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Abstract

Urban environment design profoundly influences citizens'

health and well-being. Despite the aim of urban regenera-

tion initiatives to enhance community well-being and social

connections, they often struggle to ensure a balance of

power among stakeholders, effectively involve citizens, and

accurately assess subjective urban experiences. New meth-

odological approaches in community-based participatory

research (CBPR) are advocated to facilitate interactions

among social actors and overcome the digital versus real

dichotomy. This article introduces the Experiential Environ-

mental Impact Assessment (exp-EIA) method as a novel

research and intervention tool to address these challenges.

Grounded in psychology, exp-EIA aims to integrate emo-

tional, cognitive, and community identity dimensions to cap-

ture the nuanced experiences of urban environments.

Through digital data collection and visualization tools, exp-

EIA could facilitate participatory decision-making processes

across various stages of urban regeneration projects. Fur-

thermore, its adaptability enables significant integration

with existing participatory methods, fostering inclusive

engagement and innovative design solutions. The theoreti-

cal framework of exp-EIA, its application in CBPR, and its

potential to bridge the gap between technological
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innovation and citizen engagement in urban regeneration

processes are discussed. A blended case study conducted in

the metropolitan area of Milan (Italy) is presented, highlight-

ing a promising pathway towards more inclusive and effec-

tive approaches to community revitalization.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The complex interplay between the fundamental characteristics of urban environments and the mental health or

well-being of citizens has been extensively recognized in scholarly research. Although some scholars consistently

emphasize the impact of urbanicity on the heightened prevalence of psychiatric and anxiety disorders

(Krabbendam & Van Os, 2005; Peen et al., 2010; Sui et al., 2022), there is also a burgeoning acknowledgment of the

potential to improve subjective mental health (Jongeneel-Grimen et al., 2016; Mehdipanah et al., 2014) and cultivate

social connections (Kuo et al., 1998; Wood et al., 2017) through improving housing conditions and designing more

supportive environments.

In light of this, the social and psychological revitalization of communities stands as a primary objective declared

by numerous urban renewal initiatives, aligning with the widespread adoption of community-led urban policies on

local and supranational levels (e.g., Commission of the European Communities, 1998), mainly focused on revitalizing

disadvantaged neighbourhoods and engaging residents in these initiatives.

In this regard, scholars have repeatedly emphasized (Heath et al., 2017) how, in many instances, despite initial

intentions, top-down approaches have been implemented. These approaches often lead to typical gentrification-

driven phenomena, such as real or perceived displacement and the loss of social diversity (Lees & Hubbard, 2020;

Thurber, 2018). They can also result in negative or uncertain psychological outcomes, including loss in place attach-

ment and shared feelings of distress (Alroy et al., 2023; Tran et al., 2020) and powerlessness (Allen, 2000). Also, top-

down approaches may have little or no effects on citizens' mental health and well-being (Huxley et al., 2004; Kearns

et al., 2020).

Furthermore, it has also been argued (Glasson & Wood, 2009; Ploegmakers & Beckers, 2015) that, despite sig-

nificant public and private economic investments, the short-term and long-term impacts of the spatial transforma-

tions introduced have been variable or inadequately assessed, making it challenging to ascertain whether, and to

what extent, the employed approaches have been successful in generating change in the socio-economic landscape

and the well-being of residents. Summarizing the urban regeneration effects on human health and well-being, Curtis

et al. (2002) emphasized that their potential may be limited or negated by recurring aspects of the regeneration

schemes themselves, including: a focus on the symptoms of inequality rather than the root causes, a too narrow tar-

get, the inability to counterbalance the historical causes of disparities among social groups, the difficulty in esta-

blishing a common partnership among stakeholders and genuinely engaging citizens, and the power imbalance in

flexible collaborations between the public and private sectors. Conversely, it was also highlighted how (at least par-

tially) top-down approaches are, on the one hand, necessary in guaranteeing public control over large economic

flows and activities over time (Wang et al., 2021), and on the other hand they can have decidedly positive outcomes

if properly designed by integrating environmental aspects with economic, cultural and social ones (Ferilli et al., 2017;

López-Contreras et al., 2021) Critical examinations of top-down models and their associated side effects has
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frequently coincided with an emphasis on more bottom-up or community-based approaches. These practices have

demonstrated greater effectiveness in reconciling positive transformations within social dimensions, such as cultivat-

ing a sense of community (Gatti & Procentese, 2021; Heath et al., 2017), enhancing perceptions of social support,

and triggering empowerment at both individual and community levels (Baba et al., 2017).

