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Anna Meroni

Design for services and
place development

Interactions and relations as ways of thinking

about places: the case of periurban areas

Abstract

Services are a constituent element of urban planning. Nev-
ertheless, a new perspective arises when considering regional
contexts, and when considering services as an approach to de-
sign and subject matter for design.

The essay presents reflections raised by a group of proj-
ects in various parts of the world, conducted by local research
partners within the international DESIS Network (Design for So-
cial Innovation and Sustainability) and dealing with agricultural
periurban territories. These projects are methodologically related
to one currently in progress in Milan conducted by the Politecnico
di Milano, Slow Food and Universita Scienze Gastronomiche,
which is expected to generate a scenario of sustainable local
food production and consumption for the region.

Service design here aims at introducing a service-driven
vision influencing the approach to regional planning, with the
objective of strengthening the role of sustainable agriculture by
creating a network of services supporting production systems
and de-meditating offering and demand. Short food chains, mul-
tifunctionality of the systems and mutual collaboration between
the stakeholders are the concepts framing the project. Foster-
ing social innovation is considered a crucial action, since local
creative communities can play a major role as potential engines
of change.

The essay discusses the methodological framework
through which these projects are conducted, the role of design
schools and researching-teaching activities in the factual promo-
tion of this kind of design issue, and a first set of design results of
the ongoing projects, making connections among them.

Radical changes in the everyday life of communities

We claim that designing for sustainability with a strategic
perspective means facing and promoting radical changes in
ways of living (Manzini & Jegou, 2003). This assumption informs
the way we use strategic design and design for services to tackle
the sustainable development of places and regions.

Design for Services is an essential component of strate-
gic design when the aim is to move from a framework of values
and characteristics into specific solutions, and when we need to
make manifest possible future behaviours that require new ways
of interacting and producing value within a community and its
environment. Services in fact exemplify systemic changes at the
level of everyday experiences (Meroni & Sangiorgi, forthcoming
2011).

Strategic Design is an approach whose goal is to interpret
ongoing situations, where problems are open and ill-defined,
tasks unclear, processes experimental and where knowledge is
something that emerges step by step, by continuous interactions
with other players. Any strategic decision is the consequence
of interaction with the environment, its actors, constraints and
opportunities and, according to Game Theory the behaviour of
players can be driven by the comprehension that favouring the
interests of the community can be strategic to favouring one’s
own interests (Zurlo, 2004 and 2010). Therefore, strategy can
result in win-win solutions, where the interests of the individual
(a person, a company, an enterprise) can converge with those
of the environment and of the collectivity. In compliance with
Bateson’s concept of ecology (Bateson, 1979), affirming that the
minimum unit of survival in evolution is never simply an individual
organism, not even a species, but always species-plus-environ-
ment, win-win strategies appear to be those with this potential for
causing them both to evolve. Any strategy to achieve a radical
but successful change must, consequently, consider both eco-
efficiency and social behaviour (Brezet & Ehrenfeld, 2001; Vez-
zoli, 2007) in a brand new approach.

Investigating and promoting social innovation (innovation
that moves from emerging behaviours in society) takes us in this
direction: by working with innovative social parties, searching
for, exploring, observing and involving in the design activity the
most pro-active and creative social, economic and productive re-
sources of a context, we believe that we can start a project with
a reasonably good chance of successfully causing a situation to
evolve. It is here that social innovation becomes crucial, espe-
cially when a project is about communities and territories. We call
these emerging social behaviours creative communities, groups
of people who creatively organize themselves to obtain a result in
ways that are promising steps towards sustainable ways of living
and producing (Meroni, 2007), and visionary ventures, meaning
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enterprises that challenge the conventional ways of doing in the
market, in the name of a fairer, more sustainable and valuable
production and consumption system. This kind of social inno-
vation is actually prototyping innovative ways of doing that can
be seen as a driver for technological and production innovation.
The practices they propose combine a high degree of feasibility
and an impressive visioning; they have the power of transmitting
to us their ideas, feeding our imagination about the future and
becoming the source of inspiration for new solutions and ser-
vices rooted in existing assets. They embody in a positive and
fashionable way the contemporary interpretations of jobs which
we believe can become the basis of a truly green economy:
they try the unprecedented with remarkable bravery, they risk,
they learn by doing, they apply a trial-and-error approach that
is costly and often apparently reckless. They are led by vision-
ary individuals who have been able to gain the support of the
community, attracting and motivating people by the strength of
their ideas (Manzini, 2007; Leadbeater, 2007; Drayton, 2010) All
together, these phenomena of social innovation create a strong
pattern of local changemakers (Drayton, 2010)who we believe
can become the drivers of innovative projects.

Bateson’s concept of ecology shows us the profound and
vital relationship of a community with its environment, which
means for designers two fundamental factors to be investigated:
the community’s sense of belonging to the (private and public)
space, and the relationship that exists between local people and
local resources. These two issues are, with different shades of
meaning, the focus of investigation for some schools of urban
and regional planning around the world (the Scuola Territori-
alista in Italy; the New Urbanism movement in North America;
the INTBAU - International Network for Traditional Building, Ar-
chitecture & Urbanism in UK) that we like to acknowledge as
scientific references when speaking about sustainable place
development. They actually affirm that the valorisation of local
heritage (environment, urban settlement, culture and society) is
the only possible approach to producing the lasting enrichment
of an area, because places are the result of a historical co-evo-
lution of human settlement with environment, nature and culture,
whereas the functionalistic approach tends to consider the ter-
ritory as a kind of technical support for activities organised in-
dependently from the local means, resources, potentialities and
qualities. Therefore, sustainable development not only refers to
the reproducibility of natural resources, but also to the way in
which urban systems are established; to the coherence of pro-
duction systems with local resources and entrepreneurship; to
the development of capability and self government by local com-
munities. In short, to community sovereignty (Magnaghi 2000).

We take this multilayer definition of “place” as the result
of the interaction of the community with the environment and
believe that Design for Services, which has recently taken up the
debate about regional development (Meroni et al, 2008; Meroni,
Simeone & Trapani, 2009; Jégou, 2010) can significantly con-
tribute with conceptual tools to research on these topics. In fact,
Service Design looks at the interrelations within a community
and at the relations of the community with its territory with a dis-
tinctive approach, as we will discuss in this essay.

We also believe that, on one hand, this disciplinary ap-
proach can complement those of planners, architects and so-
ciologists and, on the other, it can shape the competences and
skills of a new profile of designer.

New generations of designers and new skills

A new generation of designers needs to grow up, be
trained to develop new skills and equipped to contribute in solv-
ing new kinds of problems that are both systemic and wicked
(Manzini in Meroni, 2007; Buchanan, 1992). At the same time,
a new generation of entrepreneurs needs to flourish, oriented to
the so called green economy and commit to jobs that are poten-
tially the engine of this economy, but that ought to be reinvented
in the light of contemporary lifestyles.

In the most established design schools all around the
world, interdisciplinary curricula oriented to train students to de-
sign for services, or to develop a strategic approach to design
are flourishing. The Politecnico di Milano has matured over 10
years experience in master level courses in Strategic Design,
Product Service System Design and Service Design, being one
of the schools pioneering these approaches. We believe that
new design profiles should address the abovementioned new
design demand, and therefore students can beneficially be chal-
lenged with problems of a systemic dimension. And, even more,
we believe these students can significantly contribute to “warm-
ing up” research thinking in this field, and prototyping tools for in-
tervention in systemic problems. Actually, their involvement can
result in a double achievement: practising on real cases helps
them to develop awareness towards sustainability and systemic
thinking, and approaching these themes in design studios al-
lows teachers to begin exploring new research topics with more
freedom and creativity. Therefore, we systematically combine re-
search and training, setting up design processes where training
activities are synergically integrated with action research, and
giving students the opportunity to measure themselves with sim-
ilar topics, in dedicated studios or workshops. This is a unique
chance for cultivating in young people an alternative awareness
of design and business, where emphasis is laid on the environ-
mental, social and ethical issues of the community, and for test-
ing the preliminary hypothesis of research with initial ideas.

