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Elisa Cinelli
Politecnico di Milano - Department of Design

9. The social value proposition 
of Socio-Cultural Hybrid 
Spaces: insights from the 
OSMOSI Mapping

ABSTRACT 
This chapter presents the preliminary partial results of the OS-
MOSI mapping, which investigates socio-cultural hybrid spaces 
as enablers of social innovation through cultural practices. Based 
on 24 survey responses from Lombardy and Sicily Italian regions, 
the analysis presented here focuses on the social dimension of a 
broader sustainability framework that also includes economic and 
environmental aspects. The chapter explores the spaces’ social 
value propositions, including their origins, promoters, identity, 
main activities, accessibility and the types of publics they engage 
– key elements that contribute to fostering social innovation. The 
findings highlight the relational and public-oriented nature of 
these spaces and outline a shared set of values, ranging from so-
cial inclusion and cohesion to territorial and cultural regeneration, 
including artistic and cultural innovation, critical education, and 
sustainability. Key patterns emerge that may inform broader policy 
and research on socio-cultural infrastructure. 
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9.1 Why and How Mapping Socio-Cultural 
Hybrid Spaces
In recent years, socio-cultural hybrid spaces (SCHS) have gained 
increasing relevance in the reconfiguration of urban environments, as 
catalyst spaces central to processes of change within the social and 
urban fabric of a city (Ostanel, 2017). These spaces often operate at the 
intersection of culture, social innovation, community engagement and 
urban experimentation (Sica et al., 2024, Trapanese & Mariotti, 2022): a 
hybridity that challenges conventional categorizations and identifica-
tion within established public governance and policy frameworks. 

Mapping these spaces is a way for recognising their impact on 
cities and communities, through their economic, cultural, and social 
value, and understanding their role in processes of urban and social 
transformation. The mapping results can provide evidence-based 
insights to inform public strategies and supporting policy and govern-
ance. Furthermore, the mapping presented in this chapter aims for 
a deeper analysis of the diverse identities, governance models, and 
spatial configurations of SCHS across different regional contexts. 
It is hoped that this process of mapping will contribute to fostering 
networking and knowledge sharing among these spaces, thereby 
encouraging collaboration, peer learning, and the co-development of 
innovative practices. 

In Italy, previous mapping initiatives have laid important ground-
work for recognising socio-cultural hybrid spaces: the national Call 
to Action by cheFare1 (2020–2021) collected data on more than 720 
spaces through an open survey, offering the first large-scale snap-
shot of their diffusion and characteristics. At the city level, the 2021 
Milan survey – conducted within the creation of the Hybrid Spaces 
Network2 – mapped 26 entities and emerged as a bottom-up poli-
cy tool, still active, aimed at supporting de-functionalised spaces 
through formal recognition and tailored public strategies. Within this 
framework, OSMOSI positions itself as action-research which, among 
other actions, includes a research-driven mapping initiative focused 
on the Italian regions of Lombardy and Sicily. As presented in the 
paper OSMOSI research Project: a mapping process for Socio-Cultural 
Hybrid Spaces (Galluzzo et al., under publication) the process was 

Note 1.
The Call to Action was 
a research project led 
by cheFare, based on 
a public questionnaire 
addressed to new 
cultural centers, cultural 
operators, and their 
audiences, with the aim 
of creating a national 
mapping of these 
initiatives across Italy. 
Active from February 
2020 to December 
2021, the Call collected 
845 spontaneous 
submissions from 
owners, organizers, and 
visitors of new cultural 
centers, leading to the 
identification of more 
than 720 spaces. The 
results: https://www.che-
fare.com/pubblicazioni/
lacall-to-action. 

