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CampUS: co-designing spaces 
for urban agriculture with local 
communities
by Davide Fassi, Laura Galluzzo and Annalinda De Rosa

METADESCRIPTION 
Co-designing community gardens as a means for social inclusion in urban 
public spaces: schools and universities as supporting labs for communities.

KEYWORDS
social innovation, strategic design, co-design, participatory action research, 
community-centred design

ABSTRACT
This paper aims at gaining insights and reasoning on social innovation-based 
experimentations developed within the research project “campUS. Incubation 
and settings for social practices” – at the Politecnico di Milano. The project is 
acting for a virtuous relation between university spaces and competence, and 
the local context in which they are located. 
The authors start analysing the theoretical basis of participatory action 
research, its application in the research process and the reflective perspective 
of community-centered design approach supporting design activism for 
urban territories (social and spatial context). The paper focuses on the issues 
of urban agriculture developed specifically within the research project and 
more widely by the research team in general. It examines the design strategy, 
methodologies and impact, in terms of social innovation, of two experiments 
carried out in a nursery school and a middle school in Milan - zone 9. These 
were project-based experiments connected to specific contexts and goals; 
they were a step forward in a process working towards infrastructuring: “a 
more open-ended long term process where diverse stakeholders can innovate 
together”. (Hillgren, Seravalli, & Emilson, 2011). At the final consideration stage, 
almost at the end of the project, the authors reflect upon future steps to take in 
terms of outcomes and in terms of process development, starting by analysing 
the achievements and failures of the experiments. How can the experience 
gained in this and in previous research-actions on community-centred design 
for social innovation lead to a more strategic approach to developing urban 
territories through diffused hubs supporting communities?
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1. Framework
 
campUS: objectives, actions and actors involved
“campUS – Incubation and settings for social practices” 

(2014/16) is a research programme acting for a virtuous rela-
tion between University spaces and competence, and the lo-
cal context in which they are located. This relation between 
urban neighbourhoods and universities can be made possi-
ble through the organisation of spaces and actions that are 
able to increase resilience and facilitate interaction, integra-
tion and social cohesion. The campUS project falls within 
this scope and aims to become a flexible model for the inter-
action of local, social spaces, and an agent for the implemen-
tation of social practices. 

The project is organized into four main work packages, one 
per goal to be achieved: 
•	WP1: the development of a new community garden on 

common land close to the campus; 
•	WP2: the implementation of the web social-TV involving 

“NEETS” (young people who are “Not in Education, Em-
ployment, or Training”); 

•	WP3: setting up a mobile pavilion in the neighbourhood 
to host activities by different associations in a four-months 
period during spring/summer 2016; 

•	WP4: developing an economically sustainable model to 
support the long-term continuance of the three previous 
goals.

The concept of this research originated in the Polimi De-
sis Lab1 of the Design Department. In 2010, the process of 

1. www.desis-network.org - DESIS NETWORK, Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability. 
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creating a Living Lab at the university’s Bovisa campus began 
with the aim of enabling local residents to discover and use 
the campus, and to help students to come into contact with 
real life needs and design opportunities. This paper discusses 
the community gardens action (WP1), focusing on the educa-
tional urban agriculture activities developed in two schools in 
the university neighbourhood. 

 
Community urban gardens: a cross-research topic
The focus here is on the community urban garden action, 

as part of a longer research process: campUS is the 2nd step 
in a complex, structured path started in 2011 with the cre-
ation of “Coltivando, the convivial garden at the Politecni-
co di Milano”. In 2011, the Polimi Desis Lab research team 
started to work in the context of the Milano Bovisa campus, 
considering the main green area as a hidden public space to 
be empowered. The campus, hosting the School of Design, 
was built at the end of the 90s on the grounds of “Ceretti & 
Tanfani”, a historical company producing cable railways, 
which made the Bovisa neighbourhood a working class dis-
trict. The campus became an “island for students” and most 
of the people who once knew the place as an industrial area 
have never had the chance to see how it has transformed. 
Coltivando attempted to change this tendency. For this rea-
son, the actors involved in this process are both from the ac-
ademic community (professors, students and researchers) 
and from the neighbourhood (inhabitants and local organi-
sations). The co-design activities played a central role in the 
design process, strongly involving the local communities 
in the development of a new shared urban space hosting a 
community garden. 

This research project, now an established place in the 
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neighbourhood and recognised throughout Milan, led to the 
campUS action-research, which is trying to expand the ex-
perimentation into other contexts of the Zone 9 district, ad-
vancing the idea of the community urban garden as a means 
of social inclusion.