Investigating a community in its own environment means
paying primary attention to the ethics and values of the project,
so as to orient design actions to make these values tangible and
to develop an approach that connects design to human dignity
and human rights (Buchanan, 2001). In doing this, a shift from
the concept of User Centred Design to one of Community Cen-
tred Design is implied (Meroni, 2008), where understanding be-
haviours and collaborating with the most active social communi-
ties in conceiving and developing solutions (Ogilvy, 2002, Jégou
& Manzini, 2008) is the distinctive work of the designer. Com-
munity Centred Design refers also to an approach that upgrades
the consolidated methods and tools of User Centred Design to
the scale of community, in order to understand its behaviours,
needs and network of relationships.

As a consequence, this approach requires two kinds of
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competences: one related to knowledge of the context, the other
to creative collaboration with non-designers.

The former results in field immersion, so as to pursue a
direct experience of the contexts and develop empathy with the
community. It produces a de-mediated knowledge of people
and places that leads to empathic design: an approach where
designers are pushed to move in real contexts so that projects
benefit from the emotions of both users and designers (Leonard
& Rayport, 1997). To activate people, to spur them to take ac-
tion and collaborate in doing things, designers must be aware
of the kind of behaviours a community will be willing to take up.
Understanding the pivotal assets to rely on in order to design
solutions that propose radical changes in everyday life is, thus,
as essential as knowing the unexploited assets and unmet needs
of a given context. Moving from here, designers can work with lo-
cal communities to develop scenarios, or hypotheses with some
chance of finding the right humus on which they can flourish as
future solutions (Ogilvy, 2002).

The latter, which results in designing scenarios for and with
local communities, requires the designer to be able to manage
collaborative processes and transdisciplinary skills. Helping col-
laborative design practices to happen, fostering conversations
around systemic changes exemplified at the level of everyday
experiences, and materializing big shifts in tangible lifestyles and
business opportunities are actually some of the peculiar capa-
bilities that we believe a designer for services today must have
(Meroni & Sangiorgi, forthcoming 2011).

A critical context for urban development and food
sovereignty

Periurban areas are, today, among major critical contexts
in regional development projects: lying between a town and its
rural surroundings, they are mainly used for agricultural activities
(sometimes sustainable, often conventional), but subject to ur-
ban expansion where formerly separate cities and towns merge
into vast urbanised zones: the way this comes about is crucial for
the sustainable development of a region (Donadieu 2005 Viljoen,
2005). We take them as metacontexts (Manzini, Collina & Evans,
2004), that is widely found typologies with analogous character-
istics in different contexts. Periurban areas are the thresholds
where urban and rural dynamics meet, creating unique opportu-
nities (or risks) to improve the quality of everyday life and make
a decisive step towards sustainable development. The reflection
developed in this essay arises from a cluster of ongoing projects
around the world (Milan, Shanghai, New York and Porto Alegre)
within the DESIS Network' which, notwithstanding the different
progress of the work, can be seen to rest on similar bases and
hypotheses.

Initial field observation, supported by theoretical and em-
pirical research, led us to recognize the following main needs,
resources and design challenges:

Needs and critical factors:
eagriculture is managed through both sustainable and con-
ventional methods: in the absence of alternative and more direct

channels of sale, agricultural practices become gradually less
profitable year by year (Fleury, 2005; Donadieu 2005)

the proximity to town is a real threat for these areas, given
the unquestionably higher value of urban exploitation compared
to agricultural use of the land, in the current mainstream market
(Viljoen, 2005; Petrini, 2005) and in the limited perspective of the
present day;

*the aging population and the progressive lack of motiva-
tion for youth to work as farmers are the reasons for the massive
exodus from these areas. This is due to several factors, among
which : the meagre profitability of the work; the industrialisation
of activities and the “downgrade” of the role of farmer to one of
industrial worker; the lack of appeal of agriculture-related profes-
sions due to their apparent obsolescence and inadequate social-
recognition in mature economies.

the overall quality of life in the areas is perceived as low
because of the scarcity of services, entertainments, infrastruc-
tures, social opportunities.

Resources and local assets:

ssustainable agriculture can become a recognised added
value, thanks to the demand for “clean and fair produce” (Petrini
2005) which comes from the city and is usually bigger than the
offering;

sproximity to town can be seen as an advantage for these
agricultural areas, because of: 1) the ease and convenience of
food transportation and delivery to town; 2) the possibility of in-
venting local tourism formulae connected to agri-culture, taking
advantage of easy and fast connections with the city; 3) the op-
portunity to mix functions and activities so as to complement and
match urban ones;

the quality of the life in these areas is, in terms of health,
unquestionably better than in town, because of cleaner and fresh-
er air, vegetation, less noise and pollution, more open spaces;

*the presence of creative communities and visionary ven-
tures, challenging the traditional way of living and producing in
urban and rural settings, is noticeable here and has a relatively
high impact: the sizable number of initiatives operating in the
agricultural field is likely to be due to the application of urban-
like creativity (Florida, 2005) to agricultural issues. Actually, the
diffusion mechanisms of creativity and activism which are often
accelerated in cities and rely on emulation, find in these critical
contexts a natural area of application. These kinds of initiative
offer a good picture of the lively humus characterizing these con-
texts, despite scarce support from the Institutions and even the
apparent obstructionism of policy against these small actors, to
the advantage of big territorial players (agribusiness, builders,
big retailers).

Design opportunities and challenges

to increase the regional self-sufficiency of the food sys-
tem through various forms of local food sale and de-mediation
(Meroni, 2006) of agricultural production. This still remains the
most important function of periurban agriculture (Petrini, 2005);

to foster multifunctionality of systems and differentiation
of offering over specialization, in order to increase the economi-
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cal profitability of enterprises, while enhancing the attractiveness
and feasibility of services;

«to conceive new cultural meanings for agricultural jobs by
creating added value services and produce, build over the qual-
ity of products, services and activities;

to strengthen the relationships between rural areas and
the city in terms of material, economic and cultural flows, and
rationalize then according to a sustainability assessment;

«to invent new forms of agritourism, agriforestry and prox-
imity leisure to take urban inhabitants into the nearby country-
side, and to intensify relations between agricultural activities and
urban life by imagining new services supporting urban farming;

«to find creative interconnections and new forms of col-
laboration and synergies between farms and other local activi-
ties, so as to save resources and create closed loop systems,
connecting inputs and results of rural activities within a logic of
service symbiosis (Mirata & Ristola, 2007);

to implement new communication technology as support
for collaborative services (Manzini & Baek, 2009);

«to create an imaginary around the place and its produce:
branding products and services in the name of quality and val-
ues.

These design challenges, focused on delivering services
and relations for a more ecological food production, distribution
and consumption, represent the core of the innovation demand
expressed by periurban areas, and have different specifications
in the different geographical contexts.

Approach and method of work

As mentioned, a Design for Services perspective to Place
Development shifts the design focus towards the investigation of
interactions and relations. In the specific context, these are rep-
resented by the network of services supporting the agricultural
business and the new forms of de-mediation between offering
and demand.

