on management and marketing. Distance learning delivering was included providing opportunities to tourist producers and workshops in remote and rural areas to obtain access to training and develop the skills necessary to become competitive. Examples are offered from the research work and the adapted teaching programme. 
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Promoting Creativity in Local Tourist Business

Introduction

The basic idea of the present work is derived from the fact that during the last few years, because of the Athens Olympic Games, the conditions for entrepreneurship in Greek tourist business have changed very much. The development of entrepreneurship, as well as of new skills and designs in the tourist business, in order to stay or become competitive, was considered in the context of the immense pressure posed upon small firms by external production changes and the expansion of high technology applications. Current and potential Greek tourist-textile producers are lacking skills in terms of design development, production organization, quality control, pricing, communication and new technologies. The most important deficiencies are in the areas of design renovation, new technologies and management. The fundamental issue for the research team was to address methods and media that could assist the members of the local tourist business to develop quality designs and products by adapting the new technologies, without the new products loosing their cultural identity. Improvement of skills and creativity up to a certain level, through distance education and training, provided at home or at the workplace, was decided as the most realistic way for them to become gradually more competitive and thus survive. Long distance educational opportunities for people in the textiles tourist production, through the university environment was missing and the introduction of such opportunities were the uniqueness and the originality of the project. The research focused on directions where Long Distance education operates as a leading discipline of the innovation processes and entrepreneurship: the development of creativity by emphasising imagination, motivation and experimentation on new high quality tourist products/designs, and the adaptation of new technologies. A database with information and links on design/product design development was attached to the University web site, producing opportunities to increase participation, among young people, in tourist activities. 

The aims of the project were to create opportunities, visions, directions and inspiration in the tourist production; to support them adapt new technologies and become more competitive; to assist them penetrate new markets; to provide handicraft producers with a distance-learning program in order to improve their efficiency. 

The objectives of the project were to promote interdisciplinary intercultural research in the university environment on textile design, production, marketing and local tourist business; to analyse design education from a cultural point of view; to facilitate a dialogue on the benefits and limitations of new technology on design creativity and production. 

The actions of the research team, in relation to the project, were: meetings to discuss and outline the main activities, terms and conditions for introducing new tools and new strategies in textiles education and production; a framework of tasks; cross-platform discussions and interactions on the pedagogical practices that promote creativity and effective learning, and on the practices that assure the learners’ satisfaction.

In support of the long distance training programme development, the following data were collected and delineated in relation to the project.
Tourist Artefacts 

Artefact refers to any object or process resulting from a human activity. Aristotle divided things into those that “exist by nature” and those that are “products of art” or “artificial products”. A cultural artefact is a man-made object, which gives information about the culture of its creator and users. The artefact may change over time in what it represents, how it appears and how and why it is used as the culture changes over time, like textiles and clothing. 

At first, artefact production was performed manually. The replacement of manual labour to a greater or lesser degree by mechanical methods resulted in the quantitative improvement of production, in many instances improving the quality while in others causing it to deteriorate. Today, because of global production practices, industries produce goods that are almost identical. On the contrary, goods produced by specialist companies, primarily manually, may look alike but are not identical. They maintain their own aesthetic, character and value, thus remaining unique. The fundamental characteristic of a hand made artefact is its uniqueness, as opposed to the manufactured ones. Since no two hands can repeat identical motions, these items are not carbon copies. Therefore, in this sense a hand-made item can even be any product that is produced by electric-powered machines, which are guided directly by human hands. 

Tourist artefact producers around the East Mediterranean littoral fall basically into two groups: professional producers who earn their living from the sales of mechanically produced artefacts, and those who produce handcrafted items along-side another occupation. The first group of producers is open to new developments, has a good distribution network, has some kind of education and training and high level of interest in seeing and learning modern techniques and improvements. The second group draws its members mainly from among women. The production is a source of additional income for them, with the basic outlet the local market, despite the fact that foreign markets appear to be interested in craft products. In many cases, their products, mainly textiles, are sold right outside their own homes, which also operate as exhibition stores. Their ability to penetrate new markets is minimal, as well as their knowledge concerning the means that can be used in order to approach the consumers. Few collaborate with tourism retail shops but not on a regular basis. 

Globally, governments wish to promote local tourist business. Basic constraints are the training and educational deficiencies the tourist producers display, the variety of operational modes that characterize the tourist industry and the training requirements involved. External support from experts could be a prompt and effective way to remedy these deficiencies, but appears to be in general financially prohibitive for the small tourist business. Handicraft tourist textiles retain a small, but very important “niche” in the global market, because they are linked to the retention of regional and local traditions, the provision of jobs, especially for women in rural and remote areas, and the preservation of a level of quality and exclusivity, which cannot be found in manufactured items. Securing jobs in the tourist handicraft sector has, therefore, a social and cultural significance, besides its economic one, especially for the developing countries, where it is a possible way to save women from becoming economic refugees. 

