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Invisible
infrastructure.
Territorial
competitiveness
and the Milan

Design System

Stefano Maffei
Full Professor, Politecnico di Milano

Francesco Zurlo
Full Professor, Politecnico di Milano

Ferruccio Resta has pointed out that ‘...territorial competitiveness does not
depend exclusively on the volume of investment or the degree of technological
development, but also on the density of interactions, the solidity of relations and
the maturity of the collaborative architecture that constitute the invisible infra-
structure... (Resta, 35° Rapporto Milano Produttiva 2025, Chamber of Commerce
of Milan, Monza, Brianza and Lodi, 2025, p. 189).' Such a perspective implies a
systemic reading of the territory and economy, in line with the relational innova-
tion and cultural clusters approach (Cooke, 2008). Milan offers confirmation of this
model: the creative ecosystem is determined not so much by the amount of invest-
ment as by the capacity for networking, reciprocal trust and collaborative culture.

The ability of a given territory to attract and generate value does not just depend,
then, on physical infrastructure or economic incentives, but on a dense web of
social, cultural and professional connections that produce relational and cognitive
capital. One of the principles that guides self-organisations, and which we high-
lighted in our interpretative reading of the 2024 Report (Salone del Mobile.Milano
& Politecnico di Milano, 2024), is the small-world effect (ibidem, p. 110), which
today, using a recurrent term, we might call the hub-and-spoke structure, where
nodes in an ecosystem are firmly connected to each other at a local level and, in
turn, are connected to other design nodes at an international level. The tension
between the physical-material dimension of territories and their capacity to gen-
erate knowledge constitutes the relationship between the development of the cre-
ative class and the socioeconomic growth of urban ecosystems (Landry, 2000).
As Scott (2014) and Howkins (2013) show, creativity emerges in contexts where the
density of interaction is high, where innovators, artists, designers, teachers and
entrepreneurs meet in both formal and informal places. Tarrius (1993) speaks of
circulatory territories of knowledge. He is referring not merely to the geographical
dimension, but to the spaces of interaction, exchange and learning where infor-
mation and ideas circulate, are shared and renewed. In this process, knowledge
is not just transmitted; it is enriched and it evolves through the active participa-
tion of individuals and groups. Le Moigne (1990) has analysed how complex sys-
tems emerge from dynamic interactions and self-organisation, concepts which
are applicable to the study of territories characterised by continuous flows and
transformations. It is effectively Resta’s invisible infrastructure: a combination of
networks, trust and collective imaginations that transforms human capital into
territorial capital. However, the creative class does not operate in a vacuum: its
impact is proportional to the quality of the territorial ecosystem. Scott (2014) has
pointed out that a concentration of human capital does not suffice on its own.
What makes a cultural cluster vital (Bassett, 2002) is the intensity of relationships,
access to networks of experimentation and the ability to translate tacit knowledge
into diffuse innovation.? Milan is a prime example. Its competitiveness derives not
only from the volume of investment and the high degree of technology applied to
manufacturing, but from the way the city has managed to build a stratified crea-
tive ecosystem, nurtured by informal networks, meeting spaces and a diffuse pro-
ject culture. It is here that the creative class meets the invisible infrastructure: a
dense network of trust and reciprocity that transforms human capital into territo-
rial capital. But does this still hold true today?

CULTURAL INFRASTRUCTURE AS A LIVING SYSTEM

Design-related cultural innovation is not, therefore, linked just to an episodic event
(Design WeekK). It is a full-blown, complex and permanent infrastructure articulated
in two intertwining dimensions. One is material, relating to the presence of cul-
tural production spaces, design studios and laboratories as well as educational
and research institutions. The other is immaterial and is associated with a cultural




climate, shared values, a focus on getting things done, an entrepreneurial mind-
set, and the capacity for risk-taking and experimentation. This resource does not
stem from top-down planning, but from incremental processes over time, in which
different agents, including designers, businesses, universities, public institutions
and cultural communities, build a capital of trust. Milan has developed this eco-
system of infrastructure in an organic way, nurtured by a long tradition of creative
manufacturing that has succeeded in balancing an ethos of getting things done
with critical reflection. Models such as Terry Irwin's Transition Design (Irwin, 2015)
propose an approach to addressing complex social and environmental changes
through systemic design. Central to this is the backcasting scenario framework,
which starts by imagining desirable futures and then designs measures in the
present. This method guides communities (and designers) in creating sustaina-
ble, resilient and socially and environmentally integrated solutions. Collaborative
Creativity (Quint, 2024) approaches also highlight how design can support align-
ment between multiple stakeholders and a range of complex social, economic
and environmental transformations. They reveal the discipline’s capacity to forge
a shared understanding of problems, to drive collective agency, and to orches-
trate innovation across organisational and sensory boundaries.

This infrastructure has emerged from the bottom up, favoured by several cul-
tural conditions:

1. Openness to experimentation: the city has historically demonstrated a pro-
pensity to welcome experimental and exploratory practices, both on the part
of companies and designers, and on that of the public, who have shown a will-
ingness to embrace novelty. However, there is currently the risk of creative pro-
cesses being managerialised in response to short-term metrics, or what we
might describe as the curse of the KPI - key performance indicator (Evans, 2009).

2. The emancipating ethos of getting things done: following Maldonado’s distinc-
tion between the structural and the superstructural dimension, Milan has pro-
moted a design culture rooted in an ethos of getting things done, capable of
generating social transformations through design practice (Maldonado, 1970).

3. Attractiveness for capital and talent: the city has successfully attracted invest-
ment and human capital, becoming a hub of cognitive migration both nation-
ally and internationally (Florida, 2019).

