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Co-designing with and
for Small and Remote
Communities: Reflections
on Transformative
Innovation, Servitisation,
and Agonism

Within the conceptual framework of design for social innovation and
democracy, this paper reports on implementing participatory processes
in regenerating public spaces in semi-rural contexts, questioning the
meaning of transformative innovation, servitisation, and agonism in
non-urban contexts. This inquiry argues for exploring a reassessment
of how we enact participatory public space regeneration strategies
through their application in a remote context. The latter has been
untouched by all the bottom-up initiatives and movements that have
swept through European urban centres over the last fifteen years;
returning to the urban space with these reflections could provide an
opportunity to explore new perspectives, even in a saturated context,
questioning the models of metropolitan practices. By challenging the
paradigm of innovation as the only direction associated with a valid
process of improvement and change, this paper delves into the urgency
of looking at co-design processes through the lenses of decoloniality,
relationality and agonism, creating moments of reflexivity inside the
research team and with the local community. Our reflections and
learnings stem from “Human Cities / SMOTIES, Creative Works with
Small and Remote Places”, a participatory design project that examines
community engagement methods for co-designing public spaces and
transformations in European rural areas, specifically Albugnano, a
small town in northern Italy. Setting the Albugnano community as an
experimental ground, the case study addresses the lack of valorisation of
tangible and intangible heritage, depopulation and social fragmentation
by unpacking narratives, nurturing social imagination, and collectively
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envisioning and designing potential regenerative transformations.

1
INTRODUCTION
AND CASE PRESENTATION

As acknowledged, design for social innovation (DSI) has
found extensive ground in broadening design for social needs
and societal good (DiSalvo et al., 2011; Jégou and Manzini
2008; Koskinen 2016; Margolin and Margolin 2002). The
traditional design objective of producing tangible prob-
lem-solving artefacts hooks into much broader ecological
and environmental psychology perspectives, questioning
which idea of political agency and design responsibility we
are helping to shape. In the larger framework of socially
responsible design, we focus on DSI for urban and rural
needs, social development, and creative communities. DSI
explores the ways in which transformative processes can
be supported by enabling groups of actors (citizens, policy-

makers, third-sector organisations, business partners, etc.)
to address social issues that may concern services, places,
systems, and even strategies (Fassi et al. 2013; Manzini 2015,
Manzini and Meroni 2014). This approach, dealing with the
quality of relationships and synergies between involved
and impacted parties, requires a necessarily relational and
situated way of thinking that goes “against various forms
of unlocatable, and so irresponsible, knowledge claims”
(Haraway 1988, 583), and against the modern de-localisation
and “marginalisation of place (the here and now of social
action) in the definition of social life” (Escobar in Mignolo
and Escobar 2013, 36).

Within this framework, the authors present a case
in which they experiment with a community-centred design
process (Manzini and Meroni 2014) in a semi-rural context
starting from research that has so far mainly been developed
in urban areas, elaborating on the differences, limitations,
and opportunities that emerge.
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To reconsider our design practices, the article
draws its reflections from the above-mentioned basis to-
wards the relationship between participatory design (PD)
(Bjogvinsson et al. 2012; Bjorgvinsson et al. 2010; DiSalvo
and DiSalvo 2014; Hillgren 2013; Holmlid 2012; Kemmis
and Mctaggart 2005) and relationality issues related to
aesthetics, democratic agonism (DiSalvo 2010; DiSalvo et
al. 2011; Hillgren et al. 2016; Koskinen 2016; Mouffe 2000,
2007) and the ontology of co-designing (Akama et al. 2019;
Bishop 2005, 2006; Bourriaud 1998; Rooke 2013). To rethink
the meaning of radical innovation, power structures and
coloniality (Ansari 2021; Quijano 2000; Schultz et al. 2018,;
Tlostanova 2017) within PD in defence of the question of
place (Escobar 2001), we raise concerns about the role of
locally grounded processes of place regeneration through
community-centred design, wondering whether we should
challenge current design practices by experimenting in
non-mainstream standpoints. This was achieved through
the study outlined herein, which the authors conducted as
members of the Polimi DESIS Lab (Department of Design,
Politecnico di Milano), part of the worldwide DESIS Network
connecting more than 60 design universities. The Lab adopts
a strategic and systemic approach to DSI, mainly focused
on design for service and spatial design, alongside contri-
butions from strategic design, user-centred design, design
for territory, and sociology. After 15 years of research and
practice in urban ecosystems, the Lab moved from growth,
solution-oriented and exploitative views towards resilient
systems applied to the regeneration of commons and recently
started tackling the rural context as part of the SMOTIES
project, whose reflection work is illustrated here.

L1. The research project framework and context

SMOTIES is a four-year project (2020-2024),
co-funded by the Creative Europe program of the European
Union and coordinated by the Politecnico di Milano. It is an
initiative of the Human Cities network, which, since 2006,
has brought together European design and architecture
universities and consultancies to enhance the quality of in-
door and outdoor public spaces and foster novel methods for
social cohesion by actively engaging with local ecosystems
through participatory design. With SMOTIES, the Human
Cities network is redirecting its attention towards 10 small,
remote areas in Europe that are experiencing depopulation
and relational remoteness while possessing valuable cultural
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assets that are at risk of being undervalued and not transmit-
ted to future generations. All the partners selected a location
in their respective country and acted as intermediaries,
catalysts, and advocates for the regeneration of community
spaces through scenario-building and foresight (Auricchio
et al. 2023, 2024), as well as participatory and co-design ap-
proaches, aiming to re-activate citizens to envision futures
for their living environment. The methodology experimented
with using relational and participatory practices in an effort
to understand social dynamics, leverage local narratives, and
ensure the regeneration of spaces. At the Polimi DESIS Lab,
we chose Albugnano - a small village with about 500 resi-
dents - as a remote Italian setting for the SMOTIES project.

Albugnano is in the Basso Monferrato area. It
thrives in the wine and gastronomic sectors - crucial for
commercial and tourism growth - has a rich Romanic cul-
tural heritage exemplified by churches like the Vezzolano
Abbey, and attracts over 30,000 visitors annually (Fig. 1).
Despite these strengths, challenges arise due to insufficient
tourism infrastructure and the town’s struggle to commu-
nicate its other attractions. Hidden gems are hard to access
and require improved services. Depopulation weakened so-
cial bonds, and the lack of transport and services reinforced
migration to larger population centres. Despite this, the
town still attracts residents due to its healthcare facilities,
natural beauty, and affordable housing.

