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Abstract: This paper explores the concept of design for urban commons and its role in placemaking
strategies that cater to community needs and aspirations. Placemaking is viewed as a collaborative
process that involves early engagement with stakeholders to create shared visions. Design, partic-
ularly through co-design methodologies, scenario building and service design, can play a role in
shaping public spaces for communal value and sustainability. This paper presents and discusses
three case studies from Italy to introduce the concept of Service Master Planning, a methodology
that combines co-design and service-centred scenarios to facilitate top-down actions that encourage
bottom-up activation. It aims to co-create a vision for the future of a place involving the various
actors of complex service ecosystems. Unlike traditional urban planning, which focuses mainly
on the physical infrastructure, Service Master Planning emphasises services and social ecosystems.
The methodology results in a strategic document, the Service Master Plan, outlining future scenarios
based on contextual needs and aspirations. The successful adoption of Service Master Plan relies on
inspiring spatial design and attracting community interest for co-producing the envisioned services.
The challenge lies in transitioning scenarios into concrete actions, involving architectural and urban
designers, and facilitating stakeholder consultations for service provision.

Keywords: placemaking; urban commons; co-design; service design; service master planning

1. Vision, Social Infrastructure and Innovations

“Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears”, wrote Italo Calvino in his cele-
brated book ‘Invisible Cities’ in 1972 [1]. This poetic sentence poses a challenge to designers:
to harness the power of desires and fears, transforming them into the very materials that build
places, realising the life aspirations of those who dwell within. Thee are places that can foster
the flourishing of communities, meaningful connections, and bottom-up activation.

In design research words, this turns into the recognition [2–4] of the fundamental role
of bottom-up dynamics in creating community value through urban commons. Likewise,
the transformative power of the collaboration of users in the design and implementation
of public policies is acknowledged not only in the service design literature, but also in
policymaking and public management research [5–7]. They both are preconditions for
achieving sustainable places, namely, spaces that are meaningful for people, lived, vibrant,
and creatively and intensively used by their inhabitants.

Limiting the observation to the Italian context, the key role of bottom-up factors, such
as grassroots initiatives led by associations, local businesses, and self-organised groups, is
widely acknowledged in urban transformation processes. They are pivotal to: re-think and
re-use neglected or under-utilised public/private assets [8,9]; activate stakeholders and
citizens to envision the future of communities and places, focusing on both the soft and
hard infrastructure [10–13]; leverage cultural resources and innovation to trigger territorial
transformations [14,15]; and prototype tactical actions to rethink and renovate portions of
cities [16–18].

These initiatives have three characteristics in common: (1) the presence of a vision for
the future and of a coordinating and steering ‘agent’; (2) the existence of an infrastructure
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of social connections (the social capital) available to take ownership of the initiatives; (3) the
attempt to experiment with new forms of economic and social development, that is, with
social innovations.

The three things are evidently connected: a vision could bind a community toward a
common goal that can be achieved by acting together and collaborating through new organ-
isational forms and solutions. Despite the seemingly smooth and linear consequentiality of
these things, the process that can make them come into being and flow is not a one-size-fits-
all solution, nor is it necessarily adopted into the governance of urban commons. Rather, a
successful process to promote the co-production of urban commons in the public interest is
likely to be the result of an interaction between bottom-up initiatives and top-down policies
that could foster the abovementioned characteristics. Within this interaction, the ideation
phase in which needs are turned into new service ideas is recognized as the most strategic
and abductive one. It requires a well-guided exploration of varying combinations of prob-
lems, conditions, and solutions, and the involvement of different actors of complex service
ecosystems. It assumes public policy to be “a means to enable service by coordinating
multiple actors’ value cocreation activities to address public problems” [19] (p. 19).

What we discuss in this section is part of the broader concept of ‘placemaking’, which
is at present being explored internationally with reference to several practices. This article
aims to present and discuss a design approach to urban commons and placemaking, the
Service Master Planning [2], which has the ambition to support a local ecosystem of actors
and resources, led by a coordinating entity, in developing a vision for the future of a
place, to create the conditions for effective stakeholder ownership and engagement in its
co-production. Unlike traditional urban planning approaches that primarily focus on the
physical infrastructure, spatial arrangements, and functions, Service Master Planning starts
from services and activities that respond to people’s needs, values, and aspirations.

To articulate our thesis, we present and comment on three applied research case
studies in which Service Master Planning, at different stages of its theoretical maturity, has
been experimented.