During the 2-years of research, the experimentation took 
place in different contexts, engaging various combinations of 
actors:

-	the Bovisasca community garden, involving local organisa-
tions, groups of inhabitants, the local middle school commu-
nity and Politecnico di Milano design students (masterclass, 
master thesis for in-depth analysis and actions, trainees);

-	the Catone kindergarten community garden, involving 
children, teachers, parents, and Politecnico di Milano design 
students (master thesis for in-depth analysis and actions);

-	the Maffucci middle school community garden, involving 
pupils and teachers, and Politecnico di Milano design stu-
dents (master thesis for in-depth analysis and actions);

All these actions experimented co-design methodologies 
for social innovation and social inclusion, with a strong ed-
ucational component all along the iterative field research 
process.

The project timeline
The research project started with a 3-months exploration 

by mapping the operational entities in Zone 9 in order to se-
lect touchpoints in the context. In this phase, the research 
team focused on intercepting local stakeholders (local or-
ganizations, informal groups, ongoing initiatives) and the 
main contact – already focusing on the urban garden topic 
– was “9x9 – Idee in rete”, an organization for the develop-
ment of a community garden in the Bovisasca community 

C
a

m
p

U
S:

 c
o-

d
es

ig
ni

ng
 s

p
a

ce
s 

fo
r u

rb
a

n 
a

g
ric

ul
tu

re
 b

y 
D

a
vi

d
e 

Fa
ss

i, 
La

ur
a

 G
a

llu
zz

o
 a

nd
 A

nn
a

lin
d

a
 D

e 
Ro

sa



PAD | Pages on arts and design

25
8

#13 Design for territories

(not investigated in this paper). The exploration continued 
during the co-design and co-creation process of the Bovisas-
ca community garden and lead to contact with interlocutors 
at local schools: the Catone nursery and, later, the Maffucci 
middle school. 

A getting-to-know-you phase was crucial for each stake-
holder: for this reason, a series of meetings between the re-
search team, the Coltivando gardeners group and the teach-
ers and children of the Catone kindergarten took place. Ac-
tivities were organised to exchange and disseminate the 
good practices already tested within the convivial garden at 
the Politecnico di Milano.

A further 6-months of involvement were fundamental for 
the team-building process and the development of co-design 
workshops to set up the community garden in the Catone 
kindergarten. One year later, collaboration with the Maffuc-
ci middle school started: the same process was carried out, 
adapting the workshops to the different ages of the kids in-
volved. A prototyping process was part of this step, plan-
ning and implementing activities for the co-creation of the 
schools’ community gardens (hard and soft components): 
the system of actors (researchers, Politecnico di Milano de-
sign students, teachers and children) worked on: the orchard 
layout and fencing, positioning and planting the different 
species and building an insect house; the orientation and 
communication system, including the orchard manifesto; the 
distribution of tasks and roles for the following months.

Main focus
Almost at the end of the campUS research project (the pro-

ject will finish in October 2016) and in the light of the re-
search and teaching experiences, the authors reflect on and 
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attempt to consolidate the theoretical basis for future steps.
The reflection that follows starts by analysing the theoret-

ical basis of participatory action research, its application in 
the research process and how contemporary issues are ad-
dressed through the dialectical and reflective perspective of 
a community-centred design approach that supports design 
activism for urban territories (social and spatial context).

With insight gathered from the experiments, the paper tries 
to evolve the discussion into a strategic design approach that 
aims to organise design thinking competence and method-
ologies into a system of actors able to address and support 
diffused opportunities. This paper seeks to lay a theoreti-
cal foundation for a reflection on how these processes can 
evolve from design experiments (that are fundamental to 
building relationships in the specific context) to a more stra-
tegic, long-term development, based on the concepts of “ag-
onistic space” and “infrastructuring” (Björgvinsson, Ehn, & 
Hillgren, 2010).

 
 
2. Methodology foreword: participatory action research

The contemporary context: a (designerly) participative 
community

The social context today is characterized by the active in-
volvement of people in the transformation of their existence, 
acting in their environment to achieve social change. This 
change is “social” because people2 are not just asking local 
authorities or national governments - who are responsible 

2. In this paper the authors use the word “people” to refer to groups of individuals not trained 
in research, such as clients, customers, users or citizens, according to research branches. 
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for that change in a top-down model - for economic, political 
or social transformations in a passive and abstract way, but 
are assuming a pro-active role through the development of 
bottom-up activities and actions; they are involved in local 
organizations and informal groups or through individual in-
itiatives. These processes reveal a growing awareness of spe-
cific problems, how to tackle them and how to bring to light 
shared values and beliefs, increasing social networks in more 
or less local contexts. Activities and initiatives include vari-
ous subjects, since they are related to specific concerns, but 
all contribute to an immediate problematic situation. This 
tendency is spreading more and more nowadays and what is 
remarkable is how the innate creativity and design capacity 
of human beings to invent and realize something new (Man-
zini, 2015) is bringing about a shift in contemporary society. 
The strength of this pro-activism lies in the level of diffusion 
and in the overall impact of these transformational process-
es. The problems in question are the so-called “wicked prob-
lems” that the contemporary world is facing and that social 
innovation embraces, addressing specific, complex and al-
ways changing issues in a diffused way, and involving mul-
tiple actors in multiple partnership configurations (individ-
uals, groups, organizations, local governments and trans-na-
tional agencies). This continuous process of inquiry into 
social innovation can be carried out using the design think-
ing approach and applying a participatory action research 
methodology. 