Note 2.
The document 
Hybrid Spaces of 
Milan. 1 Manifesto, 1 
Questionnaire, 1 Map 
for the 15-Minute City 
became the starting 
point for dialogue 
with the municipal 
administration, which in 
2022 recognized these 
spaces as local hubs and 
promoters of welfare. On 
an experimental basis, 
the City established 
the Network of Hybrid 
Spaces serving as a 
platform for dialogue 
and an incubator of 
new initiatives. The 
Manifesto: http://
www.lastecca.
org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/02/
sSpazi-ibridi-
socioculturali-BOOK-_
compressed-1-1.pdf.
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developed through a mixed-method approach (Johnson & Onwueg-
buzie, 2007), combining desk research, surveys, in-depth interviews, 
and follow-up activities. This methodology aimed to comprehensively 
understand SCHS by integrating quantitative and qualitative data. 
The first phase included desk research and interviews to key actors 
and part of the OSMOSI support network, such as BASE Milano and 
Farm Cultural Park. These engagements, together with the previous 
mapping and the literature, helped identify the key characteristics 
and challenges of SCHS and informed the development of the survey 
structure. The questionnaire – the core data collection tool – was 
structured around a sustainability framework that incorporates 
three interrelated dimensions: social, economic, and environmental 
(Dempsey et al., 2011; Folke et al., 2005). Eight sections were devel-
oped, presented in the Table 1. The survey includes both open- and 
closed-ended questions to balance structured data with interpretive 
insights.

The survey was distributed to 80 identified socio-cultural hybrid spac-
es (62 in Lombardy, 18 in Sicily), selected based on criteria of multi-
functionality, cultural focus, public permeability, and through nomina-
tions from other SCHS and experts.  After a 12-month data collection 
window, 24 (15 in Lombardy, 9 in Sicily) spaces responded, data up to 

Table 1. 
Sections and topics of 

the survey.

Sections Topics

Contact Information Full name, role within the organisation, email address

Identity and History 
of the Space

Name, location, self-definition, founding year and initial conditions, 
promoters, legal status, affiliated organisations, ownership of the space

Size and Context Square meters, number of staff and visitors, geographical context, 
nearby similar spaces

Value Proposal Vision, mission, social innovation as outcome

People and Content Collaboration network, target audience, main activities and functions, 
participation, and community engagement

Accessibility Physical barriers, sensory and cognitive accessibility, plural 
communication, economic accessibility

Resources and 
Management

Revenue sources, turnover, net income, amount of public/private 
funding, relationships with public administration

Built Environment Floor plan, spatial performance, acoustic, thermal, and visual comfort
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June 2025. While the socio-cultural, economic, and institutional con-
texts of Lombardy and Sicily differ significantly this chapter adopts a 
unified analytical lens. The data collected have been treated without 
disaggregating by region, to identify common patterns, shared values, 
and recurrent practices across the diverse realities involved. Although 
regional specificities influence how SCHS operate, the aim here is 
to highlight transversal tendencies and structural features that may 
inform broader reflections on the role of SCHS within the socio-spatial 
configuration of contemporary cities. It should be noted that these 
data presented here are exploratory and derive from a relatively 
small number of responses compared to the total sample identified. 
As such, they should not be considered statistically representative 
of the wider population of SCHS. The findings are instead intended 
to provide indicative insights and to stimulate further investigation. 
Data analysis was conducted through a combination of quantitative 
processing (to identify patterns, distributions, and typologies) and 
qualitative coding (to extract emergent themes and narratives). This 
mixed-method approach allowed for a more comprehensive under-
standing of the data by integrating numerical trends – even if not 
representative – with contextual insights (Christensen et al., 2015). 
The open responses were particularly valuable for identifying issues 
not fully captured by predefined indicator.

This chapter focuses on the results emerged from the social 
dimension of the survey, examining the drivers and value propositions 
that shape these spaces, as well as the activities they carry out to 
foster inclusion, participation, and community engagement. The  
primary emphasis is on how these cultural practices contribute to 
social sustainability.

9.2 The genesis of Socio-Cultural Hybrid 
Spaces: drivers and values.
The emergence of socio-cultural hybrid spaces in Italy illustrates a 
complex interplay between spatial availability, social demands, and 
grassroots initiative. These spaces are not the result of top-down 
planning but rather evolve from contingencies, where needs, actors, 
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and opportunities converge in specific configurations. An analy-
sis of the initial promoters of SCHS reveals a strong prevalence of 
bottom-up actors – cultural associations, informal collectives, social 
cooperatives, and individual professionals – who play a foundational 
role in activating and managing these places. Public institutions are 
present but seldom act as sole initiators, and their involvement tends 
to emerge later, mainly through partnerships or property concessions. 
In fact, in about one-third of the cases (9 in total), the spaces are 
publicly owned and granted through concession agreements, often 
tied to specific funding programmes or policy contexts. In the re-
maining two-thirds, however, spaces are rented (in 8 cases), privately 
owned (6 cases), or held under mixed public-private arrangements (1 
case). 