2. Design for Placemaking and the Service Master Plan

Granata, in her book Placemaker [12], provocatively argues that architecture has long
lost its role as society’s spur, its capacity for real transformation of places and ability to
generate long-term visions. Conversely, she emphasises the role of the ‘placemaker’, who
acts not only on the physical spaces, but on the behaviours, nature, feelings, and lifestyles
too, using ‘imagination’ as an attitude that starts from reality and ‘sees beyond’, glimpsing
connections and solutions and joining seemingly distant elements into new possibilities.
Placemakers are not necessarily architects or policymakers, but ‘inventors of places’ that
have the capacity to make things happen by elaborating upon people’s desires and fears to
build a vision for the future.

Placemaking traces its roots back to the 1960s, when a debate emerged centred on
the pioneering ideas of Jane Jacobs and William H. Whyte. They championed the notion
of designing cities that prioritise people over cars and commercial centres. Their work
revolved around the significance of lively neighbourhoods and inviting public spaces.
Jacobs advocated for citizen involvement in street ownership, while Whyte underscored
the elements required to nurture social vitality within public spaces [20].

We find it essential to emphasise one of the qualities of placemaking: the early engage-
ment of the individuals who will inhabit and utilise a space in its design process. In the
words of Whyte, this implies “looking at, listening to, and asking questions of the people
who live, work, and play in a particular space, to discover their needs and aspirations.
This information is then used to create a common vision for that place. The vision can
evolve quickly into an implementation strategy, beginning with small-scale, do-able im-
provements that can immediately bring benefits to public spaces and the people who use
them” [21] (p. 553).
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We also recognize that placemaking is a transdisciplinary approach in which we
feel it is relevant to focus the discussion on a couple of distinctive skills that design can
bring to placemaking, namely, the co-design of scenarios and the service logic perspective.
Indeed, co-design methodologies offer ways to consider different and opposing interests
coexisting in complex systems, where a full alignment on visions is not always possible [22].
Accordingly, we can define placemaking as a collaborative design process through which
we can shape our public realm by acting on its ‘soft’ infrastructural and intangible features
to maximise communal value and sustainability and to configure, re-configure, and re-
signify the space, so to transform it into a place that is meaningful for people.

Hence, design can contribute with a distinctive focus on people and their values,
extending to include human interests in their interdependence with those of the larger ter-
restrial ecosystem to which we belong [23,24]. This approach emphasises the involvement
of citizens and stakeholders in placemaking, according to an idea that has emerged in many
examples worldwide of bottom-up and multi-stakeholder collaboration in urban planning,
spatial organisation, city development, and the reconfigurations of public spaces and ser-
vices. Within this variety, collaborative scenario design is a recurring approach. In strategic
design, this involves formulating future narratives through a combination of storytelling
and visual elements, drawing from multiple disciplines. These narratives, referred to as
‘plots’ by Ogilvy [25], incorporate factors, forces, and values that shape potential outcomes.
Manzini and Jégou [26] developed the methodology of ‘DOS—Design Orienting Scenarios’,
which consists in creating a set of visions for the future that are motivated, illustrated,
and visualised through specific solutions, representing different perspectives to an issue.
Hence, scenarios in design are visions materialised and exemplified through practical and
specific proposals.

Scenarios may be crafted around collective values and the so-called ‘service logic’, that
is, the re-conceptualization of products and spaces in view of the services they can enable.
In the words of Vargo and Lush [27], services are a perspective on value creation rather
than a value added to things, and their value is always co-created with the beneficiary. The
culture, knowledge, and capacities of people and contexts thus become integral parts of
what services provide, of the way they operate and can enable (or not) a group of actors
to co-design, co-produce, and exchange value within given contexts. When it comes to
designing urban commons, this shift in perspective turns into the design of scenarios of
interactions and relationships among stakeholders as complementary, or better, anticipatory
of the design of the physical space. In other words, the emphasis is placed on envisioning
how people will interact and relate within the space so that these social dynamics can be
given priority when planning the physical layout of commons. We assume this priority in
the design focus to be key to infrastructuring the social connections [28] that can engage
stakeholder and users to take collective ownership of commons.

Accordingly, the governance of the interplay between top-down policies and bottom-
up forces is key for stakeholder engagement.

Top-down planning strategies are employed by public governments and urban devel-
opers to envision, design, and regulate the development of a specific location or area. The
use of ‘master plan’ narratives, since the 1950s, has referred to the coherency of the urban
form of the built environment and its developmental process with the functional necessities
of the city [29]. In this same vein, the theoretical paradigm of ‘comprehensive planning’
emerged as a rational problem-solving and decision-making process, envisioning the city
as a singular and unchanging entity. Over time, this paradigm has evolved, gradually
incorporating principles of sustainability, inclusivity, and public participation, thereby
enhancing its responsiveness to diverse urban challenges [30,31]. In other words, today, the
top-down policy of a ‘master plan’ recognizes the engagement of stakeholders and users as
a value and a needed pre-condition to design and implement urban plans that are effective
and sustainable.