In tourist textiles, production techniques and equipment are largely handed down through generations. Unfortunately designs, donated from mother to daughter, reflecting local history, religion and customs, have been often debased during the last few decades. Tourist artefacts have become a medium of cultural transaction, via the increase of tourism, though suffering, in many instances, from lack of identity- due to reformatted imitation of designs, lack of design quality and lack of production quality, very often due to the producer's low educational level. Uncontrolled massive production and globalisation are also complex phenomena that represent a threat to local cultural handicrafts, their identity and diversity. 

The tourist companies have turned their attention, recently, to hand-made traditional artefacts, for their unique aesthetic value and cultural significance. The coexistence of tourism and handicrafts vanishes in history with the textiles being a great travellers' attraction, since the Egyptian and Aegean era. It is evident that travelling was quite limited, at that time, to a few inquisitive intellectuals. Via those travellers’ curiosity, fabulous hand-made pottery and rare hand-made textiles of the ancient world moved from country to country, inspiring local designers and craftsmen not only for the creation for new artefacts, but also of new forms of design and decoration. During the last two centuries, travellers' attraction by local handicrafts has been more evident. Their interest in traditional textiles is a phenomenon with increasing consequences not only for those of the exotic countries of production, but also for all tourist places. A determining parameter for the 20th and 21st centuries is the light weight of most of the textiles and their by-products, making their transportation easy, and thus textiles have become the modern medium of cultural data transaction among nations and people. 

Tourist craft producers

Tourist co-operative firms, individuals and small family companies are the main producers of tourist hand-made items, following the old ways and media of production, orienting to domestic and foreign markets, local tourist areas and, to a lesser extent, local households - especially the new ones. A great share of tourist sales around the Mediterranean takes place during summer time in the cities and areas that receive a large number of tourists. A major problem of tourist products is that in many cases they exhibit a lack of identity. The producers’ low educational level often leads them to the easy solution of entrusting production to low cost Asian companies, which produce cheap machine-made imitations. Considerable handicap of craft textiles producers is their anchor to repetitive reproduction of traditional designs and products with very limited innovation in design, production and materials. The cost of production is a factor, but the rapidly increasing tourist demand for local traditional textiles is also a determinative reason for this phenomenon. Tourist production bears the history and the identity of the country and its people, which should never be lost for the sake of modernism and internationalism. Repetitions, lack of creativity and design knowledge, lack of competence in new designs or product development, lack of artistic background, influences from abroad, both commercial and technological, have become evident, downgrading the quality and identity of the materials produced. In addition to that, textile handicraft producers face the competition of imported products, with major competitor textiles and embroideries from Eastern Asia, due to their low prices. 

Summarising, the rural location of many self-employed textile artisans and their low educational level are resulting in a low level of professionalism. Their lack of creativity, of know-how in new products and designs, of innovation, of aesthetics, of knowledge of the true tradition and heritage, of new technologies, and of reconciliation of the hand-made quality with the new technology are factors that are directly related to the majority of problems they are facing. 

The Case Study

The research was carried out in pilot regions of Greece that produce tourist textiles. The case study was completed in the Textile Design Studio of TEI of Athens. The research team was composed of three educators, four practical trainees, ten undergraduate students of the eighth semester and eight tourist textile producers located at important tourist areas. After categorizing the actions and fields of the project, research was conducted on tourist co-operatives, new technology and design education issues. It was followed by students applied research on a team assigned project on textile producers and innovative textile designs that resulted to a proposal and final production.  The participating students, within the scope of their final degree projects and practical training, undertook research on the textile tourist business, handicrafts, co-operatives, export centres, foreign tourists, and on the possibilities for innovative uses of the traditional textiles, designs and products. They finally proposed new products, designs selections and production decisions, supported by the consulting assistance of design companies and tourist professionals. 

The common characteristic of all the interviewed tourist-textile producers was that they were limited to the production of large size traditional textiles of high cost. It was vitally important for the research team to promote the tourist producers understanding of design development and product design issues, to assist them realise the significance of market forces, to help them keep the textiles traditional character and re-orientate their production towards new products, which can be produced effectively with low cost. It became clear that it was necessary, for the effective operation of their business, to obtain basic awareness of the existence and introduction of new information technology and multimedia in the design process, of quality control, of management and marketing. Local people had realized that the sales of their products depend on diversification in two directions: the development of new products and designs that can be addressed to different target groups –exclusive tourists and everyday users, and the adaptation of new technologies in order to meet the needs of modern tourists. Distance education and training provided at home or at the workplace, due to producers’ location and production differentiations, was identified as the only possible way for them to increase creativity and get the aforementioned skill-needs.