The survey revealed that, in some instances, SCHS originated 
from the need to provide a physical home for cultural or social initia-
tives already in progress. These were projects that required a stable 
venue to expand and systematize their activities. For example, certain 
associations or artistic collectives sought environments in which to 
consolidate their practices, deliver workshops, or engage local pop-
ulations in ongoing creative processes. A clear example is Everest – 
Spazio alla Cultura, in Milan, which was established to provide a home 
for an already active cultural association focused on performance 
activities. In other cases, it was the space itself that initiated the 
process. Abandoned or underutilized buildings posed challenges to 
owners or municipalities, including safety concerns and degradation, 
but also opened possibilities for reactivation through cultural and civic 
engagement. The availability of such spaces catalysed new projects 
that transformed these voids into resources for public use. Badia Lost 
& Found in Sicily exemplifies this trajectory: the cooperative promoted 
the cultural reactivation of an abandoned public spaces to reconnect 
local communities with their heritage. Sometimes happens that these 
two conditions emerge simultaneously: a latent project in search of a 
site and a space in search of purpose. Artepassante initiative, in Milan, 
was developed at the intersection of two complementary needs: on 
one side, a network of educators and parents sought locations to 
pursue their cultural mission; on the other, the property owner (in this 
case, a public transport infrastructure entity) faced pressure to re-



CHAPTER 9142

habilitate non-secure transit areas lacking programmed investment. 
Through this confluence, a form of low-cost but high-impact urban 
intervention became possible. 

9.2.1 Constructing Identity: self-definition and shared values
In the survey, socio-cultural hybrid spaces were asked to provide 
a brief self-definition, from which key patterns and shared values 
emerged. Two notions figured out: «space/place» and «culture». 
These constitute the conceptual core of their identity. Culture, 
whether mentioned as culture, cultural, or socio-cultural, is the most 
dominant theme, reflecting the role of these centres in producing, 
hosting, and enabling cultural and artistic practices. Equally signif-
icant is the recurrence of the term space (or place), which evokes 
the importance of a spatial dimension where things can happen, 
where relations, activities, collective experiences are enacted. The 
term space is often qualified with adjectives such as «multifunction-
al», «multidisciplinary», or «hybrid», revealing a dynamic and fluid 
environment where artistic, social, and civic uses coexist. Around 
these ideas of space and culture, values such as community and 
social inclusion emerge strongly, highlighting a focus on citizenship, 
collective agency, and participatory practices. Notably, when asked 
if they would characterise their organisation as a gathering place, all 
but one of the spaces gave an affirmative response. As well as, the 
use of co-design processes for activity selection is denied by only two 
of the twenty-four of them. These responses reinforce the idea that 
these spaces operate not only as cultural infrastructures but also as 
relational and community-building environments. Also, the urban and 
territorial dimension stends out, in fact terms like «urban regenera-
tion», «redevelopment», and «territorial activation» point to SCHS’ 
active role in transforming cities and neighbourhoods. Someone 
described it as an «urban refuge», suggesting a safe and welcoming 
environment strictly connected with the surrounding. Lastly, many 
of these spaces define themselves through terms such as «hub», 
«living lab», «laboratory», or «platform», underlining their experimen-
tal, open, and enabling nature. They are seen as sites for testing new 
models of cultural production, civic engagement, and sustainable 
living. The analysis of the value frameworks shared by the surveyed 
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SCHS reveals a coherent set of orientations that closely mirrors their 
self-definitions. Simplifying the responses given to the question «Mis-
sion: what are the results and the value that you aim to generate? 
How? For whom?» recurring themes point to a shared cultural and 
social grammar. At the centre of this framework there is a strong focus 
on social inclusion and cohesion, followed by values linked to commu-
nity life, proximity, and participatory practices, as exemplified by the 
statement: «The value is represented by the creation of symmetric 
and reciprocal relationships between individuals and communities» 
(survey respondent, Moltivolti). Other prominent themes include terri-
torial and cultural regeneration, where spaces act as engines of urban 
renewal – «The initiative transforms culture into a collective exercise 
of well-being, regenerating urban spaces and creating a sense of be-
longing and local identity» (survey respondent, Badia Lost & Found). 
Artistic and cultural innovation and dissemination are also recurrent, 
highlighting the role of these spaces as experimental and interdisci-
plinary laboratories. Finally, additional values such as critical educa-
tion and sustainability in various forms further expand this vision, for 
instance in the mission «to spread systemic thinking and stimulate 
curiosity, research, and the design of sustainable solutions to improve 
human conditions» (survey respondent, C.I.Q.). Altogether, these 
orientations contribute to a broader vision of culture as a democratic 
and transformative force.