A peculiarity of small towns is the blurring be-
tween individuals and institutions. Given the small popula-
tion, institutional roles are influenced by and inextricable
from personal lives and attitudes. Interactions between
institutions are less formal and more colloquial, with the
positive effect of making them more reachable and aware of
inhabitants’ needs but also more susceptible to personalism,
with private conflicts sometimes limiting public agency. This
fosters a diversity of visions among Albugnano’s residents
when it comes to the area’s revitalisation, boosting the local
economy through its main sectors or nurturing new artis-
tic endeavours. As a result, differing perspectives emerge
around which potential narratives to prioritise for the region
when projecting it to the outside world. Since 2020, we have
been embracing the local will to revitalise places and ser-
vices and starting to engage with the community to shape a
transformative process, examining the existing underlying
local debates to regenerate public spaces collaboratively.
We aimed to address social fragmentation and territorial
remoteness to empower various types of narratives as pro-
spective future narrations (De Rosa et al. 2021; Tassinari et
al. 2017) that may function as counter-narratives (Hillgren et
al. 2016, 2020), bring those opposing voices into the debate,
and possibly strengthen their social links.

In 2020, the Albugnano citizenship had just elected
a new mayor, dispelling the risk of an election with no can-
didates and a specific commissioner. Different social groups
supported the elected mayor in a successful democratic effort
of cooperation between new citizens, people who live in the
town but work elsewhere, old local families and local wine
producers. After COVID hit, the consensus started to erode,
leading to heated arguments and finally causing the govern-
ment to fall in 2022. At this stage, SMOTIES had ended the
in-field research, the knowledge base development, and the
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scenario-building and had already started to engage locals in
participatory activities, building on the co-designed project
direction. Due to the ongoing local political crisis, we faced
mounting challenges, and unfortunately, our endeavours
during the electoral campaign were misconstrued as favour-
itism towards specific political factions. For instance, during
a co-design session following a rehearsal of the local choir,
stakeholders expressed apprehensions about SMOTIES’ per-
ceived alignment with a particular political party, advocated
by select members of the musical organisation. Subsequently,
when we had to select a specific location for the spatial inter-
vention, each option carried significant political implications
owing to the networks of conflicting individuals, stakehold-
ers, and local associations. Since the project needed a place
to happen, SMOTIES stalled, and we decided to postpone
the co-design actions until after the next elections, waiting
for the open conflicts to find a political resolution. After the
re-election of the previous mayor, there was finally an ad-
equate situation for the participatory activities to restart.
Our goal was to create a conversation between uni-
directional voices through PD methods. Thus, the conflicting
narratives linked to different places were put into agonistic
conversation, leading to the final design concept: a system of
service and spatial interventions distributed throughout the
historical centre. The overall project unpacks, reinterprets,
and expands these voices to pursue project ideas in line with

the regeneration scenario that the citizenship co-created,
also considering feasibility and objectives concerning the
funding body.

1.2. Methodology

Through a combination of primary and secondary
research, the methodology (Auricchio et al. 2023, 2024) was
implemented through parallel and interlinked activities, pro-
moting a structured, iterative process and enabling informed
decision-making to maximise project outcomes:

In-field research and knowledge base development of the local
relational landscape (Oct.2020 - Oct.2021):
Analysis of the assets and challenges to guarantee that
initiatives conform to the contextual needs and
dynamics, allowing local stakeholders to express
their expectations:
> Place development and functions development
maps
Analysis of the physical morphology to explore the histor-
ical, contemporary, and functional facets of the
region’s natural and built environment and their
interconnections:
> In-depth interviews
> Local actors map
> Baseline data wall
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Reflexive research for data extraction, interpretation and
scenario-building (Oct.2021 -Oct.2022):
Identification of future directions to pinpoint possibilities
for intervention through the creation of scenarios
that serve as evolving perspectives and narrative
lenses, offering insights into a future where com-
munity and stakeholder participation in remote
areas is on the rise:
> Definition of future scenarios
> Case study collection
> Exploration of project directions
> Shaping intuitions
Impact Assessment:
> Impacts and Indicators canvas
> Dissemination strategy canvas

Participatory activities (Apr.2022 - Jul.2023):
Collection of stories related to Albugnano places:
> Storytelling the future
> Itinerant story playing
Co-design workshops (Fig. 2)

Implementation of interventions (Apr.2023 - Jul.2024):

The approach is rooted in a transdisciplinary framework
that combines urban design, history, and environ-
mental psychology:
> Public space analysis map and development

board
> People-place interaction chart
> Executive design

1.3. The research goal: research questions

While such processes, practices, and foresight
methodologies are widely recognised and validated in urban
areas, the project sparked (3) reflections on their application
in small and remote places (Fig. 3).

(Q1) Can a transformative intervention catalyse
democratic agonism in the local community?

The described political conflicts in Albugnano were
probably ignited by underlying disagreements. Nonetheless,
we can speculate that the project’s presence and the Euro-
pean echo might have awakened the interest of the public
arena. Although the agonistic lens allows for a favourable
interpretation, reflection on the unexpected impacts beyond
the co-design process in small communities is needed to plan
transformation projects better.

(Q2) How can radical innovation be considered in
remote places?

Assuming a participatory process, we debate on
paths of innovation that may not necessarily be guided by
urban knowledge: remote contexts yet to be involved in in-
novative networks and experimentations can lead us toward
substantial shifts in direction for regeneration processes that
are place-centred, relational, and pluriversal (Escobar 2018).
Is it more viable to generate radically innovative solutions
from a service-system design perspective, or is it preferable
to opt for more straightforward, locally grounded solutions
implemented by citizens? The first speculation implies a
definition of ‘radical’ based on the researchers’ experiences
in urban advanced environments, while the second could be
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considered ‘radical’ from a place-centred perspective. Bal-
ancing these approaches reduces the risk of perpetuating an
oppressive dynamic that could be interpreted as exploitative,
enforcing coloniality.

(Q3) Does the servitisation of experiences reduce
meaningful human interactions in the territory?

While interviewing citizens, we found that dis-
organised information limited tourism but fostered mean-
ingful visitor-local encounters. Improving the information
structure from a servitisation perspective could enhance
experiences but may reduce valuable interactions. From a
services decommodification perspective, we call for a val-
ue-driven, contextual, and networked service design, pri-
oritising an approach based on local values to preserve the
unique character of small and remote places.

These three ongoing reflections highlight the im-
portance of looking at co-design processes through the lenses
of coloniality, relationality and agonism, creating moments
of reflexivity inside the research team and with the local
community. They also pose broader questions, challenging
the vision of which society the design practice is contributing
to shape. Returning to the urban space with these reflections
could provide an opportunity to explore new perspectives,
even in a saturated context, questioning the models of urban
and metropolitan practices.