The co-design activities organized by the campUS team 
are participatory action research based. During the first year 
of the research, a co-design process with the Bovisasca res-
idents and a parallel path with the communities in the Ca-
tone and the Maffucci schools were organized at the same 
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time.
Both processes consisted of 8 co-design workshops with 

the communities, but the order of the activities differed in 
accordance with the different typology of participants. In 
the neighborhood community most of the participants were 
adults, so activities started by examining the possible mean-
ings of a community garden and its regulation and then 
moved on to more practical activities. On the other hand, the 
kindergarten community, consisted mainly of children, so it 
focused firstly on various practical activities and moved on 
later to the theoretical ones. Moreover, dealing with 3/5year-
old children and 11-year-old near adolescents also implicates 
rather different approaches.

The processes were designed to fit the specific context: the 
typology of participants, the specific dynamics of the ac-
tors involved and the specific design opportunity. These are, 
briefly, key foundations of the methodology applied - partic-
ipatory action research (PAR) in co-design processes.

Participatory action research: reflections around the methodology
PAR is a methodology employed in various fields and set-

tings and its nomenclature underlines a variety of approach-
es and interpretations: action research, collaborative inquiry, 
emancipatory research, action learning, contextual action research, 
co-operative design, joint application design, are only some of 
the terms used. From these emerges the basis of this method-
ology, highlighting its constitutive assumptions.

First of all, PAR is a social process and has its origins in so-
cial sciences: it is transformative in aim, contributing “both 
to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problem-
atic situation and to further the goals of social science simul-
taneously”(Gilmore, Krantz, & Ramirez, 1986). It involves 
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researchers, practitioners and people in general (who), 
through collaboration, inclusion and social action (how), 
for a planned organizational change to solve real problems 
(why).

Therefore, PAR is applied to real, specific contexts, and sees 
the active engagement of both the researcher and the tradi-
tional object of social research: people. 

The process of the action itself – cyclical, iterative and ad-
aptable to changing circumstances – is much more relevant 
than its output, since it deals with a continuous co-learning 
and adjustment. Action research is in fact about learning by 
doing, through considering/reconsidering data, conditions, 
standpoints and procedures in the dynamism of human ac-
tion, in dialectic exchange between theory and practice, sub-
ject and object.

The object we are talking about is a complex system com-
posed of:
1.	space (a specific and defined place, area or territory);
2.	time (a specific period taken into account, time range of/

for action);
3.	people (for specific groups, communities, citizens).

These three main aspects are strongly connected one to the 
other, so defining the context of the action. Thus, addressing 
a (systemic) change or an evolution of a given situation re-
quires combining many elements in a new way and a change 
in mind-sets.

 
Participatory action in design research
In design research, the level of participation and involve-

ment are widely discussed.
PAR, as mentioned above, has its origin in social scienc-

es and the research around this topic has been and is still 
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extensively examined and analysed.
The user-centred approach was acquired by the design dis-

cipline and later developed into co-designing with the user: 
a human-centred design approach.

Co-design was defined by Sanders & Stappers (2008) as a 
way “to refer to the creativity of designers and people not 
trained in design working together in the design devel-
opment process”. Creativity is defined as the capacity to 
contribute and participate - in different ways - in a design 
process. 

Human-centred design (HCD) scales up to communi-
ty-centred design (CCD) (Meroni, 2007) when facing com-
plex systems of challenges dealing with groups and com-
munities at society scale, in order “to create innovative new 
solutions rooted in people’s actual needs”3. The design disci-
pline addresses a system of contradictory and continuously 
changing elements, made of complex interdependencies.

 This brief, in-depth analysis on methodology character-
istics, and these last quotes, together define exactly the ap-
proach the authors employ in the action-research projects 
conducted, and especially in the on-going theoretical and ex-
perimental experience gained in the campUS project, which 
is the main focus of this paper.

 

3. Community-centred design in urban public spaces

HCD and, better, CCD are decisive approaches to address-
ing social issues, the main action platform of which are ur-
ban public spaces.