The overemphasis on the dichotomy between top-down and bottom-up approaches may have led to an over-

sight of the hybrid dimension inherent in many urban regeneration processes. These processes frequently involve

stakeholders with diverse interests that cannot always be neatly categorized within a binary perspective. This com-

plexity is particularly evident when examining the roles of urban designers, who often find themselves balancing mul-

tiple commissions driven by the demands of real estate stakeholders, political relationships, expressed community

needs, and even the objectives of the public administration itself, which is motivated to support participatory action

processes to mitigate social conflicts and stimulate the positive effects associated with citizen engagement.

Furthermore, when considering power distribution and citizens' empowerment as inherently dynamic processes,

such a rigid dichotomy can potentially result in a ‘reified’ interpretation of fluid and non-linear scenarios. This risks

oversimplifying the models of interaction among stakeholders and, in turn, underestimating the active role that

citizens themselves can play in decision-making processes.

Finally, the complexity and scale of urban regeneration projects often give rise to a variety of goals within the

stakeholders themselves, also according to the different project steps (Wang et al., 2021) and various forms of citizen

participation within a single project. These forms of engagement may not adhere to a simple binary categorization

(power vs. powerlessness), but instead respond to nuanced classifications of influence (Gaete Cruz et al., 2023),

which can coexist or evolve over the course of a project. This makes it challenging to fit them into a rigid binary

framework or the classic ‘ladder’ approach inspired by Arnstein (1969), which some scholars (e.g., Collins &

Ison, 2009) suggest overcoming in favour of a reconceptualization of participatory processes as collective social

learning paths within which differentiated power dynamics are co-present.

In such hybrid scenarios, characterized by a differential and changeable distribution of power rather than a linear

and static relationship among stakeholders, the issue of having methodologies that can serve as platforms for dia-

logue among actors and sensitize partners with more power to the voices and needs coming from others, primarily

the citizens, becomes crucial. The useful methodologies can thus become a practice of interaction among social enti-

ties, fostering more balanced and productive relationships while being integrated into sector policies (Piga

et al., 2023). Moreover, they can contribute to enhancing the level of mutual trust among stakeholders, a necessary

condition for building inclusive and successful participatory processes (Aitken, 2015). Not by chance, calls for the

creation of innovative tools for mediating between stakeholders and fostering community engagement strongly stem

from the field of collaborative urban planning. In this domain, the pressing need to recalibrate power dynamics in

urban regeneration processes and implement approaches that resonate with the preferences of contemporary

citizens is readily apparent (Evans-Cowley & Hollander, 2010; Sæbø et al., 2008).

Among these, the need for new approaches that favour the technological adaptation of working methods with

the community is highlighted. While acknowledging critiques associated with the potential digital divide linked

to age or socio-economic conditions (Condie & Richards, 2022), the essential role of digital tools is emphasized

in enriching engagement, expanding the participant base, and ensuring cost-effectiveness (Desouza &

Bhagwatwar, 2012). This significance is further underscored by the redefined constraints of time and space. More-

over, digital tools can contribute to the alignment between community-based processes and contemporary realities,

where aggregation and participation predominantly occur within an onlife framework (Floridi, 2015), namely, a social

environment seamlessly integrating digital and human, face-to-face dimensions. Recent research (Gatti et al., 2021;

Gatti & Procentese, 2021) highlighted how ties with the community and places are not necessarily weakened by the

progressive digitalization of human existence, but rather new ways of representing their communities and the bond

with them emerge, inextricably intertwined to the daily use of digital platforms and social media.