Shortening the food chain, fostering multifunctionality of
the systems and implementing collaborative practices are the
key concepts in common that shape the design briefing of the
projects, which is based on the following hypotheses:

eusing local resources to develop a distinctive offering (Mi-
rata & Ristola, 2007; Magnaghi, 2000) and activating collabora-
tive practices of work (Cottam & Leadbeater, 2004) can produce
tangible and effective improvements in the quality of life and
environment;

sustaining local collaborative patterns, which involve in-
habitants and enterprises, can create the conditions for social
innovations to flourish and change settlement models by chang-
ing underlying practices (Latouche, 2004);

esupporting social innovation is therefore crucial, because
creative communities can play a major role as potential engine
of the change. This assumption implies an approach to trans-
formation that, borrowing concepts from Positive Psychology
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Inghilleri, 2003), relies on
and enhances the positive assets of a system or a context in
order to produce a change;

*bridging divisions between disciplines, institutions and
public, private and voluntary sectors is, today, the most ad-
vanced way to innovate in production and particularly in ser-
vice provision. According to Landry (2000), new forms of alli-
ances have to be set up, while Murray, Caulier-Grice and Mulgan
(2010) speak about overlapping fields of the social economy,
social entrepreneurship and social enterprise.

Therefore, the method of work currently being experiment-
ed starts by observing local assets, goes on to create specific
projects shaped by/oriented towards a scenario and ends up
with the creation of a network of synergies:

1.Resources and assets mapping: finding, analyzing and
visualizing the “place capital” (natural + artificial + social) and
the relative potentialities.

2.Social innovation mapping: finding, describing and rep-
resenting the local creative communities and their initiatives.

3.Scenario and solutions design: co-designing a set of
scenarios for the context, exemplified in specific solutions con-
nected to the existent social innovation.

4.Defining pilot projects: finding the most promising initia-
tives and developing ideas about how to replicate them or start
up new initiatives using existing assets.

5.Project networking: linking projects in a local system,
creating mutual connections and relating them to the external
environment.

6.Project communication: communication of single proj-
ects and of the whole scenario.

One crucial point of scenario-building is the connection of
the projects into a network organization, or more specifically, the
way the different services are connected to support one another
and to frame a consistent scenario. The strong sense of commu-
nity that we have observed in cases of social innovation leads us
to assume that the social and relational basis for the network is
likely to be the need to enhance actors’ perception of a coherent
community where everybody (the local “changemakers” - Dray-
ton, 2010) contributes to collective success. This is facilitated
when a shared vision confers the network with a sense of iden-
tity, claims values, creates trust and orients motivations, actions
and strategies (Van Alstyne, 1997). The functional basis for the
network is the need to share or complement the various assets
and operations of the different activities, so as to make beneficial
synergies. As a consequence, three forms of synergy can be
investigated:

*Synergies between analogous activities: economies of
scale and scope of similar solutions that can benefit from sharing
some operations and infrastructure, and creating critical mass.

*Synergies between complementary activities: economies
of scale and scope between different solutions which, while de-
livering different products and services, have many common el-
ements since the outputs of one activity become the inputs of
another.

*Synergies between compatible activities: economies of
scale and scope between solutions which, when combined, can
generate mutual virtuous savings and reinforcement.

Synergies allow collaborative problem solving to happen,
meaning that they create the condition for breaking tasks into
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sub-tasks and sharing them (Van Alstyne, 1997), activating col-
laborative services (Jégou & Manzini, 2008) and collaborative
entrepreneurship (Dayton, 2010). Altogether they outline differ-
ent scenarios of Community Supported Agriculture, where food
production, trading, hospitality, leisure, cultural and social activi-
ties create a unique mix of functions.

The six-step process here described aims to generate ideas
for activities and services based on the creative use of local as-
sets and to establish a direct connection with local creative com-
munities and ventures. We propose that regional planning be in-
formed by these ideas and by the network structure of city and its
periurban area that they imply. Having said this, we believe that
the specific contribution of design for services consists in offering
a methodological toolbox to support a new paradigm of urban-
isation based on this approach, and in engaging a continuous,
strategic dialogue with the community (van der Heijden, 2005;
Manzini, Collina & Evans, 2004; Landry, 2000; Kahn et al., 2009).

Ongoing projects

The process presented in the previous paragraph has been
applied, in different stages, to the aforementioned projects. While
the ones in New York and Porto Alegre are still in the proposal
phase, Milano and Shanghai have already developed to a stage
that allows more than a few reflections about their outcomes as
design and training experiences. For these two contexts the op-
portunity to share some design thought arises from a couple of
applied research projects for the local periurban areas: the Agri-
cultural South Park in Milano and Chongming Island in Shanghai.

The process has been reiterated more than once in the
two situations, upscaling the substance and importance of the
projects. In fact, in both cases an extensive design experiment
has been carried out involving students? in initial self-committed
research. A couple of workshops have created the first scenarios
and set of ideas that enabled the start of a strategic conversa-
tion with prospective partners and interlocutors for projects with
real commitments. From here further professional research steps
have recently been taken.

Milano

The Milanese project, in fact, started as methodological re-
search, funded by the Italian government?, and then evolved into
a bigger, more specific project named “Nutrire Milano. Energie
per il Cambiamento” (Feeding Milano. Energy for change, http://
www.nutriremilano.it), funded by local institutions (Fondazione
Cariplo - a bank foundation- Comune di Milano and Provincia di
Milano). The project was proposed and is now being developed
by a partnership between the Politecnico di Milano, Slow Food
Italia and the Universita di Scienze Gastronomiche. Students’
contributions have been integrated in the process since its begin-
ning, and currently other classes of service design students are
participating in it: for them the topic has definitely become their
chance to face a real context of application, and for the School of
Design a consolidated and recognised field of work.

The first ideas developed with students have evolved into
a broader scenario built on the principles of direct relations (de-

mediation) between producers and consumers, and collabora-
tion among actors. Eight service models, inspired by the existing
situation and taking it a bit further (Meroni, Simeone & Trapani,
2008), have helped the scenario to materialise into tangible life-
styles and business opportunities. These include the Collective
Park Brand, the Farmers’ Market, Public Green Procurements,
Food Box Subscription, the Visitors’ Centres, the Rural Cultural
Centre, Horticulture and Urban indoor/outdoor agriculture (for a
detailed description see: Meroni, Simeone & Trapani, 2009) (fig

Fig. 1: The network of service models developed for the periurban

area of the Parco Agricolo Sud di Milano, Italy.

This scenario has then laid the basis for the project, Nutrire
Milano, whose pillars are multifunctionality, de-mediation and
collaboration.

The main actions undertaken in this project are: 1) support-
ing existing best practices and resources in the agricultural field;
2) activating resources not yet / no longer valorised; 3) creat-
ing new services. The project will systematically implement pilot
activities to test and assess ongoing ideas: the local farmers’
market is already under experimentation (http://www.mercatidel-
laterra.it/ita/network/milano) (fig.2)

Fig. 2: The ‘Mercato della Terra’ in Milano: the first pilot project
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launched within the framework of the project Nutrire Milano for the
Parco Agricolo Sud di Milano, Italy

Shanghai

The Chinese project started as a self-committed applied re-
search project by Studio TAO of TEKTAO* and IDEO Shanghai,
and then, by involving Tongji and Politong university students, it
has grown in scope and capability of creating connections with
local and international partners. Currently the various seeds of
ideas planted by the students have flourished into a comprehen-
sive scenario which joins different services of food production
/ distribution and local tourism into a network, and proposes a
hub (Design Harvests Hub) as a local engine for discussing the
scenario with the local community and gradually implementing
it. In particular, the workshop with the Politong students® has led
to a proposed network of five new, creative business ideas deal-
ing with food, agriculture, hospitality, mobility and health, to cre-
ate an entrepreneurial community in the village of Xian Qiao, in
Chongming Island. (fig.3)

Fig. 3: The five new business ideas developed for the periurban Island
of Chongmin, Shanghai, China.