3. The field guide to human-centered design: Design kit. (2015). San Francisco: IDEO.
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In the post-industrial era, the public space of contemporary 
cities is the scene of societal challenges, changes and actions: 
its transformed uses are the evidences of new emergences 
(individuals to sharing communities), new dominant struc-
tures (hierarchies to networks), of new design approaches 
(technology-centred to HCD)4.

CCD can support and implement the ability of design re-
search and practice to impact on societal challenges and to 
promote a social change.

This is actually design activism (DA): a design act is “a de-
signerly way of intervening in people’s lives” and “urban 
design activism is about introducing heterogeneous material 
objects and artefacts into the urban field of perception which 
invite active engagement, interaction or offer new ways of 
inhabiting urban space” (Markussen, 2013). 

The urban territory is here interpreted as a complex sys-
tem, a diffused entity that goes beyond national bounda-
ries: a platform for global capital (Sassen, 2004) to be seen as 
a holistic system in which actions and changes at the local 
level have the capacity to influence the overall networked 
structure.

This is why experimentation before, and a strategic de-
sign action after, are fundamental to improving places in a 
participative way: an exclusively top-down action in pub-
lic space would lead to new spaces, while dialectical and re-
flexive approaches encourage the fulfillment of its existing 
potentialities. 

The role of the university as a lab for a design-driven innovation

4. Krippendorff, K. (2006). The semantic turn: A new foundation for design. Boca Raton: CRC/
Taylor & Francis. p.14.
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In the contemporary city-system, universities can play a 
central role not only for the internal community but also for 
the external one, counteracting the decline of national reg-
ulatory capacity (Chatterton, 2000). Nowadays universities 
play a pivotal role in-between public administrations, ven-
tures and citizens and are encouraged from both sides to 
be active at their local level and leaders at a global one, in a 
complex territorial dynamic.

Design universities, above all, bring with them a design 
thinking approach, where user involvement, co-operation 
and action-creation-testing and continuous learning mile-
stones can be introduced into governmental and civil society.

As stated in the first paragraph, the campUS project sees 
Bovisa campus as the pivotal starting point for experimenta-
tion, reflecting on how a hub for design education could en-
hance social inclusion at the local level. The “citizens” of the 
university (researchers, students) are actually part of a living 
lab, an incubator of knowledge with the capacity to spread 
it.

In the campUS experimentations, we shift slightly from the 
educational hub of the university acting on the local territo-
ries, to the integration of other educational hubs – local kin-
dergarten, primary and secondary schools – realizing how 
these can become trans-territorial spaces for spreading the 
systemic change.

During the research process the communities we have cho-
sen as the main targets – elderly people over 75 years and 
NEETs (Not in Education, Employment or Training) – and 
especially the second target, have been very difficult to reach 
through local organizations and charities. At the same time 
many local schools contacted the campUS team to be guided 
into the design process of developing their own community 
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garden. 
For this reason, the research team started to work with the 

kindergarten community and with the other two middle 
schools involved, not only with the kids but also with their 
teachers, parents and families. Coltivando, campUS pro-
ject and the university campus became a reference point for 
the local schools and for the neighbourhood. The territories 
close by the university campus were engaged through the 
schools and their communities.

4. The goals of the experimentation

Through acquired knowledge and connections with the lo-
cal context, the Polimi DESIS Lab started several educational 
programs to develop vegetable gardens in the local nursery, 
primary and middle schools. From this perspective, the veg-
etable garden itself is a means of applying design thinking to 
help, implement and motivate the final users to create inno-
vative solutions for the society in which they live and to in-
crease awareness of a sustainable lifestyle.

Schools often have underused green spaces. The goal of re-
designing and enhancing existing green spaces is also part 
of a re-appropriation of common areas that may allow a 
greater number of collective and shared (especially outdoor) 
activities.

The purposes of the redesigned schoolyard are academic, 
behavioural, recreational, social (increased sense of belong-
ing, self-esteem, and compassion), political (the schoolyard 
as a visible community asset), and environmental improve-
ment (Blair, 2009). Schools are an excellent means for reach-
ing out to families, both the younger generation, and those 
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responsible for the children (parents, grandparents, teach-
ers). They also offer opportunities to deliver health promo-
tion messages regarding the consumption of fruit and vege-
tables (Collins, Richards, Reeder, & Gray, 2015).

The activities focused on the multicultural language of 
food. Different recipes were discussed by parents, teachers, 
designers and children starting with the same ingredients, 
such as herbs and vegetables, to show different traditions 
and cultures.

5. The two experiments
The kindergarten, where the first co-design journey took 

place, is located in the private street “Catone”, in the Bovi-
sa district. The piece of land chosen by the school adminis-
trators for the vegetable garden is a rectangle of about 20m2, 
with sides of 3.5m and 5.5m. The teachers decided to dedi-
cate a modestly sized space in order to see the children’s re-
actions following the first trial of cultivation activities and 
then to decide later whether to increase the size of the space.