Scholars (Greijdanus et al., 2020; George & Leidner, 2019) have also argued how those emerging hybrid scenar-

ios can contribute to strengthening community ties and fostering collective transformative action, supporting new
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forms of activism able to bridge the gap between online and offline mobilization activities and creating additional

social value (Gatti & Procentese, 2022). A crucial element is represented by the ‘locativity’ of platforms (Schwartz &

Hochman, 2014), that is, the tendency of some of them (e.g., Instagram) to favour a neo-spatialized and geolocalized

approach, somehow bringing the physical and symbolic place back to the centre of public discourse.

Within the context of urban regeneration, digital platforms can assume a pivotal role for this purpose, providing

decisive support for visualizing and representing changes. This could also be achieved using virtual and augmented

reality, encouraging informed exchange among stakeholders and equitable sharing of information. Even more perti-

nent is the potential utilization of digital technologies in engaging with citizens to design shared evidence-based

design solutions. This approach could effectively guide the design process, enabling informed decision-making that

enhances the ultimate outcome, not only in terms of minimizing environmental impact but also in triggering citizens'

satisfaction and well-being.

In this regard, it is once again crucial to move beyond a binary (online vs. offline) and oppositional approach,

which fails to align with the complexities of social reality. Instead, a reflective and dynamic conception is advocated,

evaluating the integration of technological tools based on the specific context and involved actors (Figueroa

Sarriera & González Hilario, 2017). Furthermore, a paradigm shift regarding the fundamental inseparability between

physical and digital environments can be invoked, accepting the substantial ‘phygitalization’ of daily reality and

exploring its potential in terms of knowledge, communication, and citizens' participation.

The present article introduces a novel community-based research and intervention methodology designed to

bridge the dichotomies outlined above. This is achieved through the digital collection and sharing of spatialized psy-

chological data, capturing the subjective and collective experiences of urban space within the context of urban

regeneration processes. The forthcoming chapters will delve into both the practical and theoretical dimensions of

our methodology, presenting its utility as a versatile tool applicable across various stages of regeneration processes.

Furthermore, its fruitful potential for integration with existing practices within the realm of community psychology

will be underscored.

2 | THE EXPERIENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT

2.1 | Theoretical framework and assessed variables

Environmental impact assessment is a widely acknowledged and applied practice in the realm of extensive urban

transformations, to the extent that it is governed by specific legislation within the European Parliament and Council

(2011). This encompasses the incorporation of citizen engagement practices, employing diverse methodologies.

Traditionally, these activities are predominantly tokenistic, involving formal consultations within bureaucratic frame-

works, while the psychological aspect of environmental impact often takes a back seat compared to socio-economic

variables. Despite its recognized importance for individual and community well-being, the experiential dimension of

the relationship with a place—encompassing cognitive, emotional, and identity components—is frequently treated as

peripheral or addressed through traditional qualitative research tools, primarily interviews and focus groups. As indi-

cated earlier, relying solely on the aforementioned methodologies may not always be appropriate, particularly in situ-

ations where citizens have limited time availability or when a broader engagement of the population is necessary. In

such instances, there is a potential risk of confining the participatory process to a select group of ‘professionals’
(Ferilli et al., 2016) as well as a risk of failing to implement involvement strategies better tailored to the intended

target audiences.

The experiential Environmental Impact Assessment method (exp-EIA) was developed with the primary objective

of mitigating potential risks while simultaneously introducing technological innovations into the engagement pro-

cesses associated with urban regeneration initiatives. Its overarching goal is to foster evidence-based decision-

making that is collectively embraced by the various stakeholders engaged in these processes.

4 of 18 RAINISIO ET AL.

 10991298, 2024, 5, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/casp.2877 by B

arbara E
.A

. Piga - C
ochraneItalia , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/08/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Furthermore, it addresses the fundamental necessity for collecting data that thoroughly captures the subjective

and collective experiences within urban spaces. This emphasis is vital, as these are often oversimplified through epi-

sodic or limited forms of consultation. Acknowledging the inherent challenge of fully grasping the totality of these

experiences, the exp-EIA method aims to weave together key constructs integral to them, drawing from the litera-

ture in environmental and community psychology. As argued by Boffi and Rainisio (2017), the objective is to model

the lived experience of the person-in-environment from a phenomenological perspective, considering this entity as a

generative and socially contextualized unity.