2
DISCUSSION

After the first year of online preparatory activities, the
second year of testing the methodology in the field, and
the third year of co-design activities, the project shaped
eight interventions in Albugnano to support the needs of
locals and visitors, orchestrating a system of interconnected
places (Fig. 4). There were six minor interventions and two
primary ones: the square - now mainly a car park - soon to
become one of the few Italian examples of tactical urbanism
in a remote context, and a small disused garden - soon to
becomes an agora for performances and gatherings. All the
places are linked through a system of panels that provide
usage information (timetables, contacts), historical informa-
tion (images and data) and subjective stories from citizens,
accessible online on the municipal website.

The strategy is based on the Spatial+Service De-
sign approach (S+S) (De Rosa 2022), a transdisciplinary
perspective that seeks to design spaces and provide services
as a single entity: the spatial interventions become platforms
for local community activation in the long term. It takes a sys-
temic reading of Albugnano, building on pre-existing usages
of the local places while connecting them, valorising them,
and enabling the imagination of new possibilities. It also
ties into existing networks of touristic, logistic and leisure
activities, and valorises the local culture through place-based
community-shared stories. The aim is to enhance existing
activities and support the emergence of new ones: leisure
spaces for spontaneous activations, spaces for performances
and cultural events, and elements for signposting and nar-
rating the area through the words of citizens.
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In the following paragraphs and illustrated in Fig.
5, we provide ongoing reflections in response to the three
research questions and illustrate how the project prompted
us to challenge common co-design approaches in the theo-
retical direction outlined above.

2.1. Transformative interventions as an agonistic

catalyst: the mutual construction of places and

identities to re-articulate discourse among

contextual voices

The political events in Albugnano and the possible
influence of the SMOTIES project on them led to crucial
reflections that informed the design of the final S+S inter-
vention, adopting a transformative lens (Dorst and Watson
2020; Hummels et al. 2018; Patricio et al. 2018; Sangiorgi
2011). We discerned in the local debates that paused many
initiatives — not just our project - a manifestation of dem-
ocratic agonism in political life. Framing our activities as
a design experiment in civies (DiSalvo 2022) supported
our reflection on those that had apparently ‘failed’, which
still enhanced our understanding of the conditions needed
to enable a long-term change and contribute to creating
“connections to enable future actions” (DiSalvo 2022, 121),
i.e. infrastructuring (Hillgren et al. 2011; Le Dantec and
DiSalvo 2013; Star and Ruhleder 1996; Van Reusel 2016), and
knowledge to navigate a structured institutional landscape,
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i.e. institutioning (Huybrechts et al. 2017, 158). In practice,
we realised that we needed to slow down our project goals
and schedule to spark a further re-articulation of contex-
tual voices, making sticking to our pre-determined plan
secondary to developing a deeper connection with the local
community through meetings and conversations.

Additionally, the aforementioned experience ev-
idences the multi-dimensionality of places that exist as
“complex relational entities, enablers of interactions and
owned by people through forms of identification” (De Rosa
2022, 145) beyond their spatial and functional features. Ex-
tending into the social and political dimensions, places are
part of local agonistic debates: they allow intangible power
dynamics and political discussions to manifest themselves
in the public sphere. Given the overlapping at the micro-level
of institutional, associational, and non-institutional roles
among the inhabitants of Albugnano, the distinction that
Ranciere (1999) makes between ‘politics’ - the political de-
bate as held in parliaments and converted into policy — and
‘political’ - what can be seen and said within a community
that speaks to people’s immediate concerns and desires -
is blurred. Therefore, designers need to gain an in-depth
understanding of the relational networks of people (Rainie
and Wellman 2012) and the symbolic meanings associated
with each place (De Rosa et al. 2023) to initiate a dialogue
with a local community.
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Reading through the agonistic lens of the political
conflicts and their ties to ‘place’ led the research team to
embrace multiplicity in the final intervention design: the
focus shifted from choosing the best place to situate the
design intervention to creating a network of distributed in-
terventions in multiple places, each reflecting the functional
and symbolic needs of the social groups activating them (Fig.
6). By doing this, the economic and political power of the re-
sources that SMOTIES is bringing to the area is distributed
among the community, preserving the existing dynamics.

2.1.1. Unforeseen impacts and designers as temporary
community members

The possibility that the co-design process could spark de-
bates was accounted for, but the extent of its effects
beyond the participatory activities was unexpect-
ed. It is difficult to verify if and how much our ac-
tivities influenced the political situation, but the
research team shared the perception that opening
a discussion about public spaces and economic
resources contributed to reviving latent tensions
and the citizens’ proactivity (Fig. 7).

In this situation, the relationship created between the re-
search team and the local community was crucial:
initially, distance was perceived as a barrier to the
development of trust and ownership by the locals,
but when the conflicts exploded, being external to
the context helped by providing an extraneous in-
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put to the community while preventing individual
stakeholders from bending the project to favour
their economic and political interests. We would
argue, however, that this also prevented the local
community from delegating responsibility for the
impetus for regeneration, relying solely and pas-
sively on this project. By contrast, the distance of
the project promoters generated a positive impact
in that it strengthened a widespread sense of active
citizenship that allowed the communities to design
themselves, going beyond participation and becom-
ing the ‘creative government’ of remote places.

2.2. Reflection on the perception of innovation to
decolonise co-design practice

2.2.1. Towards place-based innovations

The participatory and co-design practice for the regeneration
of Albugnano’s social and spatial landscape entails
the involvement of both a design research team
and ‘users’, which, in this case, are the residents
and visitors to the town. PD is based on developing
changes rooted in people’s needs and co-design-
ing with the actual experts in the project context.
Going through our co-design process, once we had
conducted the research and identified issues and
opportunity areas, we sought to articulate solu-
tion concepts through co-creative and generative
workshops (Figs. 8-9).

In performing these workshops, we realised that we were
stimulating the imaginative and design capaci-
ty of the inhabitants based on experience gained
in recent years in urban contexts. In the latter,
not only have citizens assumed a pro-active role
through the development of bottom-up activities
for several years, but over time, policies have also
experimented with new forms of civic and political
participation. This is not to say that we have for-
gotten the foundational assumption of SMOTIES,
namely that of operating in contexts that have
great potential but have not yet been invested in by
regeneration processes; instead, we had not fully
realised that these contexts are often familiar with
but have not yet directly experienced participatory,
radical, and horizontal forms of change to imagine
significantly different futures.