4. Tolerance and diversity: a progressive orientation and cultural openness have
fostered the combining of different forms of knowledge, a key element in social
and cultural innovation (Scott, 2014).

Milan’s creative infrastructure is currently at the centre of profound transfor-
mations due to four key factors: sustainability and social justice, pressure towards
sustainability, the digitisation of creative processes and increasing global intercon-
nectedness. These transition phenomena highlight both the potential and the fra-
gility of the model. The digital challenge requires the integration of advanced tech-
nological skills within traditional making practices, without losing authenticity or
the territorial roots that have made Milan such a unique ecosystem. At the same
time, the urgency of environmental and social criteria is transforming aesthetic
innovation into responsible innovation, with a demand for cultural infrastructure
to incorporate deep sustainability dimensions (Manzini, 2015). In addition to these
dynamics there is a need for systemic collaboration: the inability to aggregate dif-
ferent actors to generate critical mass in the face of complex changes creates
the risk of weakening the overall resilience of the system, as underlined by recent
reflections on creative cities and their ability to deal with shocks and transitions.
An urban cultural infrastructure does not merely include institutional spaces or
large-scale infrastructural investments: it is a fabric of social relations, informal
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181

creativity and collaborative networks that is built from the bottom up. CheFare, an
organisation founded in 2012, is a paradigmatic example of a social and cultural
innovation platform, collaborating with communities, cultural and social organisa-
tions, public bodies and institutions to develop projects that promote culture as
an instrument of social change. During Milan Design Week 2025, CheFare coor-
dinated, together with the Nieuwe Instituut, the design of a CIVICITY, a design
residency-intervention to rethink the social and environmental impact of design
events on the host cities. It resulted in a research publication, Da Spettacolo a
Sostanza. Civicity come approccio (From Spectacle to Substance. Civicity as an
Approach) (cheFare, 2025), which expresses the idea that cultural resilience does
not depend just on financial capacities, but on inclusive processes of urban acti-
vation. In her book The Creative City Does Not Exist, Marianna d’Ovidio critiques
the romantic idea of the creative city as an automatic model of urban develop-
ment. She argues that ‘...the promotion of urban growth through the use of cul-
ture is achieved with high social costs..., including tensions between popula-
tions, the displacement of artists and the disadvantaged, and an increase in real
estate prices. Circuits of capital, she continues, shape the urban landscape, and
they do so by interacting with and exploiting cultural circuits (d'Ovidio, 2016, p.
142). This shows the tension between policies for the creative economy and the
need to govern spontaneous processes of social innovation processes in order
to avoid gentrification and marginalisation. Other observers, including Sharon
Zukin (2020), warn of the fragility of creative economies when they become
detached from local needs and social goals. Pratt (2015) speaks of cultural inter-
mediaries as network platforms that are essential for the functioning of creative
ecosystems: “...Successful cultural production, and sustainable cultural produc-
tion, relies upon the establishment of resilient intermediaries to bring the neces-
sary agents together: cultural production is an ensemble work..." (Pratt, 2015, p.
63). In settings such as creative Milan, these reflections acquire concrete form
in the distributed functioning of urban activation: informal hubs, communities of
creative enterprises, independent festivals and designer networks make up an in-
visible or quasi-visible infrastructure of symbolic and social capital, which fuels
culture and innovation. The cheFare experience shows that creating a network of
emerging subjects can produce collective knowledge, visibility and new ways of
inhabiting urban space, without depending exclusively on institutional budgets.
The result is a more resilient and adaptive urban fabric, capable of improvising,
experimenting and regenerating even in the event of external shocks or crises.

GOVERNANCE AND THE PACT BETWEEN STAKEHOLDERS

As discussed in Section 2.6, it is necessary to envision a pact among stake-
holders, brands, public institutions, local communities and cultural operators to re-
distribute costs and benefits and to collectively manage this cultural infrastruc-
ture as a common good. The change in big cultural production systems, such as
design and high-impact manifestations such as Design Week, can be imagined
by creating a transition arena that promotes experimentation, co-creation and
adaptive capacity: ‘...Transition arena is a setting that provides an informal but
well-structured space for a group of change agents to critically reflect on the
status quo and develop alternative ideas, practices and relations. Participants
from diverse backgrounds (businesses, government, research institutes, citizens)
engage in a series of meetings to jointly develop a shared visionary story, which
they can link to their everyday practice. The arena outputs guide the search for
strategies to transform existing structures, cultures, and practices, as well as to
realise new projects, collaborations, and experiments...' (Roorda et al., 2014, p.46).
The construction of this arena can provide an informal and well-structured space
where a group of change agents from different spheres (businesses, government,



research institutes, NGOs and citizens) can jointly articulate a transition challenge,
draw up a long-term vision and develop transition pathways to realise a vision.
It will probably be necessary to move away from an oversimplistic and exclusively
bottom-up logic, establishing a pact for a common good that helps to drive the
growth of cultural and social capital in an equitable manner, where the bottom-up
drive of communities and emerging actors is integrated with the top-down a-
bility of institutions and brands to guarantee resources, continuity and strategic
vision. Only a hybrid governance, capable of balancing self-organised processes
and institutional frameworks, can boost urban resilience and reduce the risks of
appropriation or marginalisation. The transition arena thus becomes a place to
experiment with co-creation and backcasting, translating desirable futures into
shared practices and concrete projects. This pact is not just about redistributing
resources, but also aims to build mutual trust and widespread responsibility, trans-
forming culture into civic infrastructure. In this sense, design can act as a medi-
ator between plural interests and the common good, making the invisible of the
creative city visible.

1 The 35° Rapporto Milano Produttiva 2025 2 A cultural cluster is a geographically concen-
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