Conclusions

The conclusions we would like to draw from the discussion
of these experiences fit into two categories: results concerning
the disciplinary approach of design for services applied to place
development, and the involvement of design school students in
similar activities.

The discipline: design for services
*The value of introducing a design for service perspective

in place development processes, can therefore be summarized
in the distinctive contribution it makes to the following points
(Meroni & Sangiorgi, forthcoming 2011):

*Creating convergence: assuming that the key objective
of scenario building is to generate convergence among diverse
players on a vision for the future (Manzini & Jegou, 2003), de-
sign for services can help scenarios “materialise” into concepts
and artefacts;

*Supporting design thinking: assuming that today, and
more and more in the future, good ideas will come from both
amateurs and professionals (Leadbeater, 2008), new approach-
es are needed to reverse top-down design processes and shape
horizontal frameworks of collaboration where innovation is inter-
preted as a social, cumulative and collaborative activity. Design
thinking represents an approach to idea generation and prob-
lem solving that both designers and non-designers can develop
and apply: Design for Services can create the conditions for it
to spread, offering specific tools to help (highly relational and
multidisciplinary) co-design processes to target communities
of innovators. This leads to the concept of community centred
design, where attention shifts from the individual “user” to the
community, which replaces the role that was previously reserved
for the “user in helping the designer to decode and interpret the
emerging design demand;

*Building capacity: assuming that the very essence of
designing strategically is enhancing and building capacities in
communities and organisations to see problems better, while
choosing the right strategies to act (Burns et al., 2006; Meroni,
2008; Zurlo 2010), design for services can contribute by con-
ceiving services that enable new behaviours through the pro-
vision of competences and by appealing to people’s individual
motivations. In fact, social psychology (Seligman & Csikszent-
mihalyi, 2000) teaches us that the systematic building of com-
petency and skills is a way to prevent problems and facilitate
collective wellbeing (Von Hippel, 2005). According to several
authors (Parker & Heapy 2006; Zuboff & Maxmin, 2002) a new
service enterprise model is emerging which is no longer centred
on products or services, but on the provision of “the support”
people need to navigate a complex world and to lead their own
lives as they wish. Manzini (2007) speaks about “enabling plat-
forms” and “enabling kits” as ways for designers to help people
generate their own solutions.

The involvement of design schools

*Cross fertilization: assuming that design for service and
design thinking are approaches that largely benefit from trans-
disciplinarity and extended strategic conversations, the sys-
tematic involvement of students becomes a real opportunity for
“warming-up” thinking and creating a larger arena for idea gen-
eration and discussion. It is, moreover, an opportunity for them
to practice systemic thinking, tackle wicked problems, develop
and prototype ideas and get in touch with competences other
than design.

sLinks: for designers, and thus even more for prospec-
tive designers, the exercise of conceiving and developing ideas
which are mutually interconnected into a local system is a way
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to experience the complexity of a real context and to trigger a
mutual learning process.

*Empathic design: assuming the importance of stepping
into the shoes of others in order to understand their positions
and become more capable of designing for and with them, the
social innovation led approach brings a distinctive value both to
education and practice. Pushing students to work as “antennas”
of social innovation (Jégou & Meroni, in Meroni, 2007) is a way
of training young designers in field work while, at the same time,
putting them in touch with extremely motivated groups of vision-
ary, non-professional, designers, who reveal unexpected cre-
ativity, opening the mind and driving one to think-out-of-the-box.
We have experienced in students what we have also noticed in
our research team, viz. the development of emotional connec-
tions and empathy with the context that eventually also stimulate
a real sensitiveness towards sustainability.

*New design skills: assuming the need for academics to
respond to a new demand for professional design, place devel-
opment projects offer the chance to build and test a new set of
skills for designers dealing with services.

To conclude, we would like to acknowledge that similar
research projects are opening to designers, and especially de-
signers working for services, quite a promising area of opera-
tion which has been so far territory of architects, urban planners,
sociologists and economists. Designers are here bringing to the
table a kind of knowledge that is likely to be peculiar and there-
fore not exclusive of other roles, but instead complementary.
This new role is connected to the rising impact of services on the
way economies produce value, and to the increasing importance
of network technologies as means of self-organisation and dis-
tributed creativity. Therefore these research projects are experi-
menting, in both professional and academic contexts, methods
and tools for this new role of the designer.

References

Bateson, G. (1979) Mind and Nature. Necessary Unity. New
York: Bantam Books

Brezet, J.& Ehrenfeld, S. (2001) The development of eco-effi-
cient services. Suspronet. working paper.

Buchanan, R. (1992). Wicked Problems in Design Thinking. De-
sign Issues, 8(2). Spring. pp. 5 — 21.

Buchanan, R. (2001). Human Dignity and Human Rights:
Thoughts on the Principles of Human-Centered Design. Design
Issues, 17(3). Summer. pp.35 — 39.

Donadieu, P. (2005). Campaignes urbaines. France: Ecole natio-
nale superieure du paysage Ed.

Drayton, B. (2010). Tipping the world: The power of collaborative
entrepreneurship. What Matters. McKinsey & Company. April 8.
[available at: http://whatmatters.mckinseydigital.com/social_en-
trepreneurs/tipping-the-world-the-power-of-collaborative-entre-
preneurship]

Fleury, A. (ed). (2005). L’agriculture périurbaine. Les Cahiers de
la multifonctionnalité. No. 8.

Florida R. (2005). Cities and the creative class. New York: Rout-
ledge

Halpin, H. & Summer, K. (2008). Network organizations for the
21st century, Turbulence. Ideas for movements. Number 4, July.
pp. 55-63 [available at: http://turbulence.org.uk/turbulence-4/
network-organisation-for-the-21st-century]

Inghilleri P. (2003). La « buona vita ». Per l'uso creativo degli
oggetti nella societa del’'abbondanza. Milano: Guerini e Associati
Jégou, F. (2010) Social innovations and regional acupuncture
towards sustainability. Paper presented at the 2010 International
Conference on Green Zhuzhou /Hunan, May 21-22

Jégou, F. & Manzini, E. (2008). Collaborative services: social in-
novation and design for sustainability. Milan: Edizioni Polidesign
[available at: www.sustainable-everyday.net]

Kahn, L., Ali R.; Buonfino, A.; Leadbeater, C. & Mulgan G.
(2009). Breakthrough cities: how cities can mobilise creativity
and knowledge to tackle compelling social challenges. London:
British Council and the Young Foundation. [available at: http://
creativecities.britishcouncil.org/files/data/exploratory/Break-
through%20cities%20report.pdf ].

Landry C. (2000). The Creative City. A Toolkit for Urban Innova-
tors. London: Earthscan

Latouche S. (2004). Survivre au développement, Paris: Mille et
un nuits

Leadbeater C. (2007) Social enterprise and social innovation:
Strategies for the next ten years, A social enterprise think piece
for the Office of the Third Sector, Cabinet Office, Office of the
Third Sector, UK. [available at: www.charlesleadbeater.net/cms/
xstandard/social_enterprise_innovation.pdf ]

Leadbeater, C. (2008). We Think: The Power of Mass Creativity.
London: Profile Books LTD.

Leonard, D. and Rayport, J. (1997). Spark Innovation Through
Empathic Design. Harvard Business Review, November-Decem-
ber. pp. 102-113

Leonard, D. & Rayport, J. (1997). Spark Innovation Through Em-
pathic Design. Harvard Business Review, November-December.
pp. 102-113.