At the beginning of the design activities, the land need-
ed some basic work: thanks to the collaboration with “Colt-
ivando - The convivial garden at the Politecnico di Milano” 
some garden tools were provided to remove the weeds and 
turn the soil to prepare it for seeding. During the design pro-
cess with the children, it was decided to divide the beds into 
six 1.5m square frames, in which the vegetables, which had 
previously been sown and had sprouted during workshops 
held in the classroom, were grown with the support of the 
teachers.

The activities were carried out by four teachers and four 
designers, initially working with two parallel classes at the 
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same time, for a total of about forty children (3 to 5 years 
old) and then with a single class of about twenty children 
(divided into two groups of ten children). The design team 
together with the teachers decided to halve the number of 
participants (forty to twenty) in order to be able to interact 
more easily with them and improve the overall quality of ac-
tivities. The duration of the activities varied between 30 and 
about 90 minutes.

The co-design process: 8 workshops of team building and 
co-creation

As mentioned above, the co-design sessions were or-
ganized in different ways according to the ages of the 
participants.

At the Catone nursery, with children aged 3/5-years, the 
designed workshops were:
•	Workshop 1. 22/4/2015. “Germination of the sweet pota-

to”: was based on the growing process of the sweet potato 
introduced by a short presentation about its characteristics, 
where it comes from, where it is commonly used for food, 
how to cook it and the germination process. 

•	Workshop 2. 29/4/2015. “Co-designing garden layout 
and combinations of crops”: the second workshop focu-
sed on the garden layout and how to combine the vege-
tables to be sown. The layout concept was presented to the 
children through the metaphor of giving each vegetable a 
“house” (garden bed) in which it could live with vegetable 
“friends” (vegetable combinations in the same bed). 

•	Workshop 3. 12/5/2015. “Creating the fences”: the third 
workshop was focused on designing fences for the garden 
by using recycled materials. 

•	Workshop 4. 19/5/2015. “The insect hotel”: from the pre-
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vious workshops, the design team noticed that the chil-
dren were extremely interested in small insects found in 
the garden. Given their importance for biodiversity in a 
garden and the children’s interest, the design team deci-
ded to dedicate the third workshop to co-designing the in-
sect hotel.

•	Workshop 5. 27/5/2015. “How to set up a garden”: the 
activity began with a brainstorming session stimulated by 
some question-cues, and getting the children to draw the 
answers to these questions on postcards: What is a garden? 
What is it for? What does “shared” mean? With whom do 
you share it? … Then the design team showed the children 
a story called, “The history of our garden”, a tale for chil-
dren used as a useful way of retracing the process and con-
firming understanding of the steps to that point.

•	Workshop 6. 28/5/2015. “What are management roles?”: 
the last workshop focused more on defining the roles that 
the children would have to play in taking care of the gar-
den. 

At the Maffucci middle school, with kids aged 11-years, the 
designed workshops were:
•	Workshop 1. 15-19/2/2016. “What is a shared garden?”: 

the first workshop started with a guided visit to “Coltivan-
do: the convivial garden at the Politecnico di Milano” led 
by local gardeners. 

•	Workshop 2. 1-4/3/2016. “Co-designing the layout”: The 
second workshop included choosing crops, placing crops 
on a mock-up and positioning other activities. The second 
workshop was organized around an activity about co-desi-
gning space. The purpose of the activity was to encourage 
young people to organize areas of the school according to 
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activities to be performed, types of spaces, position of ve-
getables and general layout of the garden. 

•	Workshop 3. 14-18/3/2016. “Preparation of the ground”: 
the final layout was presented; clearing the soil of rocks, 
weeds etc. began. Students were asked to take a “hands 
on” approach, and most of the activities were done in the 
garden using garden tools. These were lent by Coltivan-
do to continue the strong relationship between the two 
projects. 

•	Workshop 4. 4-8/4/2016. “Soil preparation and germination 
of the potato”: the fourth workshop focused on continuing 
soil preparation and on the use of the “Potato germination” 
workshop already conducted in the “Catone” nursery. 

•	Workshop 5. 18-22/4/2016. “Seeding, transplanting and 
borders”: the fifth workshop started with the presentation 
of a format to be used in the following activities, an A3 sheet 
with cards representing vegetables and the drawing of the 
existing plants. The design team gave two different tasks to 
each team: one team created the borders using a coloured 
cable while other students filled the garden beds with fresh 
organic soil. The final proposed layout met with the appro-
val of the students, who also remembered many details of 
what was expected from them during the second workshop. 