In this sense, adopting a decolonial approach, the intention
was not to find ways to replicate urban models of
innovation but to take a step back in reviewing
these so-called innovations in the light of a radically
different context. We questioned the potentially
different perceptions of what to consider innova-
tive: what if the path of innovation does not align
objectively with the direction indicated by cities?
What if remote and rural contexts can lead us
toward substantial shifts in direction for regen-
eration processes that are place-centred (Casey
1997; Escobar 2001), relational (Akama et al. 2019;
Bishop 2005, 2006; Bourriaud 1998; Rooke 2013),
and pluriversal (Escobar 2018)? What if the rad-
ical novelty lies in non-mainstream standpoints?
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An initial preliminary answer could lie in an eco-systemic
approach to innovation. These reflections focused
the final design solution on weaving a network
between the existing community resources and
a series of punctual interventions, with the aim
of strengthening what was already present and
fostering the long-term community ownership of
the outputs of the SMOTIES project.

2.2.2. Towards a pluriversal mindset in co-design

The vision of a “techno-centric rationale for ‘innovation’
and ‘progress’ (Forlano 2017, 19) has been tradi-
tionally dominant in Western framings of design,
to the extent that they are also a widely expected
outcome for stakeholder communities involved in
participatory social innovation processes and for
participatory designers. The designers’ perception
of radical innovation fails to consider the real-life
environment (the social, architectural and his-
torical context) as the paradigm that the solution
would radically innovate. This failure risks put-
ting the designer in a position of power, imposing
a solution with limited regard to the local stance.
A top-down, design-savvy yet context-agnostic
solution would decrease the chances of weaving
in the local socio-spatial fabric of Albugnano to
account for its values and needs. Acknowledging
the need to disrupt this vision of innovation, which
is closely intertwined with coloniality and pow-
er structures (Ansari 2021; de la Bellacasa 2017;
Quijano 2000; Tlostanova 2017) and the potential
oppression implicit in design tools, especially in
DSI (Akama et al. 2019; Barcham 2023; Pierri 2017;
Tlostanova 2017), we believe there is a risk of en-
forcing epistemic injustice (Bhargava 2013; Fricker
2017) through the co-design process.

As Barcham (2023) pointed out, it is crucial to understand
that the design process and tools we use are cul-
turally loaded by the contexts in which they were
crafted, and that they need to be modified to en-
sure consistency with the situated epistemologies,
respectfully engaging the local communities. Doing
so represents an opportunity to “de-couple design
from its modern, industrialised roots so that it can
be re-situated and re-conceptualised”, as set out
by Akama et al. (2019).

As an outcome of this discussion, the team geared itself
towards adopting a pluriversal mindset (Escobar
2018), even if creating a meaningful dialogue be-
tween these forms of knowledge was challenging.
In other words, we attempted to “rethink how to
conceptualise the co-design process to support
people, and not the other way around” (Akama
et al. 2019, 17). We did this by challenging our
process and tools, changing our choice of lan-
guage to avoid the technical terms common in
our practice and welcoming informal exchang-
es, such as community gatherings for festivities
and spontaneous conversations, as part of the
co-design process.

Ultimately, we are aiming to put our expertise into serving
the community and developing solutions that will
enable Albugnano’s ecosystem to thrive collabo-
ratively. The very nature of this ambition requires
mutual listening and sharing in a synergic ex-
change of each party’s expertise, with responsi-
bility and care (de la Bellacasa 2017) on the part
of the design team to keep an eye out for the risk
of reverting to power structures and coloniality.

We pursued this intention in the final concept. Instead of
transforming the participants’ proposals into a
radically innovative solution, we clustered the con-
cepts and matched them with the most appropri-
ate place in town, supporting the emergence of
a unique profile for each place the intervention
touches. The innovativeness lies in the systemic and
network-based nature of the intervention, making
room for daily transformative acts of appropria-
tion. By adopting an S+S approach, the ecosystem
of places becomes an open platform for re-artic-
ulating interactions tied to the regeneration of
commons, welcoming its definition by locals.

2.3. Servitisation of experiences through a
relationality and commoditisation lens: from easy
solutionism to value-driven and relational design

Our third reflection stems from observing the pe-
culiar serendipity of local social interactions: we noticed how
the difficulty of finding tourist information and overcoming
mobility challenges generated meaningful social interactions,
creating casual encounters between visitors and locals and
triggering cooperative mechanisms within the community
itself. The research team experienced this first-hand and
reported it to community members during the interview
phase (De Rosa et al. 2023; Finardi 2023).

“What cheers me up is seeing people arrive [in

Albugnano]. Whenever there’s a cycling or motor-

cycling event, or when people come here for the

first time, they often end up lost or disoriented
in the car park in the little square. And I always
go out onto the balcony and ask, “Do you need
anything? Are you lost? Do you want a hand?”

Always welcoming, always welcoming!” (English

translation by the authors).

“My son attends school in [nearby city], and luckily,

a neighbour gives him a lift in his car. Without

this option, I'd have to drive him to the bus stop

in Albugnano as there’s no other transport avail-
able, which means leaving at 6:30 in the morning.”

(English translation by the authors).

When analysing these experiences from a service
design point of view, it is easy to classify the lack of services
and information as weak points to be fixed to enhance the
accessibility of the territory. Potentially, the impact on the
‘user experience’ of tourists would be positive, but we argue
that a relational cost would be paid: the unique social inter-
actions, appreciated by the local community and typical of
arural context, would be lost. Problematising the potential
servitisation (Baines et al. 2017; Kowalkowski et al. 2017;
Sundbo et al. 2022) and commodification (Chen and Kong
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2021; Morgan 2014) in Albugnano, we would outline both
risks and opportunities (Lew 2019; Vidickiené et al. 2020)
unique to the rural context.

Adopting a value-driven perspective to DSI, the
impact of the abovementioned perspective would damage
the community. The Manzini and Cipolla (2009) definition
of relational services provides a practical framework: the
risk identified is the potential to commodify meaningful
interactions - defined as [-Thou, a relationship engaging
two complex beings - and transform them into functional
exchanges - defined as I-It, an experience that occurs be-
tween two objectified presences who view one another solely
as performers of a specific task.

The local system’s potential servitisation could
have both positive and negative effects. Excluding easy
solutionism, it is possible to envision a critical approach
to tourism that can become transformative, relational and
pluriversal (Pernecky 2023).

This reflection sparked a question that supported
our team in conceiving the S+S intervention: How do we
safeguard the local relationality but make the area more
accessible for locals and visitors?

2.8.1 Fostering local relationality through a strategic
intervention

Albugnano has a local system of places, activities, and ser-
vices known mainly by the locals, which is a pre-
cious resource for temporary citizens. The chal-
lenge is making this system emerge and become
visible while leveraging the information provided
to foster the described meaningful interactions.
Conceiving places as assemblages of multiple ac-
cessible features, ranging from the spatial to the
social and symbolic, implies organising information
and crafting storytelling that could convey those
intangible qualities and meanings. In addition,
centralising information in a digital or physical
artefact would imply providing easy access to Al-
bugnano, but that would enforce an exploitative
touristic dynamic an lead the project away from
enhancing local relationality.