In greater detail, the constructs embedded in the model pertain to three dimensions: emotional, cognitive, and

community/identity (Piga et al., 2023). The emotional dimension involves discerning the emotional state linked to

specific locations by situating it along two orthogonal axes (pleasantness/unpleasantness, and activation/deactiva-

tion), derived from the circumplex model of emotions (Russell & Lanius, 1984). The cognitive dimension involves

mapping the place by detecting four fundamental factors (coherence, legibility, complexity, and mystery), derived

from one of the most recognized theories on environmental preference (Kaplan, 1987). It also includes identifying

the individual and social activities that the place can primarily inspire, such as cultural, recreational, and sports activi-

ties, among others.

Finally, the community and affective aspects are assessed through two complementary scales: place attachment

and sense of community. These scales are designed to delve into the extent of identification with the place and the

perception of rootedness in the community residing there.

2.2 | Applications in community-based participatory research

From the standpoint of community processes, it is crucial to emphasize certain distinctive characteristics of the

methodology, extending beyond the identified variables and framing it as a new tool for community-based participa-

tory research (CBPR).

Primarily, it was crafted to function seamlessly in both the comprehensive analysis of the neighbourhood as a

whole and in gathering data on individual smaller areas and specific points of view (POVs). This implies its versatility

for application in various contexts, encompassing collective reflections on the urban residential space, broader plan-

ning initiatives, and participatory redesigns of specific public areas (such as a square, a school façade or a street).

Furthermore, this methodology proves valuable across different stages of urban regeneration processes

(Table 1). During the initial phase (pre-occupancy evaluation), it serves as a tool to elucidate the needs and percep-

tions of citizens concerning the existing environment and potential directions for change, thereby highlighting both

strengths and weaknesses. The data acquired can subsequently inform the initial planning, encompassing spatial

transformations (design projects), as well as the formulation of policies to be implemented, including incentives, ser-

vices, and engagement practices. Once one or more project hypotheses are available (ongoing evaluation), the meth-

odology can be useful for decision-makers to consult citizens regarding these, promoting a form of data-driven

evaluation not reliant on advertising-type communication, as it is based on realistic models. This approach brings out

any further improvement possibilities in line with the desires of the transformative process and the inhabitants.

Finally, within the scope of post-occupancy evaluation, it will still be possible to use this method to assess the impact

of spatial change over time, querying the different population targets that use the place and enriching the final evalu-

ation process with specific data.

The use in different phases is made possible by the inherently digital nature of the methodology. It has been

developed primarily for direct (in situ) and collective interaction with the investigated locations using tablets or

smartphones and is integrated into the CitySense app (Figure 1a, b). In such cases, it is possible to visualize, through

augmented reality, the future urban space within the existing physical space, as well as to simply assess the current

space. It can also be used for remote evaluation through personal computers, using simulations of environments

(existing or under design), or spherical panoramas.
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Those technological aspects extend beyond spatial interaction to data availability. Data are, in fact, provided in

real-time for collective evaluation and reflection, constituting a comprehensive and georeferenced mapping of the

collected psychological data. Essentially, after the data collection phase, participants can immediately access the data

through interactive maps, within which their experience of urban space is summarized, and clusters related to differ-

ent participant groups (POVs) are created.

This leads us to a final and crucial aspect, namely the possibility of integration with other CBPR methods, both

in the data collection phase and in the discussion/re-elaboration phase. Regarding data collection, it primarily takes

place within community activities that inherently serve as a method of exploration and reflection on the nearby

space, such as experiential walks. In these walks, navigating urban space becomes a process of learning by doing, fos-

tering collective reflection on space. This collective reflection generates discussions among stakeholders and culti-

vates innovative design solutions through the community's “rediscovery” of communal space and the sharing of

TABLE 1 Stages of urban regeneration processes and applications of the exp-EIA methodology.

Improvements

Stages (urban

regeneration processes) Citizens

Other stakeholders (designers, public

administration, developers)

Pre-occupancy

evaluation (existing

environment analysis)

Sharing needs and emotional states

concerning the location (as a whole and

point by point)

Develop briefs and formulate overarching

design decisions while considering the needs of

citizens/users

Ongoing evaluation

(designed environment

analysis)

Improved understanding of current

project(s), more informed assessment,

and discussions.