•	Workshop 6. 2-6/5/2016. “Garden care and decoration”: 
the sixth workshop focused on stone decorations to make 
signs for the vegetables. 

•	Workshop 7. 16-20/5/2016. “Urban bees”: the seventh 
workshop was focused on urban beekeeping. A lecture on 
the importance of bees in the biological cycle was given by 
a postgraduate student who was developing a thesis on 
urban beekeeping. The thesis resulted in a handbook for 
running workshops in schools through a series of exerci-
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ses, named “Beehave”. It was aimed at teachers in primary 
schools to help students understand the world of bees and 
their importance.

•	Workshop 8. 23-27/5/2016. “Co-design of the Manifesto”: 
the last workshop was about summarizing the previous 
ones through the creation of a “Manifesto” of the activities. 
The task of drafting the five points of the Manifesto requi-
red considerable maieutic skill given the students’ low le-
vel of concentration. 

The impact on the urban social tissue
As a result of these two similar experimentations, we 

gained insight into the relationships within the actor system 
involved in that specific circumstance. The interconnections 
between them affected the level of impact of such a process 
on the urban tissue.

Firstly, the research team had to adjust the workshop de-
velopment to fit the school timetable, unfortunately weak-
ening the possibility of involving parents and grandparents, 
and of opening up the school to the different neighbourhood 
communities as well as the school community. Secondly, 
although the meaning of a “shared” garden was fully un-
derstood and the children’s level of involvement rose from 
“neutral” to discovering new skills, the researchers were al-
ways presented as “teachers”, in a top-down educational 
model, and the vegetable garden wasn’t understood by the 
teachers as an educational, learning process to be integrated 
in the programme, but as a secondary activity to be devel-
oped only in the presence of researchers. 

The partially achieved goals suggest that a longer planning 
phase is required by part of the users involved, in order to 
successfully spread a design thinking method, to increase 
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Fig.1 campUS project, Bovisasca community 
garden, first co-design workshop
Fig.2 campUS project, Bovisasca community 
garden, second co-design workshop
Fig.3 campUS project, Bovisasca community 
garden, third co-design workshop
Fig.4-5 campUS project, Bovisasca 
community garden, Sabato della Bovisasca 
event
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sa Fig.6 campUS project, Maffucci School 
garden, second co-design workshop

Fig.7 campUS project, Maffucci School garden, third co-design workshop
Fig.8 campUS project, Maffucci School garden, fourth co-design workshop

Fig.9 campUS project, Catone school garden, first co-design workshop
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the collaboration of all the reachable communities, and to 
help, implement and motivate the final users to create inno-
vative solutions for the society in which they live.

After two years of work many things could be improved 
but the most important is the relationship with the schools. 
In the past two years, campUS worked with the schools but 
in a temporary way, co-designing the community gardens 
as experiments. The next step could be a more structured 
path that transforms the schools into open-schools: opening 
them to other activities and other communities also in out of 
school hours, adding not only a community garden but also 
new services (kitchen, theatre, sewing machines, etc.) for the 
neighbourhood. 

In the future we can imagine the schools as small hubs, em-
bedded in the territories like the Politecnico campus but on 
a wider scale. The school communities are inside the terri-
tories and the social changes could start from there; also the 
negative aspects of gentrification processes can be reduced 
if a change starts from and with the local communities. The 
schools could become perfect examples of widespread trans-
formation hubs within the territory. Through an urban ap-
proach that we can liken to acupuncture, the local schools 
could become the needles of the territory.

6. Discussion on future implementations: a dialectic be-
tween project-based experimentation and infrastructuring

The campUS experiments act in specific space/time/ac-
tor-system conditions. Reflecting on how to move a step for-
ward, from experimentation to strategic action, the difficulty 
emerges of being in a dialectic process between the essential 
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specifics of an always variable complexity and the need for 
an adaptable strategy. The dynamism of any action and the 
resulting environment change must be taken into account, 
avoiding the stagnation of sterile models. 

One of the final goals of WP1 in the campUS research is 
to lay down community garden guidelines and share them 
with the Milan municipality. The municipality is actively 
supportive towards the openness of the social innovation, 
community gardens and school spaces, and towards the 
whole issue of reusing neighbourhood and public spaces. 
The experiments in the research project were all developed 
in collaboration with the Council Area (zone 9). The guide-
lines consist of different toolkits (developed also thanks to 
the experiments): they are open, flexible models adaptable 
to different variables (space, time, location, community, pur-
pose, etc.).