In our intervention, we are articulating Albugnano narra-
tives: the information about services and tourist
attractions, the area’s historical development, and
the town’s storytelling from the locals’ point of
view. These different forms of narration are distrib-
uted in a system of unique but connected places.

The final goal is to systematically intervene in the public
space to support both locals and visitors. Locals
will experience their places with a spatial layout
shaped around their requirements, supporting
additional activations when needed. At the same
time, visitors will find information about the area
throughout their visit to the town and get a glimpse
of the symbolic meanings narrated by the lived
experience of locals. This strategy aims to foster
meaningful interactions between the mentioned
targets and their social networks.

TEMES DE DISSENY #40

3
CONCLUSIONS

Describing our reflections on the SMOTIES project, we tried
to outline some key arguments that stemmed from our em-
bodied perceptions and experiences throughout the project.
(Q1) Can a transformative intervention catalyse
democratic agonism in the local community?
The answer is affirmative: the design intervention
catalysed the agonistic debate, even if it was hard to measure
or quantify. The designing of public places revealed how
embedded they are in the local social, cultural, and political
life, providing occasions for latent tensions to manifest into
something more concrete. To better operate within the ag-
onistic environment, three elements are needed:
> In-depth understanding of the networks of people, places,
meanings, and the implicit tensions between them.
> Thorough evaluation of potential unforeseen impacts on the
community beyond the co-design process.

> Reflection on the research team’s closeness to the locals,
setting the appropriate role as a temporary com-
munity member according to the project’s goals.

(Q2) To what extent is radical innovation socially
sustainable in remote places?

To safeguard the community’s long-term sense of
ownership of the generated concepts, we needed to challenge
our perception of radical innovation based on our expertise
as practitioners and researchers with a design background.
Specifically, we articulated four points:
> The context challenges how we conceptualise radical innova-

tion, calling for a redefinition based on a place-cen-

tred, relational and pluriversal perspective.

> There is a need to reflect on power dynamics and potential
oppression, such as epistemic injustice, in DSI
projects.

> As designers, there is a need to continuously pursue a
balance between giving inputs to the territory and
acknowledging and receiving its traits.

> The innovative aspect of the proposed intervention is that
it is situated and context specific.

(Q3) Does the servitisation of experiences reduce
meaningful human interactions in the territory?

Based on the project activities, the preliminary
answer is affirmative: there is a risk of hindering local rela-
tionality. Extensive field research would be needed to vali-
date this reflection and answer the initial question. We can
summarise two points:
> Local values and future scenarios can provide a solid foun-

dation for defining design principles that guide the

design intervention towards the intended trans-
formation.

> Territorial storytelling that strategically combines nar-
rative aspects and informative elements can be
leveraged to enhance local social interactions in-
stead of damaging local sociality.

Finally, these critical reflections call for the inte-
gration of multiple approaches in the current practice of DSI,
expanding the framework that SMOTIES used as a theo-
retical starting point to co-design the S+S intervention. As
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aresearch team, we feel that adopting a reflexive approach
that looks through the lenses of coloniality, relationality and
agonism is of the utmost importance if we are to go one step
further in making our practices more caring and pluriversal.
Exploring rural contexts challenged our methodologies and
practices and fundamentally questioned the vision of which
society we are helping to build. Further reflection on the
dominant values and development trajectories of urban,
academic and modern knowledge is required.
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PARAULES CLAU

Codisseny, Llocs Remots, Agonisme, Servititzacio,
Innovacié, Descolonitzacié.

RESUM

En el marc conceptual del disseny per a la innovacié social i la democracia,
aquest article informa sobre la implementaci6 de processos participatius en
la regeneracio d’espais publics en contextos semirurals i giiestiona el signi-
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ficat d’innovacié transformadora, servititzaci6 i agonisme en contextos no
urbans. Aquesta investigacié advoca en favor d’estudiar una nova avaluacié
de com establim estrategies participatives de regeneracié de 'espai public
bo i analitzant-ne ’aplicaci6 en un context remot. Aquest darrer no s’ha vist
afectat per cap de les iniciatives i moviments ascendents que han arrasat
els centres urbans europeus en els tltims quinze anys; tornar a I'espai
urba aquestes consideracions podria ser una oportunitat d’explorar noves
perspectives, fins i tot en un context saturat, qiiestionant aixi els models de
practiques metropolitanes. Aquest article posa en dubte el paradigma de
la innovaci6 com a tnica tendéncia associada a un procés valid de millora i
canvi, i aprofundeix en la urgencia de contemplar els processos de codisseny
através del prisma de la descolonitzacid, la relacionalitat i 'agonisme. En
fer-ho, crea moments de reflexié en 'equip d’investigaci6 i en la comunitat
local. Les nostres reflexions i els nostres aprenentatges tenen el seu origen
a Human Cities/SMOTIES, Creative Works with Small and Remote Places, un
projecte de disseny participatiu que estudia métodes de participaci6 de
la comunitat en el codisseny d’espais publics i transformacions en arees
rurals europees, concretament a Albugnano, una petita poblacié del nord
d’Ttalia. El cas practic estableix la comunitat d’Albugnano com a terreny
experimental i aborda la manca de valoracié del seu patrimoni tangible i
intangible, la despoblacié i la fragmentaci6 social analitzant testimonis,
alimentant la imaginaci6 social i concebent i dissenyant col-lectivament
potencials transformacions regeneradores.

1
INTRODUCCIO
I PRESENTACIO DEL CAS

Com és ben sabut, el disseny per a la innovaci6 social (DIS) ha trobat un
extens terreny en 'ampliacié del disseny per a necessitats socials i el bé
social (DiSalvo et al. 2011; Jégou i Manzini 2008; Koskinen 2016; Margolin
i Margolin 2002). L'objectiu tradicional del disseny de produir artefactes
tangibles que resolguin problemes enllaca amb perspectives psicologiques
imediambientals molt més amplies, posant en qiiestié quina idea d’agéncia
politica i responsabilitat de disseny estem ajudant a conformar. En 'extens
marc del disseny socialment responsable, ens centrem en el DIS per a ne-
cessitats urbanes i rurals, desenvolupament social i comunitats creatives.
El DIS estudia com es pot ajudar els processos transformadors permetent
que grups d’actors (ciutadans, legisladors, organitzacions del tercer sector,
socis empresarials, ete.) abordin qiiestions socials que puguin afectar ser-
veis, llocs, sistemes i fins i tot estratégies (Fassi et al. 2013; Manzini 2015;
Manzini i Meroni 2014). Aquest plantejament, que tracta sobre la qualitat de
les relacions i sinergies entre parts implicades i parts afectades, requereix
una manera de pensar necessariament relacional i situada que vagi “contra
diverses formes de pretensions de coneixement il-localitzables i, per tant,
irresponsables” (Haraway 1988, 583) i contra la moderna deslocalitzacié
i “marginaci6 de lloc ('aqui i I'ara de l'accié social) en la definici6 de vida
social” (Escobar a Mignolo i Escobar 2013, 36).