Bottom-up practices in urban planning encompass a range of initiatives driven by
citizens, grassroots organisations, and creative communities. They are aimed at effecting
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positive changes in the urban environment to better respond to the needs and aspirations
of the people inhabiting it. They can be seen as social innovations that make alternative
and creative uses of spaces for initiatives aimed at solving everyday problems, affording
priority to relationship and collaboration. They are tactical actions that experiment with
collaborative activity models. Examples range from guerrilla gardening to alternative
mobility solutions, from neighbours’ convivial feasts to improvised playgrounds, and
much more [32], or to address concerns related to unsuccessful or controversial situations
with a critical design approach [33]. In a recent essay, Manzini, Fuster, and Paez [34] refer
to ‘plugs-in’, that is, engendering practices that generate transformations in the urban
ecosystem “with the intention of giving what one would like to see happen a greater chance
of existing, thriving and lasting over time” (p. 243). This may take place in a critical stance
with the larger system of top-down planning and policy and generate outcomes that could
create new configurations for the whole.

This way in which people think and act is also defined as commoning [35], a concept
that is deeply rooted in volunteerism, political engagement, intrinsic motivation, visionary
thinking, and sense of belonging. Commoning is transforming the way commons, including
public spaces, are perceived and defined. Likewise, social innovation achieves its purpose
of meeting social needs and creating public value through practices and also via the
collaborative design process they imply.

Based on these principles, we progressively elaborated, through the case studies
presented below, the idea of Service Master Planning [2] as a conceptual construct and a
tool that can bring about a Service Master Plan. Its purpose is to combine, in a consistent
output, the engaging potential of co-design with the visionary influence of service-centred
scenarios, so to facilitate top-down actions that encourage bottom-up activation.

It represents the completion of a process that seeks to integrate collaborative scenario
building with the involvement of a place-based social infrastructure and the creation of
conditions conducive to social innovation. Therefore, the methodology of Service Master
Planning integrates different approaches and strategies of collaborative placemaking in
a process driven by service logic, which prioritises the systemic design of place-based
relations over the one of functions and spaces.

3. Case Studies

In this section, we introduce three case studies from the research group of the authors,
the Polimi DESIS Lab of the Design Department of Politecnico di Milano. They differ in
duration (from about 4 months to 2 years), type of client (the public sector or real estate
developers), involvement of design researchers and/or students, and stakeholder and/or
citizen engagement. Following a modus operandi that qualifies the research Lab, applied
research projects often involve Master’s-level design students from the School of Design, in
a consolidated, beneficiary mutual relationship of educational and research activities. In
fact, in higher education, it is common practice to confront students with real cases, issues,
and challenges in studio settings, that is, in problem-based and problem-solving contexts
in which they work in a team and have a dialogical interaction with teachers. When it
comes to Master’s-level students, their contributions prove to be particularly valuable and
critically relevant to project-based activities.

All cases are situated in Italy and share a starting point: a designated area already
undergoing urban master plan transformations yet urging the development of a distinctive
vision and of specific service solutions to better orient, define, and integrate the related
spatial design.

The projects are presented through phases that are explained later in this paper as part
of the Service Master Planning process: they are inspired by the well-known Double Diamond
methodology [36], which starts with a phase of discovery and research, then a generative
phase for finding ideas enriched by co-design workshops, and finally a development phase
with prototyping activities. Although named differently, the phases and logic of Double
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Diamond inform the methodology used in the case studies, as we will discuss better with
reference to the Service Master Planning process.

3.1. Rival(u)ta Rivalta in Reggio Emilia

‘Rival(u)ta Rivalta’ (which can be translated as ‘Re-value Rivalta’) is the project we
delivered for the Municipality of Reggio Emilia, as part of the Ducato Estense development
financed and promoted by the Italian Ministry of Cultural Heritage. The objective was to
envision the future of the Reggio Emilia Ducal Palace, with a specific focus on its park—a
vast public space situated in the suburb of Rivalta.

Rival(u)ta Rivalta was designed as a process of 4 main phases conducted between
2018 and 2019: a series of co-design workshops with stakeholders that were selected and
invited by the Municipality to offer an expert contribution in their role. Each of them, in
fact, brought the perspective of a different category of stakeholders, ranging from cultural
operators to general services suppliers, from third-sector associations to sport circles,
and others. Residents were not included, because they were already consulted through
‘Citizenship Workshops’ and ‘Urban Laboratories’. The results were enclosed in a report
to inform an international landscape design competition launched concurrently. After the
competition’s winners were selected, we involved them in further co-design activities to
converge on a cohesive spatial and service scenario. This scenario, formulated as a Service
Master Plan, served as the foundation for the subsequent implementation phase.