The Case Study Data 

The tourist business in modern Greece is especially important. It is a major source of income for the Greek economy. 
Employment in the tourism sector is estimated to reach 10% of the total employment in Greece by 2007.

In a period of three years a sample of 500 local and international tourists was interviewed on their purchases, at selected pilot regions of Greece, covering mainland Greece and the islands. Textiles form an important part of the souvenir purchasing behaviour of many tourists, the 55%, with pottery and jewellery coming behind. Those most interested in textile products are usually holiday tourists, Greek or foreign, differing greatly culturally and economically. This group strongly influences production by their purchases. Tourist sales are strongly related to the “usefulness” of the purchase. Almost half of the respondents had bought clothes, of which T-shirts formed an important part, actually 40% of all clothes purchased. A significant number buy more traditional, and definitely hand-made, items. Personal items, such as clothing and household objects cover 80% of the sales, while the decorative ones only 20%. T-shirts, bags and towels are the main and often the only preferences of tourists with a lower income or backpackers. The full spectrum of local tourist textiles includes all kinds of hand-made traditional carpets, textiles from natural fibbers, hand-woven and embroidered women’s clothes and accessories, men’s accessories, children’s wear, home textiles and home accessories. 

A questionnaire on the textile producers’ skills, needs, sales and targets was distributed to the handicrafts in each of the pilot regions involved, in order to identify their present situation. The target of tourist producers is principally the local tourist market (72%) and, to a lesser extent Greek households (28%). Textile production for the tourism business is particularly suited to sustainable development, since local materials and labour are employed. Specific designs, forms and methods of production are also closely associated with specific regions. Regional design differentiations are illustrated on traditional textiles and their products. Locally created products are worthy of promotion, since they serve a double purpose: to provide tourists with authentic cultural artefacts of the region and to support the local economic basis. 

Designing Distance Education

The fundamental dilemma for developing the training course was the multitude of issues that arise in distance education, including the course development process, how it will be used by the producers, finding the balance between creative measures and the demands of systems that seek conformity to a standard, efficient method. The adapted educational methodology, the resources and the materials involved had to be designed and delivered in such a way that the level of communication would be, as far as possible, simplified to the producers’ demands and understanding. 

In the design field the usual learning way is the individual, studio-based culture. Design learners prefer a more practical, visual, approach. They are “visual thinkers”. They appreciate materials, which are well conceived visually, but they can be critical or dismissive of those which may not meet their aesthetic preferences. They also respond well to materials or activities that provide them with the stimulus to create something. Learning disabilities or the occurrence of dyslexia do not always affect their study. Many gifted designers who use the new, visually oriented technologies are dyslexic or have other academic learning difficulties. 

Although it can be argued that in the design field most learning happens “independently”, this does not degrade the role of the instructor. Instructors help learning to take place by providing learners with resource material and opportunities to test their learning, by giving feedback on their progress and by helping them to make sense of what they have learned.

E-learning and distance education courses need to be designed in such a way that learners with different backgrounds, disabilities and preferred learning approaches will feel motivated and gain the best possible learning results from such courses. It is a challenge for instructional designers of online/distance education courses to determine learners’ preferred learning approaches/necessities and related social and cultural issues, and to design learning environments to meet these needs. Print-based materials, CD-ROMs, audiotapes the Internet and the telephone provide fruitful environments for independent learning. Online design education is being heralded as meeting the needs of modern lifestyle by managing time conflicts and offering access to those disable and from remote locations.

The research team made all possible necessary modifications to ensure access for craft producers with low educational level and learning difficulties. The module was so designed to afford access without outside assistance. Information was also provided in the alternative format preferred by the producers. Keeping in mind all the aforementioned factors, the research team designed the module including processes and resources that assisted the producers to complete distance learning in an effective way, concentrating on the learning side of the teaching-learning equation.