En aquest marc, els autors presenten un cas en que experimenten
amb un procés de disseny centrat en la comunitat (Manzini i Maroni 2014)
en un context semirural, prenent com a punt de partida la investigacié que
fins ara s’ha dut a terme principalment en arees urbanes i aprofundint en
les diferéncies, limitacions i oportunitats que sorgeixen.

Per revisar les nostres practiques de disseny, l’article esbossa
les seves reflexions des de la base que citdvem abans fins la relacié entre
disseny participatiu (DP) (Bjogvinsson et al. 2012; Bjérgvinsson et al. 2010;
DiSalvo i DiSalvo 2014; Hillgren 2013; Holmlid 2012; Kemmis i Mctaggart
2005) i qliestions de relacionalitat associades a l'estética, 'agonisme de-
mocratic (DiSalvo 2010; DiSalvo et al. 2011; Hillgren et al. 2016; Koskinen
2016; Mouffe, 2000, 2007) i 'ontologia del codisseny (Akama et al. 2019;
Bishop 2005, 2006; Bourriaud 1998; Rooke 2013). Per reconsiderar el sig-
nificat d’innovacio6 radical, estructures de poder i colonialitat (Ansari 2021;
Quijano 2000; Schultz et al. 2018; Tlostanova 2017) en el DP en defensa de
la qtiesti6 de lloc (Escobar 2001), centrem la nostra atencié en la funci6 dels
processos basats en iniciatives locals de regeneraci6 de llocs mitjancant
disseny centrat en la comunitat, i ens preguntem si hem de qiiestionar les
practiques de disseny actuals experimentant amb punts de vista alternatius.
Aix0 s’ha aconseguit a través de I'estudi que indiquem aqui, que els autors
van dur a terme com a membres del Polimi DESIS Lab (Departament de
Disseny, Politecnico di Milano), que forma part de la xarxa mundial DESIS

Network que connecta més de seixanta facultats de disseny. Lab adopta
un plantejament estratégic i sistémic del DIS, centrat principalment en
el disseny per a servei i el disseny espacial, juntament amb contribucions
del disseny estratégic, disseny centrat en 'usuari, disseny per al territori
i sociologia. Després de quinze anys d’investigaci6 i practica en ecosiste-
mes urbans, Lab va canviar des de posicions de creixement, orientades
a solucions i explotadores, a sistemes resilients aplicats a la regeneracié
de patrimonis comuns, i dltimament ha comencat a abordar el context
rural com a part del projecte SMOTIES, del qual aquest article mostra el
treball de reflexié.

1.1. Marc i context del projecte d’investigacio

SMOTIES és un projecte quadriennal (2020-2024) cofinancat pel
programa Creative Europe de la Unié Europea i coordinat pel Politecnico
di Milano. Es una iniciativa de la xarxa Human Cities, que des del 2006
ha aplegat facultats i consultories europees de disseny i d’arquitectura
per millorar la qualitat dels espais ptiblics interiors i exteriors i fomentar
métodes innovadors per a la cohesi6 social, bo i implicant-se activament
amb ecosistemes locals a través del disseny participatiu. Amb SMOTIES,
la xarxa Human Citites esta redirigint la seva atenci6 cap a deu petites i
remotes arees europees que pateixen despoblaci6 i aillament relacional i
que tenen valuosos actius culturals en perill de ser subestimats i de no ser
transmesos a generacions futures. Tots els collaboradors van seleccionar
una localitzacié al seu propi pais i van actuar com a intermediaris, cata-
litzadors i defensors de la regeneracié d’espais comunitaris mitjancant la
creacié d’escenaris i la visié de futur (Auricchio et al. 2023, 2024), aixi com
plantejaments participatius i de codisseny, amb la intencié de mobilitzar
novament els ciutadans perqué imaginin futurs per al seu entorn vital. La
metodologia va experimentar amb I'is de practiques relacionals i partici-
patives en un esfor¢ per entendre dinamiques socials, aprofitar testimonis
locals i assegurar la regeneraci6 d’espais. A Polimi DESIS Lab, vam triar
Albugnano, una petita poblacié d’uns cinc-cents habitants, com a escenari
remot italia per al projecte SMOTIES.

Albugnano esta situat a la zona del Basso Monferrato. La seva eco-
nomia es basa en els sectors vinicola i gastronomic —fonamentals per al seu
creixement comercial i turistic—ité un ric patrimoni cultural roméanic, amb
exemples com I'abadia de Vezzolano, que atreu més de trenta mil visitants
lany (Fig. 1). Tot i aquests punts forts, sorgeixen problemes perque no hi
ha prou infraestructures turistiques, per bé que la poblacié s’esforca per
difondre els altres punts atractius que té. Es dificil accedir a aquestes joies
amagades, que requereixen millorar els serveis. La despoblaci6 ha afeblit
els lligams socials, i la manca de transport i de serveis ha intensificat la
migraci6 a grans centres de poblaci6. Amb tot, el poble segueix atraient
residents a causa dels seus establiments sanitaris, a la bellesa de la natura
i al fet que 'habitatge és assequible.

Una peculiaritat de les petites poblacions és la confusié entre per-
sones i institucions. Atés que tenen un nombre reduit d’habitants, les
funcions institucionals estan influides, de manera inseparable, per les
vides i les actituds personals. Les iteracions entre institucions s6n menys
formals i més col-loquials, amb l'efecte positiu de fer-les més accessibles i
conscients de les necessitats dels habitants, pero també més susceptibles
al personalisme, amb conflictes privats que de vegades limiten 'agéncia
publica. Aixo afavoreix la diversitat de plantejaments entre els residents
d’Albugnano quan es tracta de revitalitzar la zona, impulsar I'economia
local a través dels seus sectors principals o propiciar noves iniciatives ar-
tistiques. El resultat és que apareixen diferents perspectives sobre quines
narratives potencials cal prioritzar per a la regié quan aquesta es projecta
al moén exterior. El 2020 ja vam assumir la voluntat local de revitalitzar
llocs i serveis, i vam comencar a participar amb la comunitat per donar
forma a processos transformadors, analitzant els debats locals subjacents
que ja existeixen per regenerar espais publics de manera col-laborativa. El
nostre objectiu era abordar la fragmentacié social i la llunyania territorial
per potenciar diversos tipus de narrativa com a relats futurs prospectius
(De Rosa et al. 2021; Tassinari et al. 2017) que poguessin funcionar com a
narratives alternatives (Hillgren et al. 2016, 2020), introduir aquestes veus
oposades en el debat i, possiblement, enfortir els lligams socials.