The definition of these guidelines unfolds the theoretical 
reflection around how project-based experimentation can 
guide infrastructuring in democratic urban development 
processes. Ongoing design research and practice is reflecting 
on how participatory actions, based on co-design processes, 
could be merged with strategic design in order to increase 
its impact in contemporary societal transformations and en-
vironmental challenges. When the micro-environments of 
these initiatives permeate the platform of urban territories, 
they act in a holistic way influencing the global system (Sas-
sen, 2004). How can strategic design amplify this potential to 
regenerate the urban tissue? 

In this paper, by focusing on a specific topic –urban com-
munity gardens – and in particular, on the present stage of 
a research experiment – with local schools– at the end of a 
longer and wider process started in 2011 – the development of 
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Coltivando the convivial garden at the Politecnico di Milano –, the 
authors have attempted to highlight the “ripple effect” of the 
research and experimentation carried out by the Polimi De-
sis Lab in the Milan Zone 9.

These prototyping actions on urban territories were con-
ducted in the short-term, in a specific time span and with 
a partially agonistic perspective – the inclusion of margin-
alised voices – to set up forms of local alliance. This was 
fundamental in order to amplify the strategy by involving 
organizations, civil servants, municipalities and different 
groups of inhabitants. The Polimi Desis Lab acts as an urban 
living lab for local social innovation processes, precisely to 
establish the above-mentioned “ripple effect”, actually a first 
step towards infrastructuring. The purpose of Strategic de-
sign is to trigger systemic change by enabling the system to 
evolve through a series of actions. In an iterative and adapt-
able process, constructed and reconstructed over time, the 
innate temporariness of a single action is integrated into a 
complex strategic system that supports diffuse (space - time) 
opportunities. Thus a necessarily place-centred approach 
(space) is integrated into a trans-territorial one (service).

The ongoing reflection could rest on the following steps, 
which would seek to examine the effective role of these 
guidelines. The first research opportunity, at the end of the 
2-year campUS project, could be to experiment the guide-
lines in another context, so as to understand whether they 
are applicable and whether the insights gained from a con-
text A could be applied to a context B, and in view of that, to 
understand differences and similarities. 

Another possible research opportunity would be to explore 
possible exit strategies in-depth: What is the role of the de-
signer? Are all the inputs instilled in the social environment 
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fully acknowledged and assimilated, so as to enable further 
development without the designer?

Summing up, this paper focuses on how the 5-year infra-
structuring process has been conducted, illustrating the role 
of the university as a lab for design-driven innovation and 
exploring the ongoing design research influences in what 
has already been done, and in the possible next steps. The 
dissertation contributes to the critical reflection around par-
ticipatory design and co-design for urban context social in-
novation towards strategic design.
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Education), and in the projects: Human Cities, Challenging the city scale and campUs - 
Incubation and settings for social practices.
annalinda.derosa@polimi.it

Raffaella Fagnoni 
Associate professor of design at the Polytechnic School and DSA (Dipartimento di Scienze 
per l’Architettura) of the Università degli Studi di Genova. Her research deal with design 
capabilities for the re-development of territories in transformation, addressing health, safety 
and sustainability issues. She collaborates with the Municipality of Genoa and currently is 
participating at Urbact Network, 2nd Chance, action for a sustainable urban development. 
fagnoni@arch.unige.it

Davide Fassi 
Associate professor at the Politecnico di Milano and the Tongji University (China), member 
of the international committee of DESIS Network (Design for Social innovation and 
Sustainability). His research focuses on community centred design. He published “Temporary 
Urban Solutions” (2012) and developed “Coltivando. The Convivial Garden at the Politecnico 
di Milano” (2012).
davide.fassi@polimi.it

Luca Fois 
Creative advisor and lecturer of Event Design at the Design School of Politecnico di Milano. 
Currently he is consultant for Cilab, Creative Industries Lab Network, at the Politecnico di 
Milano. 
lucafois49@gmail.com 

Rossana Gaddi
Graduate in Industrial Design, PhD in Design and Technology for the Enhancement of 
Cultural Heritage. She has been a visual communication designer since 2003. Currently she 
works at the Design Department of the Politecnico di Milano, where is involved in researches 
and teaching activities on the communication and the enhancement of the relationship 
between design, fashion and territory.
rossana.gaddi@polimi.it

Laura Galluzzo
PhD in Design, research fellow at Design Department of the Politecnico di Milano, lecturer at 
the Design School. In recent years she designed interiors and services for the Expo Village 
at Expo Milan 2015, and she was the project manager of the last Cumulus Conference in 
Milan (June 2015). Currently she is working for campUS, a Polisocial research project, and for 
Human Cities, a European research project.
laura.galluzzo@polimi.it
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Helena Gentili
Architect, PhD in architecture and urbanism, lighting designer (professional member APIL). 
Currently she collaborates as a teacher and tutor at the Master in Lighting Design & Led 
Technology, Politecnico di Milano. Her independent experience in the field of lighting design 
involves the private and the public sector.
helena.gentili@polimi.it 