Validate projects based on citizen perception

and incorporate any necessary adjustments for

refinement.

Post-occupancy

evaluation (new

environment analysis)

Informed assessment Conduct monitoring and evaluations informed

by citizens/user experiences

F IGURE 1 (a), (b) Examples of CitySense application screenshots for smartphones and tablets (Milan, Piazza del
Duomo).
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related knowledge and practices. Additionally, data collection with exp-EIA can be seamlessly integrated into com-

munity activities and events, offering an enjoyable form of engagement and participation within the framework of

citizen science (Figure 2a, b). In the realm of collaborative discussion and re-elaboration, it can serve as an initial step

to provide data for informing traditional individual listening processes (interviews) or group processes (design work-

shops, focus groups). Moreover, it acts as a tool for creative stimulation in further activities for participatory analysis

of the nearby territory, such as photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997) or community mapping.

3 | APPLYING THE EXP-EIA METHOD: A BLENDED CASE STUDY

3.1 | The case study: Context and goals

The research was conducted as part of the ‘History, Research, and People’ project (funded by NextgenerationEU

plan), with the primary goals of recovering the original design of the area, establishing a dedicated research space

focused on urban green areas, and encouraging its utilization by both local citizens and park visitors. This initiative

specifically centres on a substantial segment of Monza Park, overseen by the University of Milan, situated in the

megalopolitan region of Milan, Italy. Noteworthy for its distinctive features, the park resembles a vast forest and

holds the distinction of being the third-largest walled park in Europe. Designed in 19th century as a hunting reserve,

it is now entirely enveloped by urban development, included in the northwest section of the Milan metropolitan

region, approximately 15 km from Milan's city centre and 2 km from Monza's centre. Monza, boasting a population

of 120,000, stands as the third-largest city in the Lombardy region and plays a pivotal role in a densely populated

urban area linking Milan to the Lake Como region. Due to its vast dimensions, the park functions as a versatile focal

point addressing various needs of the local community and different population targets. It facilitates a range of activ-

ities, including sports, leisure, and hosts culturally and historically significant structures or events. On fine weather

weekends count to 50,000 visitors. Additionally, the park integrates economic and commercial activities, contributing

to its dynamic role within the community. As a result, the park plays a significant role in shaping the perceived terri-

torial identity, hosting key civic symbols such as the Lambro River, the Villa Reale (royal villa), and the local racetrack.

In this multi-stakeholder context, the research aimed to foster a participatory co-design process by integrating the

exp-EIA approach with other traditional CBPR methods, specifically employing dedicated workshops based on partic-

ipatory mapping. Referring to the scheme in Table 1, the co-design activity involved an integration of the initial two

F IGURE 2 (a), (b) Collective mapping activities through CitySense during a community event on urban
regeneration (Milan, December 2019).
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phases (pre-occupancy and ongoing evaluation). On one hand, residents' perspectives on the functionality and emo-

tional/identity-related significance of various parts of the considered park section were explored through a tradi-

tional paper-and-pencil mapping activity. On the other hand, a comparative assessment between the current state

and the project in specific locations, conducted during a collective experiential walk, allowed the collection of data

regarding the experience of the present and future space through the exp-EIA method. The ultimate goal was to

inform designers about the psychosocial and identity-related aspects relevant to citizens. Simultaneously, it aimed to

provide residents with the opportunity for an informed assessment based on the preliminary project preview.

3.2 | Methodology

3.2.1 | Procedure and sample

The procedure has foreseen the organization of two sessions (morning and afternoon). The first session involved a

group of members from various citizen associations dedicated to protecting the park or organizing cultural events

within it. The second session included a group of university students in Agricultural sciences, who are expected to

carry out their future laboratory activities in an old ‘cascina’ (farmhouse) located in the park, once the co-design and

regeneration activities will be concluded. The two groups consisted of 19 members from associations and 19 agricul-

tural science students, respectively. The former primarily comprised elderly individuals (average age 62), predomi-

nantly male (67% of the total), with a notable proportion declaring a high level of education (67% holding a

bachelor's degree or higher). The second group showed an average age of approximately 24 years and a more bal-

anced gender distribution (59% female). As students, 64.7% of them reported having attained a high school diploma

as their highest level of education. None of the participants identified themselves as non-binary.