The following is a brief description of the 4 phases:

1. Scoping: It consisted of a series of meetings with Reggio Emilia policymakers, which
made it possible to understand, share, and interpret their guiding vision for the area.
Policymakers had already a broad idea of the future of Rivalta: as researchers, our
contribution was to enhance and enrich that idea by identifying the design principles
that best captured the essence of the ‘genius loci’. A guiding vision emerged: to
consider the ducal complex as a place with different ‘identities’ catering to its multiple
beneficiaries, from the more local (the resident of the Rivalta neighbourhood) to the
inhabitants of Reggio Emilia to national and international visitors. The fil rouge
linking these identities was identified by policymakers as a strong ‘natural’ character:
the park was to be a green oasis within the city, and this was the main recommendation
that informed our work throughout the process.

2. Generative listening: Policymakers selected 26 local stakeholders to be consulted from
among the most active and prominent actors in the cultural and associative life of
the city, as well as experts in technical sectors. Some members of the council of the
city were additionally selected for an interview, such as councillors and the mayor.
Interviews were organised as interactive conversations, guiding people not only to
provide information, but also to express desires and elaborate visions. The output of
this phase was a ‘sensible collection of insights’ that created the basis to guide the
subsequent co-design workshops.

3. Co-design workshops: We conducted 5 workshops with 42 people (Figure 1), some of
them were participants of the first phase and others were new relevant stakeholders
from local institutions, companies, universities, and associations. Building upon
the results of the previous phase, we elaborated a conceptual map displaying 4
main design directions: printed on a large board, this map served as a physical and
conceptual support for the co-design activities. Furthermore, we devised a deck of
cards depicting potential services and activities. These ideas were sourced from a
preliminary study of existing case studies and categorised based on the 4 directions
of the map. Every participant was encouraged to choose services from the deck of
cards, and by combining these selected activities, they formed their own personalised
vision for the future of Rivalta’s complex. Those visions were then positioned on the
map and discussed collectively. As a final stage, participants were paired according to
the link between their visions and invited to use a stakeholder map to think about the
actors involved and/or impacted by their future vision. At the end of the 5 co-design



Sustainability 2023, 15, 16067 6 of 17

workshops, we collected 42 personal visions and 21 stakeholder maps. After an
extensive work of re-elaboration, we delivered a first set of 6 scenarios, presented as
stories about possible futures, proposing new ways of doing and living in the park.
The scenarios were intended to steer, yet very openly, the spatial project and were
thus integrated into the brief for the landscape design competition.

4. Integration into the spatial design: In the last phase, we worked with the winners
of the international competition. In the spatial project developed by the team of
Openfabric, Casana, and F&M Ingegneria, the evidence of the incorporation of parts
of the 6 scenarios is clear: the revisited attention to the historical memory, the focus
on circular processes and sustainability, the variegated areas for bottom-up initiatives,
the several hot spots for sport, wellbeing and inclusion, and many more. The team,
eventually, participated in a co-design workshop with us to combine the spatial and
service features into a consistent whole. Beforehand, we condensed the 6 scenarios
into the 2 most cohesive ones aligned with the landscape project: the workshop was
then built around a service design tool known as offering map to integrate the proposed
layout with the envisioned services. In so doing, we delineated the primary and
secondary offering (the core services and the additional ones to be provided within
the Ducal complex) and all services were associated with specific areas of the space
(Figure 2).

The final output consisted of 2 scenarios shaping a Service Master Plan: ‘The Wellbeing
Park’ that elaborates the themes of health and living well, and ‘The Biosphere’ that refers to
the themes of landscape, nature, and harmony with the surrounding environment (Figure 3).
After 4 years, the Reggio Emilia Municipality is, at present managing the final development
of the project, building upon a combination of elements of the 2 scenarios, and is planning
a follow-up to the participatory process to envision the place’s governance.

Figure 1. Co-design workshops during the Rival(u)ta Rivalta project (pictures by the authors).
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Figure 2. Situated offering map of ‘The Biosphere’ scenario (layout map © Openfabric).

Figure 3. A visualisation of ‘The Biosphere’ scenario (picture by the authors).