Anna Meroni
Design for services and place development

241

Magnaghi, A. (2000). Il progetto locale. Torino: Bollati Boringhieri
Manzini, E.& Jegou, F. (2003) Sustainable everyday: scenarios
of Urban Life. Milano: Edizioni Ambiente

Manzini, E.; Collina, L.& Evans, S. (eds) (2004). Solution ori-
ented partnership: how to design industrialised sustainable solu-
tions. Cranfield: Cranfield University

Manzini, E.& Meroni, A. (2007). Emerging User Demands for
Sustainable Solutions, EMUDE. in Ralf, M. (Ed) Design Re-
search Now: Essays and Selected Projects. Basel: Birkhduser
Mangzini, E. (2007). Design Research for Sustainable Social In-
novation, . in Ralf, M. (Ed) Design Research Now: Essays and
Selected Projects. Basel: Birkhauser

Meroni, A. (2006). Food de-intermediation. Strategic Design for
the creation of transparent food networks. in: Salmi E. & Anus-
ionwu L. (Eds) Cumulus Working Papers: Nantes. Helsinki: Uni-
versity of Art and Design

Meroni, A. (ed.). (2007) Creative Communities. People inventing
sustainable ways of living, Milano: Edizioni Polidesign [available
at www.sustainable-everyday.net]

Meroni, A. (2008). Strategic design: where are we now? Reflec-
tion around the foundations of a recent discipline. Strategic De-
sign Research Journal, 1(1), July-December. pp. 31-38, [avail-
able at: www.unisinos.br/sdrj/]

Meroni, A. & Sangiorgi, D. (forthcoming 2011). Design for Ser-
vices. Aldershot, UK: forthcoming for Gower Publishing.

Meroni, A.; Simeone G. & Trapani P. (2008). A vision of an urban
countryside. Service Design as a contribution to the rururban
planning. in Cipolla, C. & Peruccio, P.P. (Eds.) (2008). Chang-
ing the Change: proceedings. Changing the Change. Visions,
Proposals and Tools. Turin 10-12 July 2008. Torino: Umberto Al-
lemandi & C. Editore, [available at www.allemandi.com/cp/ctc ]
Meroni, A.; Simeone, G. & Trapani P. (2009). Servizi per le reti
agroalimentari. Il Design dei Servizi come contributo alla pro-
gettazione delle aree agricole periurbane. in Ferraresi, G. (ed.)
Produrre e scambiare valore territoriale: dalla citta diffusa allo
scenario di forma urbis et agri. Firenze: Alinea Editrice

Murray R.; Caulier-Grice J. & Mulgan G. (2010). The open book
of social innovation. London: NESTA - Young Foundation, on line
publication [available at: www.nesta.org.uk/publications/reports/
assets/features/the_open_book_of social_innovation]

Ogilvy, J. (2002). Creating better futures: Scenario Planning As
a Tool for A Better Tomorrow. New York: Oxford University Press.
Parker, S. & Heapy, J. (2006). The Journey to the Interface.
How public service design can connect users to reform. London:
Demos.

Petrini, C. (2005). Buono, pulito e giusto. Torino: Einaudi.
Seligman, M. E. P., & Csikszentmihalyi M. (2000). Positive psy-
chology: An introduction. American Psychologist, (55) pp 5-14.
Van Alstyne, M. (1997), The State of Network Organization: A
Survey in Three Frameworks. Journal of Organizational Com-
puting and Electronic Commerce, 7 (2 & 3) June. pp.83 — 151
Vezzoli, C.(2007).System Design for Sustainability, Rimini: Mag-
gioli Editore

Viljoen, A. (ed.). 2005. Continuous Productive Urban Land-
scapes: Designing Urban Agriculture for Sustainable Cities. UK:
Elsevier.

Von Hippel, E. (2005). Democratizing Innovation. Cambridge
MA: The MIT Press.

Zuboff, S. & Maxmin J. (2002). The Support Economy: Why Cor-
porations Are Failing Individuals and the Next Episode of Capi-
talism. New York: Penguin Books.

Zurlo, F. (2004) Della relazione fra strategia e design: note crit-
iche. In Bertola P.& Manzini E. (edited by) Design Multiverso:
appunti di fenomenologia del design. Milano: Edizioni Polidesign
Zurlo, F. (2010). Design Strategico, in: Various Authors. Gli spazi
e le arti. Volume 1V:XXI Secolo. Roma: Enciclopedia Treccani.

Notation

1.Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability: an interna-
tional network launched by a group of researchers gravitating
around the Politecnico di Milano (http://www.desis-network.org)
2. students of Service Design and Product Service System De-
sign from the School of Design of the Politecnico di Milano, and
of Politong Master Program - a double degree program between
the Politecnico di Milano and the Politecnico di Torino in Italy,
and Tongji University in Shanghai, China

3.The first commitment for the project came from the PRIN, Miur,
2006 — 2007, Italian University and Research Ministry, then in
2009 Fondazione Cariplo, Comune di Milano and Provincia di
Milano, have funded the project “ Nutrire Milano. Energie per il
Cambiamento” (Feeding Milano. Energy for change) where the
Politecnico di Milano partners with Slow Food lItalia and Univer-
sita di Scienze Gastronomiche.

4.Studio TAO is a Shanghai based design “think-and-action
tank” focused on sustainability

5.The workshop was held by Anna Meroni and Lou Yongqi with
the support of Miaosen Gong, Clarisa
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The role of creative communities and col-
laborative networks

Abstract

The essay presents a social innovation led approach to
the design of public space, following the reflection developed
for the research Human Cities (2009-2010) within the EU action
programme Culture. Assuming social innovation to be a set of
promising new ways in which people and communities engage to
strengthen themselves to achieve a result, often as a bottom-up
initiative, it discusses what motivates these groups to take action
over public space, and how design can support them.

This perspective implies the power of the social fabric to
make an effect on the condition and development of a physical
public space, instead of the other way round.

This action of (re)shaping public space underlines its value
as a common good, meaning that all the members of a commu-
nity can make use of it. It is defined as an inseparable unity of so-
cial and spatial elements. As a countercheck to this observation,
we find that, when the sense of community and empowerment is
lost, the frail essence of this kind of good is no longer recognized
and it becomes continuously subject to acts of violence.

The analytical phase of the research presented in this es-
say is based on the observation of case studies, from where we
synthesize a reflection on the role of creative communities and
collaborative networks in generating and promoting new typolo-
gies of public space. Community can be built on: spaces and
common services shared and opened to their neighbourhoods;
local resources and skills connected to a wider network; initia-
tives aimed to promote the value of a place.

In conclusion, the paper proposes a possible pragmatic
strategy to create design contexts and tools to support similar
phenomena.

From Creative Communities and beyond

A recent EU funded research project - Human Cities,
(2009-2010) within the action programme "Culture" — gave us
the chance to further the reflection on social innovation and
sustainable development within urban contexts, with a specific
emphasis on public space (Coirier, Goli¢nik Marusi¢, & Niksic,
2010). This paper takes the reflections started within that context
even further (Meroni & Trapani, 2010).

The way we have been dealing with social innovation
phenomena so far has led us to develop the concept of Creative
Communities. Over the years we have matured a consolidated
background to this field, collecting and analysing cases of
social innovation from all over the world'. We define Creative
Communities as groups of people who creatively organise
themselves to obtain a result, exploring the transition towards
sustainable ways of living and producing. Moreover social
innovation can drive technological and production innovation in
view of sustainability (Meroni, 2007).