For both groups, an initial participatory mapping activity was planned with different purposes. The group of

association members, as custodians of expert knowledge, engaged in a collaborative mapping and collective discus-

sion (Figure 3a, b) about the main (formal and informal) pathways in the considered park area, along with the identifi-

cation of territorial landmarks based on their artistic and naturalistic value. On the other hand, the student group

F IGURE 3 (a), (b) Collaborative mapping activities on naturalistic and cultural values of the area (local association
members).
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focused on future educational activities within the farmhouse. Through group interaction, they created a collective

map of the activities that should preferably take place there, considering the naturalistic and landscape characteris-

tics of the area. At the end of the workshop activities conducted in an indoor space, both groups participated in an

experiential walk, a guided group walk in the park focused on using the exp-EIA method in situ through a digital

application. Specifically, three significant points were identified, which will be focal points of the regeneration pro-

cess. These locations respectively represent the farmhouse (Figure 4) where future educational activities will take

place, the only historical building in this part of the park, a crossroad (named ‘roundabout’, Figure 5) that serves as a

crucial junction for the design of pedestrian and cycling paths in the area, and an irrigation ditch (Figure 6), which is

the course of an ancient waterway deemed significant to restore symbolic prominence. Each participant was asked

on-site, immersing themselves in the local landscape (including its sounds and scents), to assess both the current

state and the proposed rearrangement as outlined in the first draft of the regeneration project. At the conclusion of

the walk, both groups reconvened at the indoor facility for a brief debriefing session.

The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the Institu-

tional Ethics Committee of Politecnico di Milano (protocol code 7/2019 on 18 March 2019, and 15/2020 on 15 July

2020). Informed consent was obtained from all participants.

3.2.2 | Measures

As described above, the second part of the activity involved the use of the exp-EIA method during a walk in the park.

Through a digital application, a concise and interactive questionnaire for each of the three identified focal points was

administered in situ. The following variables were measured:

F IGURE 4 The farmhouse (current state) as seen by participants via the digital app during the experiential walk.
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F IGURE 5 The ‘roundabout’ (current state) as seen by participants via the digital app during the
experiential walk.

F IGURE 6 The irrigation ditch (current state) as seen by participants via the digital app during the
experiential walk.
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1. Restorative potential: was measured via a four-item scale of perceived restorativeness (i.e., ‘This place is fascinating
and intrigues me’), adapted from Hartig et al. (1997) and rated by the participants on a 5-point Likert Scale (not at

all-completely). The scale showed an acceptable reliability (Cronbach's Alpha = 0.75; Ponterotto &

Ruckdeschel, 2007).

2. Aesthetic pleasure: was measured using a single-item scale (i.e., ‘From this point of view, this place gives me the feel-

ing of…) representing the continuum Unpleasantness/Pleasantness continuum, adapted from Russell and collabo-

rators (Russell & Lanius, 1984; Russell & Pratt, 1980) with a graduated slider ranging from (�) 5 to (+)5, passing

through a midpoint value of 0. The slider was accompanied by two emoticons representing the two extremes, as

suggested by Betella and Verschure (2016)

3. Activation: was measured using a single-item scale representing the continuum Deactivation/Activation contin-

uum, adapted from Russell and collaborators (Russell & Lanius, 1984; Russell & Pratt, 1980) with a graduated

slider ranging from (�) 5 to (+)5, passing through a midpoint value of 0. The slider was accompanied by two emo-

ticons representing the two extremes, as suggested by Betella and Verschure (2016)

4. Suitable activities: were collected through a list of 9 options (i.e., ‘Shopping’, ‘Social relations’, and ‘Sport & Out-

door’, allowing up to three responses per participant. These responses help to understand how perceived suitable

activities change in the current setting (status quo) and in the future setting (designed).

Other measures on the relationship between the participants and the park as a whole, assessing place attach-

ment and sense of community, were also included in the survey but are not part of the analysis in the current paper.