El 2020 els ciutadans d’Albugnano acabaven de triar un nou al-
calde i aixi van allunyar el perill d’'unes eleccions sense candidats i d’'un
comissionat especific. Diferents grups socials van donar suport aI'alcalde
elegit en una exitosa iniciativa democratica de col-laboracié entre nous
ciutadans, persones que viuen a la poblacié pero que treballen en una al-
tra localitat, velles families locals i productors vitivinicoles locals. Un cop
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passada la pandémica de COVID, el consens va comencar a erosionar-se,
i va comencgar a haver-hi acalorats debats que finalment van provocar la
caiguda del govern el 2022. En aquesta etapa, SMOTIES havia acabat el seu
estudi sobre el terreny, el desenvolupament de la base de coneixementsila
creaci6 d’escenaris, i ja havia comencat a implicar persones de la localitat
en activitats participatives que treballaven en la direccié del projecte de
codisseny. A causa de la crisi politica local que s’estava produint, vam haver
de fer front a desafiaments cada vegada més grans i, malauradament, les
nostres iniciatives es van mal interpretar durant la campanya electoral com
favoritisme envers determinades faccions politiques. Per exemple, durant
una sessié de codisseny després d’un assaig del cor local, uns participants
van expressar el seu recel sobre la percepcié del posicionament de SMOTIES
amb un partit politic concret que defensaven alguns membres de l'organitza-
cié musical. Posteriorment, quan vam haver de seleccionar una localitzacié
especifica per a la intervencié espacial, cada opcié suposava importants
implicacions politiques a causa del garbuix de conflictes individuals, parts
interessades i associacions locals. Com que calia un lloc per dur a terme
el projecte, SMOTIES es va estancar i vam decidir posposar les accions
de codisseny fins després de les segtiients eleccions, bo i esperant que els
conflictes oberts arribessin a una solucié politica. Després de la reeleccié
de I'alcalde anterior, es va produir finalment una situacié adequada per
reprendre les activitats participatives.

El nostre objectiu era crear un dialeg entre dues veus unidirec-
cionals mitjancant metodes de DP. Per tant, les narratives conflictives
vinculades a diferents llocs es van posar en dialeg agonista, i van dur al
concepte de disseny final: un sistema d’intervencions de servei i espacials
distribuides per tot el centre historic. El projecte global desenvolupa,
reinterpreta i expandeix aquestes veus per perseguir idees de projectes
harmoniosos amb I'escenari de regeneracié que van cocrear els ciutadans,
tenint en compte també la viabilitat i els objectius relatius a 'organisme
financador.

1.2. Metodologia

La metodologia es va implantar a través d’activitats paralleles
i interrelacionades utilitzant una combinacié d’investigacié primaria i
secundaria (Auricchio et al. 2023, 2024), promovent un procés iteratiu
estructurat i facilitant la presa de decisions informada per maximitzar els
resultats del projecte.

Investigacid sobre el terreny i desenvolupament de la base de coneixements de
lentorn relacional local (octubre 2020 - octubre 2021):

Analisi de recursos i tasques per assegurar que les iniciatives s’adeqiien a
les necessitats i dinamiques contextuals, permetent que els inte-
ressats locals expressin els seus desitjos:

> Esquemes de desenvolupament de lloc i de desenvolupament de funcions

Analisi de 1a morfologia fisica per estudiar els vessants historic, contem-
porani i funcional de 'entorn natural i construit de la regié i les
seves interconnexions:
> Entrevistes en profunditat
> Esquema d’actors locals
> Panell de dades de referencia

Investigacio reflexiva per a l'extraccio de dades, interpretacio i creacid
d’escenaris (octubre 2021 - octubre 2022):

Identificaci6 de tendéncies futures per determinar possibilitats d’interven-
ci6 mitjancant la creacié d’escenaris que serveixin com a perspec-
tives en evolucié i prismes narratius, oferint informacié sobre un
futur en qué la participaci6 de la comunitat i les parts interessades
en arees remotes va en augment:
> Definicié d’escenaris futurs
> Recopilaci6 d’estudis de cas
> Exploraci6 de tendéncies de projecte
> Conformacié d’intuicions

Avaluacié d’impactes:
> Llen¢ d’impactes i indicadors
> Llenc d’estrategies de divulgacié

Activitats participatives (abril 2022 - abril 2023):

Recopilaci6 de testimonis relacionats amb llocs d’Albugnano:
> Narraci6 del futur
> Interpretacio historica itinerant

Tallers de codisseny (Fig. 2)

TEMES DE DISSENY #40

Implementacio d’intervencions (abril 2023 - juliol 2024):

El plantejament esta basat en un marc transdisciplinari que combina dis-
seny urba, historia i psicologia mediambiental:
> Esquema d’analisi i pissarra de desenvolupament d’espais publics
> Grafica d’interacci6 ciutadans-llocs
> Disseny executiu

1.3. Objectiu de la investigacio: preguntes plantejades

Tot i que aquests processos, practiques i metodologies prospecti-
ves s6n ampliament acceptats i validats en arees urbanes, el projecte va
donar lloc a algunes reflexions (3) sobre la seva aplicaci6 en llocs petits i
remots (Fig. 3).

(P1) Pot una intervenci6 transformadora catalitzar 'agonisme
democratic en la comunitat local?

Els conflictes politics descrits a Albugnano segurament van ser fruit
de desacords subjacents. Malgrat tot, podem especular que la preséncia
del projecte i el resso europeu podrien haver despertat 'interes de 'esfera
publica. Tot i que el prisma agonista permet dur a terme una interpretacié
favorable, cal una reflexié sobre els resultats inesperats obtinguts després
del procés de disseny en petites comunitats per planificar millor els pro-
jectes de transformacio.

(P2) Com pot plantejar-se la innovacié radical en llocs remots?

En assumir un procés participatiu, debatem sobre trajectories
d’innovacié que potser no estan necessariament guiades pel coneixement
urba: contextos remots que encara no estan implicats en xarxes i experi-
mentacions innovadores poden dur-nos a canvis substancials en la direccié
de processos de regeneracié centrats en el lloc, relacionals i pluriversals
(Escobar 2018). Es més viable generar solucions radicalment innovadores
des d’'una perspectiva de disseny de sistema-servei o és preferible optar per
solucions més senzilles d’iniciativa local implementades per ciutadans? La
primera conjectura implica una definici6 de “radical” basada en 'experiéncia
dels investigadors en entorns urbans avancats, mentre que la segona podria
considerar-se “radical” des d’una perspectiva centrada en el lloc. Equilibrar
aquests plantejaments redueix el risc de perpetuar una dinamica opressora
que podria considerar-se explotadora i podria imposar colonialitat.