9.3 Accessibility as practice of  
social innovation 
Socio-cultural hybrid spaces host a variety of activities and functions, 
which, among other goals, aim to foster social inclusion and commu-
nity engagement. While most of these activities are cultural, some are 
non-cultural – either because they are closely connected to cultural 
practices or because they help ensure the space’s economic sus-
tainability. The Figure 1 outlines the main activities carried out by the 
SCHS involved in the OSMOSI survey. While the categories listed here 
serve as general descriptors, it’s important to note that each label 
conceals a rich variety of formats, audiences, and approaches. What 
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is generically referred to as training and education for instance, may 
include informal workshops, technical labs, or peer-to-peer learning 
sessions. Similarly, artistic performance ranges from experimental 
theatre to site-specific events, and hybrid music-theatre experienc-
es. Despite these specificities, the data highlights recurring clusters 
of activity that reflect shared operational models and purposes. Train-
ing and education are among the most widespread activities, indicat-
ing a strong capacity-building focus across spaces, linked to the value 
of critical education. Others public engagement formats such as talks 
and conferences are also very common, suggesting a drive to foster 
debate and cultural dissemination. These are often combined with 
artistic production and performance, particularly theatre, music, and 
multimedia, which remain central both in identity and programming.

Accessibility emerges as a crucial condition for ensuring that SCHS 
truly serve their public-oriented vocation. To capture this dimension, 
survey participants were asked whether their spaces included freely 
accessible areas. Out of the 24 initiatives surveyed, 20 reported hav-
ing areas open to the public. However, the permeability of this access, 
understood as the degree and modalities through which accessibility 
is enacted, varied significantly. In some cases, entry was restricted to 
specific times (e.g., «during events», «once a week») or conditional 

Figure 1. 
Prevalent activity cate-
gories in Socio-cultural 
Hybrid Spaces.
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upon membership. Only 16 out of 24 respondents stated that they of-
fered spaces which are always accessible, without requiring participa-
tion in specific activities. While accessibility refers here to the general 
condition of public openness, permeability highlights the nuanced 
spectrum between openness and restriction that characterizes how 
this condition is concretely practiced. 

Building on this, the survey adopted a broader understanding of 
accessibility inspired by the Un’IDEA Manifesto promoted by BASE 
Milano (2023). This framework expanded the analytical lens beyond 
spatial or physical entry, incorporating cognitive, sensory, language 
and economic dimensions, with the aim of capturing how SCHS enact 
accessibility in a holistic sense. 

As illustrated in Figure 2, physical accessibility is generally well 
addressed, with several spaces reporting the absence of structural 
barriers. Language accessibility shows a similarly strong performance, 
with most respondents placing themselves in the medium to very high 
range, while strategies addressing cognitive and sensory barriers re-
main limited. Economic accessibility was examined through a specific 
question, to which the majority responded positively, confirming the 
existence of pricing models aimed at having a plural public. The overall 
picture points to an orientation towards plurality  that, although 
widely recognized as a value, is not yet systematically implemented 

Figure 2. 
Distribution of 

Accessibility ratings by 
dimension.
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across all dimensions. These different levels of accessibility directly 
shape the kinds of publics that hybrid spaces are able to engage. All 
surveyed initiatives involve local residents, thereby reinforcing ties 
with their territorial contexts. Some attract national or international 
visitors, while others describe their audiences as «heterogeneous 
and transversal». 