The data, already automatically processed by the app incorporating the exp-EIA method, were further processed

using the statistical software IBM SPSS Statistics (version 25) to generate the presented findings.

3.3 | Results

The results highlight the potential of integrating the exp-EIA methodology into collaborative design processes

centred on mapping and group elaboration activities. The process has resulted in the creation of a collective map,

which will serve as a foundation for future working sessions with citizens and to develop a fine-tuning of the planned

design.

An innovative feature of these integrated maps is their dual perspective: a survey view, typical of traditional co-

design processes, and a route perspective, reflecting subjective experience, facilitated by exp-EIA. Moreover, the

possibility to digitally represent both perspectives enables a deeper collective reflection on the interactions between

symbolically relevant areas and their psychological correlates, including emotions, restorative potential, suitable

activities, and perceptions of community value, even in real-time.

As a result, the ‘landmark atlas’ highlights, from a survey perspective (Figure 7), the areas with the greatest sym-

bolic impact based on the cultural and landscape values emphasized by the participants. In detail, areas to be

enhanced are highlighted for the presence of fauna and a particular soundscape (depicted in purple), plants with

strong aesthetic value (such as mulberry) and fruits to be cultivated (in fuchsia), rare trees with significant references

to tactility (shown in green), and specific green areas characterized by a particular smellscape (depicted in orange).

Additionally, specific landmark points that could be further enhanced are indicated (text in blue). At the same time,

the use of exp-EIA encourages a ‘route’ perspective, allowing citizens and stakeholders to reflect on data at the scale

of individual experience. In this perspective, the data shows that not all the significant areas have the same experien-

tial connotation. Specifically, point A (the farmhouse area) appears to have a more positive characterization in terms

of regenerative potential, activation, and perception of positive emotion compared to the other two points

(Figure 8). When read in interaction with the qualitative data collected during the mapping workshop (Figure 9), it

emerges that such positivity is to be attributed to the convergence between naturalistic values and the presence of a

culturally significant architectural artefact (the farmhouse). This location also stands out as a potential attractor for
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social and entertainment activities, whereas the other two points (B and C) are recognized as useful for engaging in

sports and hobbies. Thus, a distinction emerges between potential community gathering places and others more ded-

icated to individual recreational and sports activities.

Furthermore, the exp-EIA method also allows for the integration of data in a future perspective, namely by

referencing it to the preliminary regeneration project of the space, where available. As highlighted in Figure 10, the

results in this case show a substantial positive psychological impact of the transformation of areas B and C, while

the values of A only vary in terms of the perceived intensity of activation. Regarding suitable activities, significant

evolutions are also highlighted, where the dimension of socialization is reinforced at points B and C, and that of

study activities at point A.

F IGURE 7 The collective map (‘landmark atlas’) as resulting from workshops activities (‘survey’ perspective
only). The coloured areas represent: The presence of fauna and distinctive soundscapes (in purple), plants and fruits
of aesthetic value (in fuchsia), rare trees (in green), community services (in yellow), and notable smellscapes
(in orange). Landmarks are indicated with text in blue. The presence of insects and birds of interest is indicated by
their respective symbols.

F IGURE 8 Comparison of the three significant points (current state) based on the psychological experience
(activation, aesthetic pleasure, restorative potential) during the experiential walk, measured by exp-EIA (average
values).
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4 | CONCLUSIONS

The results show just one of the potential interactions between the exp-EIA method and commonly employed

community-based approaches or techniques in urban regeneration. Additionally, they shed light on both the

strengths and limitations, or areas for improvement, of this innovative methodology. Notably, one of its strengths lies

in enriching the data accessible to citizens and other stakeholders, with a particular focus on the psychological

aspects of the place experience. Furthermore, this data can be available in real-time, facilitating an initial organization

of collectively expressed and experienced contents, and providing a platform for participant discussion and

relationship-building that helps mitigate dynamics associated with exclusive group membership. While this tool

F IGURE 9 The collective map (‘landmark atlas’) after having been enriched with data from exp-EIA (‘survey
+route’ perspective). The coloured areas have the same meanings described in Figure 7.The boxes provide a
narrative summary of the results obtained with exp-EIA on the measures of restorative potential, aesthetic pleasure,
activation, and suitable activities.