3.2. MilanoSesto

‘The Responsible City’ is the title of a service design studio of the Master of Science
programme in Product-Service System Design at the School of Design of Politecnico di
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Milano, which we taught in 2019. It involved around 50 international students of the most
advanced Master’s design class in the ‘MilanoSesto’ project: a redevelopment effort of the
former industrial area of the Falck Industrial Complex in Sesto San Giovanni, bordering
Milan. The theme was thus chosen as a topic for the applied studio to provide students
with a real case and to simulate, for the client, the work of a creative design research and
applied consultancy.

The MilanoSesto project, which has been years in the making, plans to include multiple
buildings for dwelling, work, leisure, and hospitality, as well as a large green area that
connects all the functions. At the heart of the project, there is a healthcare centre, named
‘La Città della Salute e della Ricerca’ (that can be translated as the ‘City of Health and
Research’), to where some of the main hospitals of Milan will be transferred. It is one
of the biggest urban regeneration projects in Europe, covering an area of 1.45 million
square metres, originally developed by MilanoSesto Developments and two big real estate
companies, Hines and Prelios.

The challenge was to look at this urban development from the perspective of the
services that the area could offer: a Service Master Plan for a ‘responsible city’ came out as
combination of 12 possible new services, each one ideally delivered by a start-up.

The studio, lasting 4 months, went through 6 main phases.

1. Research: This included an in-depth exploration of the site and the development
plan, an investigation of the existing urban developments for inspiration, and a set
of interviews with experts, stakeholders (identified by MilanoSesto Devolopments),
and citizens. In addition, the students were asked to explore the existing services by
providing a case study analysis in different areas. Output: a research report for each
identified service area.

2. Design of the Service Master Plan: The students critically organised the need areas that
emerged from the research phase to create a comprehensive plan for future services
and solutions. The output was a collective document organised into different classes
of services, which were defined following the most updated version of the Nice
Classification (NCL), established by the Nice Agreement [37]. This is an international
classification of goods and services applied for the registration of marks. According
to this classification, the students identified promising opportunity areas for each
class of service by describing the following elements: a vision to be achieved for the
general benefit of society; the main users of the services; possible impacts (on public
space, natural capital, time, and scalability, risks); requirements (of space, urban
infrastructure, natural/non-natural resources, technologies, touch-points, rules, and
regulations); and actors (stakeholders, PA, and citizens).

3. Concept generation: The Service Master Plan became the brief for the students’ projects.
Building upon it and considering a set of design principles that we identified as
fundamental for the services to be provided in a responsible city, the students ideated
12 concepts in different need areas.

4. Co-design: A series of co-design workshops were then conducted involving local
stakeholders, citizens, and experts, to enrich and expand the service concepts. They
addressed several need areas and desires, such as encouraging commerce and en-
trepreneurship, supporting distributed healthcare, enjoying sustainable food, provid-
ing permanent and temporary housing, working with flexibility, rethinking logistics,
producing and consuming within a circular economy, commuting and moving, de-
fending biodiversity, managing energy resources, and organising citizen collaboration.
The output of this phase was a set of advanced service ideas.

5. Service development: A full development of the solution from all perspectives, i.e., the
product-service system offering, the user experience, the front and backstage, the
touch-points, the spatial/urban requirements, the impact measurement and indicators,
the stakeholder engagement, and the business model and plan. The output of this
phase was 12 innovative service start-ups.
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6. Prototyping: A ‘Fair of Future Businesses for MilanoSesto’ was designed and held in
January 2020 at the Spazio MIL in Sesto San Giovanni (Figure 4), where the imagined
start-ups were presented and discussed with mentors, experts, and citizens. At this
Fair, each group of students prototyped their service venture in a dedicated stall,
showing the most relevant elements of their solutions and providing additional
information to visitors. The management team of MilanoSesto awarded a prize to 3 of
the projects, which were selected for their visionary power, considerable humanity,
and pragmatic approach.

Among the awarded ideas were ‘Arcadia’, a solution providing a set of tools and spaces
to enable a relation between humans and nature for the transition to a post-anthropocentric
city (Figure 5); ‘Wecare’, a community of caregivers in which every citizen can become a
caregiver with the proper support, being rewarded with caring in the future; ‘Sinergia’,
a virtual energy trainer that not only tracks personal energy usage, but also introduces a
rewarding program and encourages people to engage in community growing.

At present, works are underway for the construction of the new MilanoSesto district,
which will be completed after 2032. The work of our students, developed right before
the COVID-19 pandemic, attempted to be an inspirational guide for the activities to be
provided in the area. Above all, it provided a vision, gently nudging the developers to start
considering not only spaces and cubic metres, but also services having specific features and
time ranges.

Figure 4. The ‘Fair of Future Businesses for MilanoSesto’ (pictures by the authors).