Debora Giorgi 
Architect, PhD in History of Afro-Asian Countries, and associate researcher of design at the 
Department of Architecture of the University of Florence. Since 1994, her research has been 
dealing with cultural heritage and durable development of Mediterranean countries. She has 
been coordinating a number of international projects. Currently she teaches Tangible and 
Intangible Heritage and Strategic Design Stratégique at Master 3D, Tunis.
deboragiorgi@gmail.com

José Luis González Cabrero
MDP, researcher and professor of design at Facultad del Hábitat, Universidad Autónoma 
de San Luis Potosí, México. He is developing design research approaches in the Industrial 
design program, with the main objective to understand design processes and enable design 
education through meaningful methodologies and innovation.
gonzalezcabrero@gmail.com

Yosser Halloul 
PhD student of Sciences and Technics of Arts. She teaches Ceramic, Technics of Graphic 
Representation and Histoiry of Art at the Institut Supérieur de Beaux Arts de Sousse (ISBAS). 
She is a member of education at Master 3D Tempus, where she teaches Socio-Anthropology 
and Aesthetic.
yosserhalloul@yahoo.fr

Insaf Khaled
Semiotician and historian of art and design, she teaches these subjects as well as Interior 
Design at the Higher School of Science and Technology of Design (ESSTED) of the University 
of Manouba, in Tunis. Currently she teaches also at the Master 3D. She is specialized in 
Tunisian craft traditions with an approach related to the project of architecture, home and 
decorative motifs.
insaf.khaled@yahoo.fr

Reham Mohsen 
PhD in Sign Design, graduate in Applied Art & Design at the Helwan University in Cairo. Since 
2012 she has been an associate professor at the Faculty of Applied Arts in Helwan University 
in Cairo (Department of Decoration). She also taught Visual Communication at the German 
University in Cairo, and published several papers about art & design perception, visual 
communication, decorative arts and murals, calligraphy and typography. 
dr.reham.mohsen@gmail.com 
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Marina Parente 
Architect, PhD, associate professor at the Design Department of the Politecnico di Milano 
and Coordinator of D4T- Design for Territories Research Network. She is engaged in strategic 
design for the enhancement of territorial and cultural heritage, with research, teaching 
and planning activities. She is the director of the high education course “Brand of Territorial 
Systems” and the coordinator of the Master in Planning Culture in Milan. 
marina.parente@polimi.it

Silvia Pericu 
Assistant professor of design at the Polytechnic School and DSA (Dipartimento di Scienze 
per l’Architettura) of the Università degli Studi di Genova. Currently she is cooperating with 
the Municipality of Genoa and participating at Urbact Network, 2nd Chance, action for a 
sustainable urban development.
pericu@arch.unige.it

Sonia Pistidda
Architect, PhD in Architecture, Urban Design, Conservation of Housing and Landscape, and 
research fellow at the Department of Architecture and Urban Studies of the Politecnico 
di Milano. She is involved in teaching, professional and research activities in the field of 
preservation, protection and enhancement of cultural heritage, participating in important 
cultural activities and international projects.
sonia.pistidda@polimi.it

Rosa Povedano 
Anthropologist, graduated at the University of Tarragona, Beaux Arts M.S. at the University 
of Barcelona (specialisation in design). She teaches design at UB where is in charge of the 
Experimental Atelier of design (tissue and product) ant the coordinator of BA last years 
degree courses. She is a member of GRACMON UB. Currently she teaches Anthropology of 
every day life objets in the Experimental Fabric Atelier at Master 3D, Tunis.
21dits@gmail.com

Maria Antonietta Sbordone
Architect, M.S. at the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL), designer and 
researcher in Industrial and Fashion Design at DICDEA Department of the Second University 
of the Studies of Naples (SUN). She teaches Industrial Design in the Master Degree Course 
Design for Innovation at the SUN. She is a visiting Professor at the Nanjing University of 
Science and Technology (China). 
mariaantonietta.sbordone@unina2.it

Carla Sedini
Sociologist, PhD, photografer. Since 2011 she has been working as a researcher and lecturer 
at the Design Department of the Politecnico di Milano, where she is currently research 
assistant for D4T - Design for Territories Research Network. 
sedini.carla@gmail.com
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Andreas Sicklinger
Graduate in architecture at the Technical University in Munich, for 20 years he has been 
working in different design schools in Italy, Politecnico di Torino, Università di Ferrara and IED 
in Milan), in the field of Product Design and Applied Ergonomics for Design. Since 2012, he 
has been head of the Product Design Department at the Faculty of Applied Sciences and 
Arts of the German University in Cairo, Egypt. 
sicklingerandreas@gmail.com
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