F IGURE 10 Comparison (current state vs. future project) of the three significant points based on psychological
experience (visualized in situ via exp-EIA, average values).
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certainly cannot eliminate power asymmetries, its role in fostering collective reflection through enhanced informa-

tion sharing and a data-driven framework could be underscored. In this regard, exp-EIA can be intended as a tool for

promoting spatial justice (Soja, 2010) in its procedural component, as it enables a broader engagement and allows cit-

izens to express a more informed opinion within the realm of collaborative planning. This can also strengthen their

role as professionals who can integrate these insights into urban planning and regeneration, ensuring the diverse

needs and perspectives of the community are represented and giving effective voice to the often-overlooked view-

point of psychological sciences on urban space. Moreover, the exp-EIA method has the potential to empower psy-

chologists to facilitate more effective communication and collaboration within multidisciplinary teams, such as those

typically involved in territorial-scale transformation processes. By offering a data-driven framework for collective

reflection, psychologists can mitigate misunderstandings and conflicts among team members from diverse disciplines.

This fosters a more cohesive and productive approach to urban regeneration, benefiting not only stakeholders but

also experts and policymakers.

Another promising aspect is the significant bridging of the digital and physical realms, enabling a beneficial

interaction between the two. For instance, in the discussed case study, collective activities unfold in physical

space, fostering spontaneous interaction among participants. However, the place experience is also captured via

a digital app, with the gathered data then made accessible for subsequent face-to-face interactions. Moreover,

the digital dimension facilitates connections to additional layers of reality that would otherwise remain unseen,

including those pertaining to future regeneration projects in virtual and augmented reality. Also, it aligns more

closely with people's daily habits, deeply immersed in an increasingly phygital reality, enabling researchers and

practitioners to extend their reach to broader audiences and connect with community members who may prefer

digital interactions. This aspect is particularly pertinent in meeting the requirements of younger generations and

digital natives, as urban spaces are currently being designed to accommodate their future adult lives. Consider-

ing the limitations, the risks associated with the differential participation of social groups with varying levels of

familiarity with technology can be certainly included, although studies already conducted on the elderly popula-

tion (Fumagalli et al., 2020) have offered encouraging results. For this reason, exp-EIA should not be considered

as a standalone methodology, but rather as one of the tools to be used within a comprehensive engagement pro-

cess that may involve other techniques. Furthermore, its use is suggested to be mediated and rigorous, to avoid

the collected data being utilized primarily for promotional purposes by certain stakeholders. To this end, further

research should more extensively test the potential interaction with other CBPR approaches. Particularly rele-

vant are the hybridizations with methodologies based on photo image collection or mapping, including those

founded on the use of GIS, which are increasingly present in applied social sciences (Aitken, 2002; Dunn, 2007).

Exp-EIA could also be further integrated within the recent approaches that conceptualize social networks as

new crucial platforms for building and strengthening the sense of belonging to communities and places (Gatti

et al., 2021; Gatti & Procentese, 2021). The versatility of the tool makes it suitable for facilitating community

dialogue on the narrative and symbolic dimensions of places, supporting novel forms of comparison between dif-

ferent imaginaries related to urban space, whether grounded in the subjective experience of physical space or in

its utilization and communication through digital devices. According to this framework, further developing exp-

EIA to promote a sense of community and place belonging (Madsen et al., 2023) both indirectly (through data

collection, social dialogue, and informed decision-making) and directly (by fostering new social relationships in

urban spaces), could become one of the platform's most significant future advancements.

Lastly, this method can contribute to significant policy innovations. Through its integration into standard plan-

ning processes, it can indeed provide policymakers with a contemporary decision-making tool for selecting projects

and evaluating outcomes associated with their investments in urban space. Moreover, it can support them in achiev-

ing meaningful forms of citizen engagement, in alignment with the latest trends in urban regeneration strategies

(Leyden et al., 2017). This implementation could foster a virtuous cycle of engagement, monitoring, and evidence-

based public evaluation.
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