Focussing on communities has led us to talk about a
Community Centred Design, where the attention shifts from the
individual “user” to the “community” as the new subject of interest
for a design that is more aware of current social dynamics
(Meroni, 2008).

This experience has taught us important lessons: the most
interesting, meaningful and, to some extent, surprising is that
there is a deep, lasting and identity-building sense of enjoyment
and satisfaction in “taking care” of people/things/places and in
“putting effort” into doing things. Both are ways of assuming
responsibility towards the community and society in general and
thus towards common goods, public space being one of them.
This is where the importance of creating a social innovation-led
approach for design has become crucial: designers can do a lot to
start, support and spread its application. Within a society where
pleasure and wellbeing are mainly conceived (and proposed) as
“being served” and “consuming things” this lesson is a sort of
Copernican revolution that can trigger a new way of conceiving
and developing innovation in different social and business fields.

The process behind this behaviour, according to
psychologists (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), lies at the
root of self-fulfilment. Subjective well-being is related to a belief in
interpersonal relationships: by helping each other, a community
of support and strength has the capacity to bring people together
around an idea, to get people moving, to get together to resolve
a problem. Not only does the community find specific ways
of building values, but also a sense of personal well-being is
instilled. An attitude of this kind arises when we discover how
to determine our own lives, instead of seeing ourselves as
“consumers” of products; when we make creative use of objects
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in the plenitude of society, according to what Inghilleri (2003)
calls “sense endowed materialism”, using artefacts instead of
being used by them.

Necessarily following on from this set of conditions,
awareness towards common goods increases and all commons
acquire a new importance in the personal and collective sense of
wellbeing and belonging. This trend becomes manifest in what
we can call the emerging economy?, which is founded on three
pillars:

«a social character that is closely linked to the social
innovation we have been studying;

«an environmental re-orientation that leads to a green-
revolution, and a new territorial focus;

technological
unprecedented Such an economy calls for a new kind of
product/service system, enabling people to address the lives
they want to live. The accent shifts from products or services to
“the support” they provide to people, in order to lead their own
lives as they wish, and to navigate a complex world. Manzini
talks about platforms for actions, enabling people to express
themselves and bring their own capabilities into play in creating
the solutions for their own lives, becoming part of the answer
rather than part of the problem. Here, services acquire a unique
importance: service provision rather than goods is becoming
fundamental to economic exchange®. Value is co-created with
and defined by the user, rather than embedded in outputs, and
that's why services become the paradigm of this emerging
economy (Meroni & Sangiorgi, forthcoming 2011).

innovation that comes from an

Public space as a special kind of common

The social economy is an emerging phenomenon also
characterised by the following elements: a strong role for values
and missions in clustering groups active in certain fields; an
emphasis on collaboration and on repeated interactions to
accomplish bottom-up actions, aiming to achieve a common
goal; a preference for care and maintenance rather than one-
off consumption; the blur of boundaries between production
and consumption; the intensive use of distributed networks to
sustain and manage relationships, capable of being realized by
broadband, mobile and other means of communication (Murray,
2009).

Public space seems to be one of the favourite hot spots of
this economy and of social innovation, given its intrinsic nature
of space “of and for” relationships.

We define public space as a special type of common good.
Public space is traditionally a common, defined as a collectively
owned resource. We believe that the novelty lies in considering
it from a broader perspective which privileges the cultural and
behavioural spheres over the spatial one, in a holistic vision of
what a “common good” is. Thus it is what happens (or could
happen) in the public space that reflects its true significance for
the community. Public space is therefore both a social, political,
and physical space “where things get done and where people
have a sense of belonging and have an element of control over
their lives™.

Public space, in the times of social economy, promotes the
values and the missions shared by the local community, fostering
a sense of identity and belonging: we can see this very clearly,
for instance, in the diffused system of community gardens in the
Lower East Side in New York City; in the seafront promenades of
many ltalian towns, where people bring tables and chairs to eat
and chat outdoors; or in the cultural and social mix to be found on
the beaches of Rio de Janeiro. Public places are the accessible
fields of opportunity and interaction, where people can meet
to share experiences and visions, where they can try-out new
paths to solve their own problems and improve the quality of life.
Given its inherent character of accessibility, public space is the
natural stage for social interaction and collaboration, promoting
buzz, reciprocal influence and unexpected delight in the most
dynamic neighbourhoods of our cities. As a countercheck to this
statement, we can observe that the meaning of public space
is continuously eroded when the sense of being a group of
empowered people with a common interest, living together in
a given place, is lost. Suddenly public space starts to lose its
valuable status of common good, becoming either a no man’s
land, a place of fear, crime and degradation or the domain of
building speculation.

Over the decades, the ability to reshape urban space
to new needs has always been an effective way to promote
an attitude of care and maintenance rather than one-shot
consumption. The topic of land waste is certainly crucial in the
present environmental crisis, but the rising awareness of its
limited availability can prevent disappointed citizens moving
to the countryside only if the community is able to make cities
desirable places to live in.

While other kinds of common goods, such as air and
water, are “given”, public space is commonly “produced”. For
this reason its meaning, allocation and use has to respect
the needs of a vast audience, which has led to the birth of
PARK(ing) DAY® in San Francisco, where 70% of public space
is dedicated to vehicles, while only a fraction of that space is
allocated to the public realm. The situation is even worse in
many other metropolitan areas around the world. Anyone can
participate in this strictly non-commercial project, which has
been expanding worldwide, intended to promote creativity, civic
engagement, critical thinking, unscripted social interactions,
generosity and play. The creativity of those who live and run
the cities will determine their future success and attractiveness.
Creative groups are often the starters of renovation processes
in contemporary cities, later involving a wider range of social
groups. However, we often forget that creativity is not an
exclusive domain of artists and innovation and is not exclusively
technological. The emerging paradigm shifts attention toward
social innovation, which mostly takes place in the commonly
produced good of public space (Landry, 2000).

Cases and purposes

To investigate the different shapes that public space could
take as a common, we have made an extended observation of
cases and then selected those with a clearer focus.
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In this investigation, particular attention has been given
to cases produced in Milan and discussed within the context
of the research, Human Cities. Observation has been directed
to situations where creative communities have taken action
towards public space with different purposes. This has led us
to the following categorization, which helped in understanding
the rationale of the different actions, though not assumed to be
exhaustive:

To produce goods and services for the household economy
— the household sub-economy and the extension of family
productive space into public space, as in an extended home: i.e.
allotment gardens and community gardens;

*USA, New York City, Lower East Side Community Gardens.
A network of Community Gardens in public plots, created and
maintained by the local residents, has been flourishing since the
Seventies, greening the neighborhood and providing it with a rich
social space;

*France, Paris, Jardin Nomade - Nomadic Garden.
Residents transform an abandoned plot into a shared
neighbourhood garden.
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To host services and activities shared by community
housing — the public space of a neighbourhood community
formally or informally structured as a co-housing community: e.g.
playgrounds for children, barter and yard markets, open access
workplaces;

eltaly, Milano, Cantieri Aperti - Beyond the building site. A
project of the group of activists esterni that aims to turn temporary
building sites into physical and ideal spaces the neighbourhood
can enjoy or use to host events;

«ltaly, Milano, The Community of Villapizzone. A community
to share everything with everybody, The Villapizzone community
is a place in which people live sharing everything they have;

«ltaly, Comeglians, Udine, Albergo Diffuso - Diffuse hotel.
A system to manage accommodation for tourists in the local
territory, using private houses and existing resources;
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To create contexts in which elective communities can
express themselves, get organised and find synergies to help
each other — the realm of public art and of amateur activities:
e.g. flash mobs, arts performances, sport sessions, knitting
happenings, music performances;

sLithuania, Vilnius, Street Musician Day. Bycoordinating the
performances of different local bands, this event gives everyone
a possibility to express him/her self in music;