3.3. Tourist Harbour Carlo Riva in Rapallo

‘Design of future scenarios for the Tourist Harbour Carlo Riva’ is the title of a didactic
activity that we conducted at the School of Design of Politecnico di Milano, involving a
group of 20 international students selected through a call-for-submissions (based of their
CV and portfolio) from 3 different Master’s degrees programmes (Product-Service System
Design, Interior and Spatial Design, and Naval and Nautical Design).

The goal of the initiative, commissioned by Bizzi & Partners, a global real estate
development company, was to elaborate a set of future scenarios for a Service Master Plan to
be implemented in the tourist harbour ‘Carlo Riva’ in Rapallo, the most important private
Italian marina, damaged after a sea storm in 2018 and to be completely rebuilt, re-branded,
and managed. The architectural design firm Tectoo already developed an urban master
plan to restore the safety conditions of the sea defence and reconstruct the marina.
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The design activities were framed as a design contest: the group of students was
created after a selection process and included them in an extensive workshop, conducted
from March to May 2022. It was split into three main phases guided by teachers: research,
concept generation, and the development of future service scenarios.

1. Research: The students conducted a field study in Rapallo, visiting the area, which has
been closed since 2018 (Figure 6). The design brief they received was to create a ‘high-
end harbour’, a marina providing the most complete and updated range of services
that could characterise an efficient and pleasant future destination, considering envi-
ronmental and social sustainability as the basis of the whole project. The main goal
was the involvement of the local community: despite the primary users of the harbour
being tourists, the brief equally considered the Rapallo residents as recipients of the
services and beneficiaries of the harbour. Some of them were identified as available for
consultation by Bizzi & Partners and were indeed interviewed by students. The brief
was complemented by the provision of a set of contextual opportunities, elaborated
from a preliminary analysis of global trends and field research: sport, tourism and
hospitality, design, and cultural and natural heritage. The output of this phase was a
report of each of these opportunities.

2. Concept generation: The students were engaged in a brainstorming to generate as many
ideas as possible. The outputs of this phase were a series of ‘draft scenarios’ to be
selected and continued in the following step.

3. Development of future service scenarios: The students built four specific scenarios, defin-
ing the primary and secondary offering of services, elaborating user journeys, and
touchpoint and stakeholder maps to provide all the necessary elements to frame
the possible future(s) of the harbour. A public presentation was organised in the
Municipality of Rapallo in the presence of the mayor of the city and together with
the developer, Bizzi & Partners. The output of this phase was a Service Master Plan
comprising the four aforementioned scenarios.

More in detail, the scenarios shaping the Service Master Plan were: (1) ‘The Harbour
of Amusement’ was centred on the idea of ‘sportainment’ adventure, combining sports,
entertainment, and recreational activities (Figures 7 and 8); (2) ‘Europe’s Leading Carbon-
negative Marina’ aimed to set a new standard for sustainable marinas; (3) ‘Design Bay’
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aspired to transform the marina into a hub of nautical design; and (4) ‘The Floating Resort
of Rapallo’ combined sea and land tourism, building a destination suitable both for work
and vacation.

These scenarios were meant to be a stimulus for the executive project, each of them
showing potential elements that, selected and combined in the most appropriate way for
Rapallo and its context, could support the development of an innovative and, as was the
intention, cutting-edge harbour in Italy and the rest of the Mediterranean. At present,
works are underway conducted by Bizzi & Partners.

Figure 6. Photos from the workshop and the field study in Rapallo (pictures by the authors).
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3.4. The Service Master Planning Process in the Case Studies

We streamlined, packed up, and named as ‘Service Master Planning’ the working
methodology of service design applied to urban commons (Figure 9), echoing the idea of
commoning. It can be considered as an evolution of the aforementioned Double Diamond
methodology [37] and as a design-thinking activity for placemaking. Defined by a sequence
of macro-activities focused on understanding and designing, this approach involves design
and policy decisions made collaboratively with the main stakeholders, influenced by inputs
gathered from the broader community.

Figure 9. The Service Master Planning process (scheme by the authors originally published in their
book Service Design for Urban Commons [2]).

In Table 1, we compare the three case studies based on the common phases that shape
the Service Master Planning methodology, which involve an iterative process of divergent
and convergent thinking. This approach facilitates a continuous analysis and synthesis
of the problem at hand. Divergent thinking enables the creative exploration of various
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options, values, services, and activities, generating inputs to be considered in the planning
process. Convergent thinking ensures that policy decisions are appropriately guided and
acknowledged based on analysis and the creative inputs.

Table 1. The Service Master Planning phases in the 3 case studies.