Design Methodology

The distance-learning course, delivered by a Design School, focused mainly on promoting, among tourist handicraft producers, design understanding, creativity and design production. The research team offered a selected design methodology that would meet producers’ needs and help improve their designing ability and creativity, regardless of their location and operational/cultural differences, with basic, simplified, lessons on colour combinations, design/product-design development and modern technology. The methodology was delivered to them on hard copy, CD-ROM and on-line, in a long distance/e-learning approach (Figure 1, a, b). 
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Figure 1, a, b: Example of the proposed step-by-step design methodology. The well known traditional costume gives new textile designs and new colour combinations.
The notion of designs from heritage - a quite well known area to them - was retained, and design innovations via multimedia, for updated production technologies, were additionally proposed. Instructions and paradigms were fully integrated with multimedia equipment and new product ranges and services emerged through, or were available as, digital media. The design alternatives proposed were based on traditional tourist favourites, from a modern point of view (Figure 2).
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Figure 2, a, b, c: Example of the proposed product diversification. Jewels made of leather, fabrics and silver threads, adapting well-known interlacing/weaving techniques.
The focus was on solutions that would maximize producers’ sales, improve quality of products and use updated technologies, without depriving the final products of their local identities or heritage. The research team worked on design development with the assistance of multimedia that the participating craft producers could understand and use. The structure of the proposed design methodology had the following steps:

Awareness of the Problem: Awareness of the problem comes from multiple sources - in the present case study the new developments in the textile-tourist industry. The output of this phase is a proposal, formal or informal, for a new research effort. Out of the detailed analysis of the present situation of local tourist-textile industries emerged the first awareness of the problem on which the research would focus: how to construct and maintain a support system in order to improve their creativity and meet the producers’ skill needs in designing and product development.

Suggestion: The suggestion phase follows immediately behind the proposal and is intimately connected with it. There were many approaches to the problem and the research group discussed them over a period of months. New insights into the problem continued to emerge from the research undertaken by the students and questionnaires. During the alternating cycles of discussions, reading and individual cogitation that characterized the design research efforts, the adaptation of long distance e-learning systems was identified as the best answer to the textile producers’ requests for design and computer education and innovative product development.

Development: Design is implemented in this phase. The techniques for implementation will of course vary depending on the artefact to be constructed. In the present work the participating students, with the pre-determined criteria of cultural quality and tourists’ acceptance, implemented design with the quality of an educational paradigm.

Evaluation: Once constructed, the artefact is evaluated according to criteria that are always implicit and frequently made explicit in the proposal (Awareness of Problem phase). The consulting assistance of the tourist export business, market research and market acceptability were the main actions of the evaluation process.

Conclusion: This phase is the satisfying finale of the specific research effort. Any of the phases of the design methodology may be spontaneously revisited from any of the other phases, especially in the early stages of a project.

The participants produced experimental samples, selected from the students’ design creations that followed the aforementioned design methodology. They were selected with the criteria to fulfil tourists’ taste/demands, have the ability to evolve and adapt to the rules of the tourist market. The so produced artefacts were exhibited by tourist co-operatives of the selected regions, to evaluate the tourists’ acceptance (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: From the product evaluation procedure; two pillows into the SMEs showroom.
As far as the design work is concerned, the focus was on helping producers to be creative, to visualize, design and produce evolutional, innovative possibilities of well-known and overworked designs. The aim was to help producers open their minds to design methodologies, new technologies and possibilities, to realise what it takes to be an entrepreneur, to discover opportunities to demonstrate their creativity, and not to enforce upon them the use of specific designs and applications. Thus design can become a major factor of the marketing processes, as well as an important marketing tool, since it determines the form and the uses of the product. 
Results

Distance learning delivering was included in the project, transferring design, promoting creativity, introducing ways of creating culture, value, social and environmental quality, providing opportunities to producers and workshops to get access to creative training and develop the skills necessary to become competitive. Fifty tourist-textile craft producers have benefited from the study of the module and more than 100 will benefit, either directly compiling information, or indirectly, by being able to use the module for designing purposes. Collaboration between textile producers and professional textile designers started. Professional designers are interested in the textile-tourist business and the production of handicraft textile items. This, in the long run, will enable the creation of networks for co-operation and utilization of synergies, stimulate provincial youngsters to become involved and take up positions in their regional businesses, and offer financial opportunities and inclusiveness to women and people in remote/rural areas. The design work was accessible through the Internet, providing them with a suitable forum to exchange information and experiences, generating opportunities and possibilities for people in the tourist handicraft sector who lack knowledge of design/product design.
Conclusions

One of the most important means of promoting creativity is Education, especially when focusing to employability in the modern workplace. Distance-learning training programmes can offer opportunities to tourist handicraft producers to develop skills, use creative approaches, be imaginative, take risks, question and explore design/product possibilities, in order to meet the changing needs of the 21st century business. Computers have updated education and design is now “explored” rather than simply “learned”. Culture and education have been influenced and benefited by technological improvements. The increasing opportunities offered by multimedia and the Internet help those who wish to learn to approach the values of creative design. Art and Design practice and education follow technological imperatives for the most part, but are they also influenced by it?  The project presented here attempts cultural production by using technologies that do not limit or over-influence it, rendering design a field of study able to participate in the processes that develop creativity, local values and resources. 
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