*The Netherlands, Eindhoven, Graffiti Galerie. A place in
the city centre where graffiti artworks are allowed. Tolerating the
spraying of graffiti in certain places, even promoting the artistic
value of the works, is a way to prevent vandalism;
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To reclaim the streets for different uses — the city re-
appropriated for more human activities: e.g. proximity-vacation
spots, spaces to rest and relax, public dining tables, public
dancing floors, cycling and walking areas, open-air cinemas;

*Brazil, Sdo Paulo, Elevado Costa e Silva (Minhogao, Big
Heartworm). A violent wound in the city that is now closed to
traffic on Sundays, by the will of the municipality, when it opens
to the public for bicycle recreation;

eltaly, Milan, Film Festivals. A series of initiatives of the
group esterni, which bring the cinema to the streets and public
spaces, creating unconventional open-air theaters and places of
encounter;

eltaly, Milan, Tango lllegal. It is an amateur dance group
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that organizes tango nights in the heart of Milan and in the
surrounding area gathering a number of dancers in public
spaces temporarily equipped with hi-fi music players;

eltaly, Milan, The Public Design Festival, Duepercinque. An
initiative launched in 2009 by the group esterni, to collect
and show ideas about how to temporarily use parking lots for
purposes more oriented to public wellbeing and benefit.
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To express a political position, through activities and/or art
performances — public space as a context of constructive protest,
cultural and social engagement, where proposals are presented
through “demonstrative prototypes” of possible improvements:
e.g. guerrilla gardening, reforestation initiatives;

eltaly, Milan and Turin, Guerrilla Gardening. Free gardening
attack (mainly in the night time) in different places of the cities,
aiming to embellish neglected or forgotten areas with plants and
flowers;

«ltaly, Milan, Darsenapioniera. April 2010. A group of active
citizens gathers to envision new possible uses of a very popular
public place in the centre of the city, in order to subtract it from
building speculation;

«ltaly, Milan, Sorridi, ti stanno filmando! - Smile, you’re on
air! January 2009. An intervention by the group esterni to think
about social control in public space through video-control. It is a
guerrilla action placing new road signs at the bottom of CCTV
cameras, similar in size and graphics to real ones but with the
message: “Smile, you're on air”;

«Turkey, izmir, Balcova Afforestation Society. Afforestation
of drought areas and care of plants in the Balgova district by
people living in the area.
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To enhance living contexts — public space as an everyday
panorama calling for quality, beyond the distinction between
public and private: e.g. loan gardens cultivated by neighbours;
cleaning days and public space maintenance by the inhabitants,
open museums and galleries;

*The Netherlands, The Hague, Neighbourhood Shares.
Inhabitants improve living conditions in their neighbourhood
by taking over responsibility from local authorities for certain
neighbourhood maintenance tasks;

*The Netherlands, Utrecht, Loan Gardens. Public green
maintained by the residents makes a neighbourhood more

beautiful and welcoming;
@
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To improve security, safety and efficiency — public space
as concierges and infrastructures maintained by the inhabitants:
neighbourhood watch, collectively managed infrastructures and
maintenance services;

*Finland, Helsinki, The Bearpark Sponsors. Elderly people,
the police and the municipality networking for the benefit of
public space, with the aim of promoting the participation of local
people in taking care of their surroundings;

*Germany, Cologne Mihlheim, MFG Mulheimer Fahrrad
Gruppe — MFG Cycle Association. Paths and services for urban
cyclists are better maintained thanks to the care and surveillance
of the residents;

*Turkey, The Kerkenes Eco-Center and Environmental
Studies. The Kerkenes Eco-Center is in a village called
Sahmuratli, in Yozgat. By 2003 the eco-center established a
concept of researching and promoting renewable energy and
sustainable village life, where inhabitants actively contribute.
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These cases present public space as an inseparable unity
of meaning and spatial context, and of social and technical
conditions, breaking the conventional boundary between
private and public goods. Social innovation and public activism
systematically transfer behaviours and purposes between the
two realms of the household and the State.

It has been argued (Murray et al. 2008) that today social
innovation stems from many sources: for instance, new forms of
mutual action between individuals within the household economy
— whether in the form of open source software, or web-based
social networking around specific issues - are increasing in
number and importance. Generally speaking, the household is
becoming a fundamental cell of social innovation (Leadbeater,
2008). Moreover, the development of social enterprise operating
within the market has been noticeable (Jégou & Manzini, 2008;
Murray, 2009). Reaching beyond the limitations of the old
categories, we discover that the Market can, to some extent,
meet the goals of the social economy.

It is also true that the State is reshaping the concept of
public property and the way to ‘commensurate’ social production,
changing its own methods of allocation and control. In other
cases, in addition to producing sociality, innovation by social
enterprises has provoked responses from the private sector and
the State. Finally, as mentioned, the weight of the household
within the social economy is growing, both through labour in
the household, and via the contribution to social production of
informal networks, associations and social movements, and this
is the realm of the social production of public space.

Studies in this field are flourishing in several parts of the
world, many of them within the international network of DESIS®
which aim at investigating social innovation from a broader
perspective. A specific research on the value and the potential
of social innovation for the benefit of the public space is now
in progress in New York City, by Parsons The New School
for Design. A group of researchers from the DESIS Lab is
investigating the impact of creative communities in transforming
urban space and lifestyles, with the aim of amplifying the scope
and the benefits of these initiatives’.

Networking and connecting

During our research path, we've registered the presence
of groups of active citizens in different urban contexts, working
to foster awareness of the local community around the topic of
public space®. We acknowledge to these creative groups the
role of hero in the stories, even though they simply perceive in
advance what will later become a common opinion.

Given the blurred boundary between production and
consumption of public space, we can borrow Alvin Toffler’s term
‘prosumer’ (Toffler, 1980) to define the new kind of aware citizen
who knows best what the right solutions are for his/her local
situation. Without their action, the mere existence of physical
public space is as useful as a piece of hardware without software.
The community is the context to orchestrate this plurality of
voices, through a democratic process that recognizes equal
opportunities to all members, allowing their desires to guide the

creation and implementation of solutions.

The present stage of transformative innovation would
not be possible without the spread of networks and global
infrastructures for communication and social networking. We
have already mentioned the circular relationship between
physical space and people living in it, but public spaces are now
being redefined and extended thanks to a third applied force: ICT
technology. Flash mobs, street festivals, condo and street TVs,
meet-up groups of all kinds are the new high-tech actors of the
wired public space. Terms like peer-to-peer (distributed networks
of equal entities mutually available), de-mediation (taking away
the middlemen from retailing), wikis (websites open to easy and
collaborative creation), collaborative platforms (on-line or off-
line contexts which allow participation), open source (practices
that allow contents created to be available to everybody) have
moved from the lexicon of distributed systems to every-day life
repertoire. It is interesting to observe the shift toward new habits,
when people are given the enabling tools to do things together,
without needing traditional top-down organizational structures.