Service Master
Planning Phases Rival(u)ta Rivalta MilanoSesto Rapallo

Scope

Preparatory conversations
with policymakers to
converge towards a
preliminary vision

Preparatory conversations
with the real estate

development’s board to
converge towards a
preliminary vision

Preparatory conversations
with the real estate

development’s board to
converge towards a
preliminary vision

Discover
(Empathise and Explore)

− Field study;
− Interviews with
− stakeholders.

− Field study;
− Interviews with citizens

and stakeholders;
− Case study analysis;
− Global trends analysis.

− Field study;
− Case study analysis;
− Global trend analysis.

Interpret
(Make sense and Define)

A compass for envisioning
and guiding next steps

A Service Master Plan
according to the NICE

Classification
Four thematic areas

Ideate
(Create and Enrich) Co-design with stakeholders Co-design with citizens and

stakeholders Designers’ brainstorming

Develop
(Elaborate and Pre-prototype)

Two scenarios integrated into
the spatial design

Twelve detailed services
framed in a broad scenario

integrated into the
spatial design

Four scenarios integrated into
the spatial design

Implement
(Prototype, Assess, Model) Ongoing Ongoing Ongoing

The initial Scope phase allows the alignment of the diverse interests and actors: it is a
set of conversations to prompt the entire process, ensuring the accomplishment of Service
Master Planning and setting expectations for the results. Specifically for this phase, we point
out a difference that we experienced while conducting scoping activities with the public
sector in comparison with the private one. In the Rival(u)ta Rivalta case study, our work
consisted in building upon an existing value-informed vision, trying to expand it, to explore
new possible directions within the main strategy defined by the policymakers. Conversely,
the two real estate companies came with project visions that were mainly concerned with
functionalist, hard/infrastructural features. Thus, they expressed the need to question and
think about the very idea of the city and place they wanted to achieve. Our university team,
offering an expertise that combines creativity with a design approach focused on social and
environmental sustainability, was thus engaged to support this process. The projects of
MilanoSesto and Rapallo were aimed at re-thinking a vision and focused on values and soft
features: both companies had already developed the urban master-plans and were looking
for a sense-making process to populate spaces with activities and services. Thus, they were
even open to negotiating changes in their plans.

The Discover phase is a divergent exploratory activity conducted through field research,
understanding the context and empathising with the parts involved.

The following Interpret phase implies a convergent thinking process: it is a reflection
that ‘connects the dots’ and provides a range of directions to guide the following steps.

In the Ideate phase, concepts are collaboratively generated and further enriched by
seeking input from a diverse group of actors that are familiar with a specific issue. This
approach expands the design options thanks to contributions from various perspectives. In
this phase, co-created preliminary visions and scenarios are created.
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The Develop phase converges around the elaboration of a selection of service scenarios,
framed in reference to a possible spatial layout.

These activities mark the completion of the design phase and generate the Service
Master Plan. Following this, the implementation focuses on putting the plan’s strategies
into action, in a continuum of interaction with stakeholders: in the three cases presented,
this is still ongoing. It is crucial for the process to be adapted to and adopted by each
specific context, which have unique rules and requirements.

Being at the origin of the process that led to the development of the Service Master
Planning methodology, the three presented case studies apply it differently, partially, and
inconsistently. Yet, they share the relevance of the co-creation of a vision for the future,
which is initially discussed in the Scope phase and then re-framed in the Interpret, Ideate, and
Develop phases, until the final scenarios are shaped. We elaborated more than one scenario
per case, each one describing the features of a place and its services as a coherent whole in
a future time. The significance of having a set of scenarios, as opposed to a single-point
forecast, lies in the robustness it offers to the decision-making process. In fact, according to
Ogilvy [25], we understand that imaging strategies for a range of futures, rather than only
one, allows one to “see whether there are some options that are robust across the range of
scenarios” (p. 77) and that can engage and activate communities and stakeholders.

Hence, the overall aim of Service Master Planning is to co-design the basis from which
placemaking projects that address urban commons can be implemented: it results in a
strategic document (the Service Master Plan) that describes alternative scenarios of activities
and services that might take shape in a given place and time. It streamlines the involvement
of public administrations, stakeholders, civic organisations, and citizens in bringing to life
initiatives that align with a shared strategy and are collaboratively produced and managed.
It is, in fact, proven [12,38] that the social, economic, and environmental sustainability of
new urban developments or redevelopment is connected to this top-down and bottom-up
alignment of visions and intentions. This is recognised to be a precondition for creating
common value, that is, a shared interest for all parties, and for having spaces, buildings,
infrastructures, and assets that make sense for people and are lived.

4. Conclusions: From the Service Master Planning Process to Implementation

The distinctive feature of the Service Master Planning process as a design-driven place-
making approach lies in its emphasis on combining service design with scenario building
and co-design processes to outline the places, services, and the community that may
inhabit them.