Yet follow-up interviews reveal a discrepancy between the aspira-
tion to inclusivity and the actual composition of publics: participants 
are often students, creative professionals, or culturally engaged 
individuals, while groups with lower educational attainment or greater 
socio-economic vulnerability remain underrepresented. Few spac-
es explicitly design activities for youth, families, or people in fragile 
conditions.

9.4 Final Remarks 
The data and reflections presented in this chapter show how so-
cio-cultural hybrid spaces function as infrastructures for social 
innovation through their cultural vocation. They originate from the 
encounter between local needs, abandoned spaces, and grassroots 
initiatives, and in doing so they transform urban voids into civic and 
cultural resources. This regenerative orientation positions SCHS 
not only as cultural venues, but also as experimental platforms for 
participatory approaches and sustainable urban development. Their 
practices to openness, community engagement, cultural activation, 
and shared use of space are more than programmatic choices: they 
operate as mechanisms for fostering social innovation. The ways in 
which these spaces define themselves, articulate their missions and 
activities, structure accessibility, and engage with publics confirm 
that their primary value lies in their relational function. They provide 
physical platforms where communities can gather, express them-
selves culturally, and co-create meaning and belonging, through the 
social production of space (Lefebvre, 1991) and collaborative design 
practices (Manzini, 2015).

This research also faces some limitations. Although the OSMOSI 
mapping involved outreach to over 80 spaces across two regions, only 
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24 completed the survey over a 12-month period. While this partial 
response rate limits the generalisability of quantitative trends, the 
depth and richness of the responses provide significant insight into 
the operational logics and values of these spaces. The sample re-
mains qualitatively meaningful, even if numerically limited. Importantly, 
data collection is not yet concluded, and several months remain to 
enrich the survey pool. This continuation is expected to broaden the 
sample and reinforce the analytical and comparative capacity of the 
dataset. The exploratory nature of this study suggests the need for 
further investigation. 

Expanding the OSMOSI framework to other regional or internation-
al contexts would allow for comparative analysis and contribute to 
understanding whether the observed patterns reflect structural fea-
tures of SCHS or context-specific configurations. Future research can 
thus not only extend the sample but also advance the discussion on 
how SCHS can be situated within broader debates on cultural policy 
and urban regeneration. In doing so, these spaces can be interpreted 
as laboratories for experimenting with new models of governance, co-
operation, and cultural production, where questions of accessibility, 
sustainability, and participation intersect. Their hybrid nature makes 
them relevant for addressing contemporary urban challenges – from 
the reactivation of underused public spaces to the fostering of social 
cohesion and urban commons.
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This volume investigates the potential of Socio-Cultural 
Hybrid Spaces as engines of urban regeneration, democratic 
participation, and cultural innovation. Emerging at the 
intersection of cultural production, social experimentation, and 
territorial transformation, these spaces challenge conventional 
boundaries between public and private, temporary and 
permanent, physical and digital. Through four main sections, 
the book develops a critical and impactful perspective on 
the functions, design and interdisciplinary approaches, and 
transformative potential of Socio-Cultural Hybrid Spaces. 
From their evolving role as plural ecosystems to their capacity 
to generate declinations of public value; from cultural and 
participatory practices that reclaim and reimagine the commons 
to the opportunities and challenges introduced by digital 
technologies; it offers a multifaceted lens on hybrid practices 
in contemporary urban and territorial contexts. By weaving 
together theoretical perspectives, empirical research, and case 
studies, this book provides critical reflections by and for scholars, 
practitioners, and institutions. How can cultural initiatives 
generate new alliances between institutions and communities? 
What forms of participation can strengthen the democratic role 
of public space? And what challenges arise in connecting physical 
and virtual dimensions for collective engagement?
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