According to Clay Shirky® a revolution doesn’t happen
when a society adopts new tools, but only when a society
adopts new behaviours, exploiting these possibilities. This is
what Jégou and Manzini define social innovation, meaning the
various changes, mainly emerging from bottom-up, in the way
individuals or communities act to solve a problem or to generate
new opportunities (Jégou & Manzini, 2008). The rise of a
distributed organisation model, where innovation and knowledge
epicentres are widely dispersed and linked by networks, steps
back from the imposition of standardised and simplified solutions
from the centre. On the contrary, the network acknowledges local
communities and neighbours living at the margins as those who
have ta sense of specificity of time, place, events and beliefs,
a kind of insight that central politicians totally lack (Murray,
2009). Local innovative solutions to everyday life problems can
be promoted and circulated in different epicentres of the net,
fostering a process of social learning, where even the original
promoters of the initiative can improve their solution thanks to
the shared experiences.

Strategies and approaches for doing and supporting

How can we, as designers, actively operate to foster such
initiatives? How can we intervene in the pattern of society to
support or make them flourish? These questions open the debate
around the role of the designer in the present context.

It seems to be clear that it's time to adopt new perspectives.
Several authors sustain that one possible role of a designer today
is to create conditions for people to use creativity and innovate
at the local scale, becoming able to recognise and understand
the context in which innovations are born and develop tools and
methodologies to support these situations (Sang & Manzini,
2009; IDEO 2009).

We believe it's time to support people in doing things and
to do things with people. Both situations imply a co-designing
capacity that must be put into practice with professional skills and
tools, and raise more transversal reflections to be developed. Both
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require stimulating a positive attitude in people, systematically
building competency and encouraging pro-activity.

Questioning the role of the designer today means
questioning also those of the client and user, which leads us to
think about how and why we can support people in doing things
and do things with people. That's to say that design should
become the context of the actions and be better embedded in
people’s behaviour.

We believe that how to support people in doing things, is the
key question. This first reflection is the result of the observation
of a variety of initiatives around the world, going under the title of
design for service toolkits to support bottom-up innovation™. All
this material, currently available on the consultancy websites™, is
aimed to familiarise non-designers with design thinking. Finally,
these kits are, organised combinations of problem setting and
solving design tools. They target local organisations or, more
directly, communities aiming to implement new activities. In
addition to this typology of kits, specific activity toolkits, getting-
started and step-by-step instructables are commonly available
through Internet for free use and open-source2.

In spite of the relative novelty of these toolkits, which makes
them almost impossible to assess, they guide us to hypothesise
the following conceptual structure for action-supporting kits:

*what to do: this is about the main purpose of the supporting
activity. We have identified Observing, Communicating, Starting
Up, Engaging, Synergising and Mobilising as the main general
purposes of a supporting kit'3. Each and every activity is a
complex task in itself. A kit can address a specific activity or be
multipurpose. Then again it could be generic, meaning that it
doesn’t address a specific field of activity, or thematic;

*how to do: this is about providing users with specific
design tools or tips, organising them into a step-by-step
sequence. When the kit is generic, tools are explained in a
methodological perspective, when it is thematic they are more
likely to be pragmatic tips, coming for the experience of previous
users. Within the category of specific tools we can also embrace
the different kinds of digital platforms with several aims (Baek
& Manzini, 2009). These tools emphasize the importance of
collaboration, co-creation and co-experience as key factors of
successful initiatives;

«for whom: this is about the users of the kit, and the skills
they are supposed to have or acquire. The more the kit is
generic and the purpose extended, the more the user is likely
to be someone like a professional design facilitator at the local
level. The more the kit is thematic and specific, the more the
user is an amateur.

These kits allow designers both to support people in doing
things and do things with people. Nevertheless, they imply that
a sort of “design demand” is diffused within the community,
and thus expressed. They imply, eventually, that design was
recognised as a context for the action.

We hold that one way to make this happen is through
emulation: the power of visionary and radical ideas that so
called “local change-makers” (Drayton, 2010) are proposing lies
foremost in their ability to touch, attract and inspire other people,
so that they wish copy them in some way. Acknowledging this

power, we propose that the observation, identification and
diffusion in a highly communicative way of cases of social
innovation is the first step towards effectively “amplifying” such
ventures. And that's why initiatives such as the Human Cities
Festival, SEP- sustainable everyday project and Amplifying
Creative Communities™ rely on widespread communication as a
strategy for engaging people in diffuse design thinking.

Concluding, we believe in the importance of showing that
firm commitment and hard work does bring a reasonable chance
of success and also that design can help initiatives which bravely
challenge the traditional way of acting in public space to flourish.

At present, collaboration and networking are the only
feasible and effective ways for these initiatives to work: mutual
stimulus, mutual support, resource sharing and affective
empowerment of groups are the key ingredients of both their
existence and their success.

Basically, designers conceive tools to interact with the
environment: artefacts that possess utility, function, culture and
emotional qualities. What kind of “tools”, whether material or
conceptual, can be designed to facilitate mutual support, enable
resource sharing and create empathy within the community?

The answer depends on the specific field of intervention
but, considering the relational nature of public space and the
variety of cases observed so far, we can assume (Leadbeater,
2008) that these tools have to be a peculiar mixture of pre-
industrial and post-industrial, with a marked value in “the values”.
As we have seen in the abovementioned toolkits, they mix and
apply advanced technology support (i.e. digital platforms) and
pragmatic, intuitive do-it-yourself instructions, emphasizing the
importance of collaboration and co-creation. This strategy of
support seems to have the potential to make people feel and be
active and engaged in the contemporary world.
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Notation

1.EMUDE emerging user demand for sustainable solutions, EU, VI
framework programme, 2004-06; CCSL creative communities for
sustainable lifestyles, a project promoted by the Task Force on Sustainable
Lifestyles, within the United Nations 10 Year Framework of Programmes
on Sustainable Consumption and Production, 2005-07; LOLA looking for
likely alternatives Project within the framework of the EU CCN, Consumer
Citizens Network 2005-09; several academic courses, workshops and
national research projects.

2.According to different authors this is also defined as “Social Economy”
(Murray, 2009; Murray, Mulgan, Caulier-Grice 2008),” Support Economy”
(Shoshana, Maxmin 2002), “Co-production Economy” (Leadbeater, 2008;
Von Hippel 2005; Ramirez 1999; Vargo & Lush, 2004), "Next Economy”
(Manzini in Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011)

3.See Vargo & Lush, 2004, Vargo, Maglio, Archpru Akaka, 2008

4.The Ecologist magazine, Vol 26 No 4 - July/August 1996, "Who
Competes?: Changing Landscapes of Corporate Control," by N. Hildyard,
C. Hines and T. Lang

5.http://www.parkingday.org

6.DESIS: Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability, www.desis-
network.org

7.Amplifying Creative Communities, is the title of the research supported
by the Rockefeller Cultural Innovation Grant 2009 for the DESIS Lab of
the School of Design Strategies at Parsons the New School for Design.
Yeas 2009-2011

8.Groups like Rebar in San Francisco, esterni in Milan, Prostoroz in
Ljubljana, Future Canvas in Melbourne

9.http://www.shirky.com/

10.Just to provide a few examples, we can mention: IDEO, in 2009,
has issued “HCD Human Centered Design: Toolkit”; Engine Service
Design, in 2010, has issued the “Design for Service: for both service and
manufacturing businesses”; the D-School of the Hasso Plattner Institute
of Design at Standford, has issued the “D-School Bootcamp Bootleg”.
11.http://www.ideo.com, www.enginegroup.co.uk, http://dschool.typepad.
com/news/boot-camp

12.www.instructables.com, http://makingpolicypublic.net,  http://www.
wallacecenter.org/our-work/Resource-Library/wallace-publications/
handbooks/Farmer11-1_Sc.pdf/view

13.This part of knowledge comes from the collaboration with the research
Amplifying Creative Community in NYC.

14 .http://festival.humancities.eu/en/introduction, http://www.sustainable-
everyday.net, http://amplifyingcreativecommunities.net
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