It is not a completely new methodology, but a process that systematically reverses
the perspective to urban planning by adopting and adapting a placemaking approach,
recognised at present for its value and by expanding it through the lens of service design.
In product design, this reversed perspective is well-known and is ascribed to the afore-
mentioned ‘service logic’, which is a systematic way of rethinking hard products in the
view of the service that they can deliver to achieve user satisfaction and sustainability. We
believe that the approach of Service Master Planning is a way to make this reversed logic
more systematic and conscious, to complement the urban planning one. We also believe,
supported by the literature [39,40], that a service logic, namely, a logic that values acces-
sibility over ownership, transformability and adaptability over mass customisation, and
collective ownership over individual use, could be more effective towards sustainability
than a simple spatial planning logic.

Service Master Planning considers places as social and service ecosystems [27] where
interactions, relationships, and services play a vital role. By integrating divergent and
convergent thinking, the methodology fosters sequences of analytical and synthetical
thinking, allowing for the creative exploration of multiple possibilities and the alignment of
policy decisions with the identified needs and desires. This iterative process is materialised
as scenarios and enables the plan to be adaptable and contextually relevant, bringing about
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its effective adoption by the local actors and the responsiveness to the specific characteristics
of each location.

In doing so, it aims to make the flow of decisions and policies that transform visions
into experimentations more fluid and coherent. Indeed, its challenge is to make collective
creativity and participation distinctive elements of the subsequent prototyping phase as
well, and thus of the activities it outlines. This assumes that it can create the conditions to
experiment with innovative forms of economic and social development. The co-production
and co-management of services can be considered distinctive features of these forms, if we
understand them as possible social innovations whose ownership can be taken over by the
actors who participated in the Service Master Planning process.

From our perspective, thus, a Service Master Plan holds the potential to serve as a strate-
gic document that frames future commoning strategies and tactical bottom-up initiatives
on urban commons. Its proof of concept lies in the power to not only inspire the spatial
design of the area, but also to generate community interest in initiating such initiatives and
actively participating in the co-production of envisioned services. Hence, the methodology
offers pathways to transition from scenarios to implementation, contemplating both the
design of physical spaces, which necessitates the integration of expertise from architectural,
urban, or landscape designers and the identification and engagement of actors who will
contribute to the co-production of the services in the space. Despite not yet having evidence
of this, we infer that Service Master Planning, as a guided decision making and collective
process, may aid in the prevention and management of the conflicts that could arise among
actors during the design of a place.

Drawing from the presented case studies, we understood that it is not a process de-
signed to ‘please’ everyone. In fact, the objective of inclusivity does not imply incorporating
every single opinion when building scenarios: such an approach may not yield the best
results but a ‘grey’ output instead, poor in quality and identity because of the forced combi-
nation of different perspectives. On the contrary, Service Master Planning offers a creative
and transparent way to deal with them, and we crafted it as an ‘agonistic’ process, in line
with Mouffe’s perspective [41]: a political approach that allows controversies to coexist
side by side, rather than seeking to negotiate them into a consensus. It acts as a mise en
scène of agonism, where future interventions are conceived and discussed interactively,
fostering a multi-voiced narrative that lays the groundwork for a place’s future identity.

Hence, we acknowledge that the most considerable limitation of the study is the
difficulty to measure the impact of the methodology on the implementation of the projects,
which require relatively long time. The observation of the project implementation will,
thus, inform our next research. If we consider an indicator of the impact whether the Service
Master Planning enables a more participated, effective, and sustainable taking action of
the community on the new space (a process of identification), we clearly do not yet have
outcomes. However, to provide a foundation for our belief that this positive impact can
occur, we draw upon the aforementioned Mouffe’s agonistic theory and Illich’s conviviality
theory [41,42], which specifically emphasises the dynamic between individual freedom
and collective interdependence, manifested in creative interactions and enabling people to
create the environments in which they can thrive.

Finally, we suggest Service Master Planning to be a way to exercise collaborative gover-
nance between top-down policies and bottom-up efforts. It is a political act with political
implications, including changes in the relationship between policymakers, stakeholders,
and citizens, because it opens forms of political participation and political possibilities.
More than being a collection of solution-making methods and practices for urban chal-
lenges, Service Master Planning is intended to generate a political vision: a co-created future
for a place and the pathway to achieve it. It aims to empower a community to practise
political agency within a context riddled with conflicts, acknowledging that not every
problem may have a straightforward solution, while a sense-making activity—as Service
Master Planning is—could at least provide a range of possible answers.
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