(P3) La servititzacié d’experiéncies redueix les valuoses interaccions
humanes en el territori?

Quan entrevistem ciutadans, apreciem que el desordre de la infor-
macié limitava el turisme, pero fomentava valuoses trobades entre visitants
ilocals. Optimitzar l'estructura d’informacié des d’una perspectiva de
servititzacié podria millorar les experiéncies, pero també podria reduir
valuoses interaccions. Des d’'una perspectiva de desmercantilitzacié de
serveis, reclamem un disseny de servei impulsat per valors, contextual i en
xarxa, que prioritzi un plantejament basat en valors locals per preservar
el caracter unic de llocs petits i remots.

Aquestes tres reflexions destaquen la importancia d’observar els
processos de codisseny sota el prisma de la colonialitat, la relacionalitat i
l'agonisme, creant aixi moments de reflexi6 en 'equip d’investigacié i en la
comunitat local. També plantegen preguntes més amplies, que qiiestionen
la imatge del tipus de societat que esta contribuint a modelar la practica
del disseny. Tornar a I'espai urba amb aquests pensaments reflexius po-
dria oferir una oportunitat per explorar noves perspectives, fins i tot en
un context saturat, i posaria en entredit els models de practiques urbanes
i metropolitanes.

2
DEBAT

Després del primer any d’activitats preparatories en linia, el segon any
d’assaig de la metodologia sobre el terreny i el tercer any d’activitats de
codisseny, el projecte va perfilar vuit intervencions a Albugnano per as-
sistir les necessitats de locals i visitants, bo i organitzant un sistema de
llocs interconnectats (Fig. 4). Hi va haver sis intervencions menors i dues
d’importants: la placa, ara principalment un aparcament, que aviat es con-
vertira en un dels pocs exemples d’urbanisme tactic en un context remot, i
un petit jardi en dests, que aviat passaria a ser una agora per a actuacions
ireunions. Tots els llocs estan connectats mitjancant un sistema de panells
que proporcionen informacié tutil (agenda, contactes), informacié historica
(imatges i dades) i testimonis subjectius de ciutadans, accessible en linia a
la pagina web municipal.
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L’estratégia es va basar en el plantejament de Disseny Espaci-
al+Serveis (E+S) (De Rosa 2022), una perspectiva transdisciplinaria que
pretén dissenyar espais i proporcionar serveis com una sola entitat: les
intervencions espacials es converteixen en plataformes per a l'activacié
de la comunitat local a llarg termini. Realitza una interpretaci6 sistémica
d’Albugnano basant-se en usos preexistents dels llocs locals alhora que
els connecta, els valoritza i obre la idea de noves possibilitats. També en-
llaca amb les xarxes existents d’activitats turistiques, logistiques i d’oci, i
posa en valor la cultura local amb testimonis compartits per la comunitat
sobre el lloc. L'objectiu és potenciar les activitats existents i donar suport
a l'aparicié de noves activitats: espais d’oci per a usos espontanis, espais
per a actuacions i esdeveniments culturals, i elements per a senyalitzacié
i descripci6 de la zona en paraules dels seus ciutadans.

En els segiients paragrafs, i tal com es mostra a la figura 5, presen-
tem les nostres reflexions en resposta a les tres preguntes de la investigaci6
iensenyem que el projecte ens va donar peu a qiiestionar plantejaments de
codisseny comuns en la direcci6 teorica que indicavem més amunt.

2.1. Intervencions transformadores com a catalitzador agonista:
construccid en comi de llocs i identitats per articular novament el
dialeg entre veus contextuals

Els esdeveniments politics a Albugnano i la possible influéncia que
hi podia tenir el projecte SMOTIES van donar lloc a importants reflexions
que van inspirar el disseny de la intervencié E+S final, amb 'adopcié d'un
prisma transformador (Dorst i Watson 2020; Hummels et al. 2018; Patri-
cio et al. 2018; Sangiorgi 2011). Vam percebre en els debats locals que van
aturar moltes iniciatives —no només el nostre projecte—, una manifestacio
d’agonisme democratic a la vida politica. Emmarcar les nostres activitats
com un experiment de disseny en 'ambit civic (DiSalvo 2022) va corrobo-
rar la nostra idea sobre el que aparentment “havia fallat”, i allo va seguir
accentuant el nostre coneixement de les condicions necessaries per propi-
ciar un canvi a llarg termini i contribuir a crear “connexions que permetin
futures accions” (DiSalvo 2022 121), és a dir, infraestructuracié (Hillgren et
al. 2011; Le Dantec i DiSalvo 2013; Star i Ruhleder 1996; Van Reusel 2016), i
coneixement per gestionar un panorama institucional estructurat, és a dir,
institucionalitzacié (Huybrechts et al. 2017, 158). A la practica, hem entes
que hem de reduir el ritme del programa i els objectius del nostre projecte
per comencar una posterior rearticulacié de veus contextuals, atenint-nos
al nostre pla secundari predeterminat per desenvolupar una connexié més
profunda amb la comunitat local a través de reunions i dialegs.

A més, 'experiéncia mencionada anteriorment fa palesa la multidi-
mensionalitat de llocs que existeixen com “complexes entitats relacionals,
possibilitadores d’interaccions i posseides pels ciutadans mitjancant formes
d’identificacié” (De Rosa 2022, 145) més enlla de les seves caracteristiques
funcionals i espacials. Aprofundint en les dimensions social i politica, els
llocs formen part de debats agonistes locals: permeten que dinamiques de
poder intangibles i debats politics es manifestin en 'esfera ptblica. Tenint
en compte 'encavalcament al micronivell de les funcions institucional,
associativa i no institucional entre els habitants d’Albugnano, la distincié
que fa Ranciére (1999) entre “la politica” —el debat politic que té lloc als
parlaments i es converteix en politica— i “el que és politic” —allo que es pot
veure i dir en una comunitat que parla de les inquietuds i desitjos immediats
dels ciutadans— és imprecisa. Per tant, els dissenyadors han d’adquirir
un profund coneixement de les xarxes relacionals dels ciutadans (Rainie
i Wellman 2012) i dels significats simbolics que s’associen a cada lloc (De
Rosa et al. 2023) per comencar un dialeg amb una comunitat local.

Interpretar a través del prisma agonista dels conflictes politics i
els seus lligams amb el “lloc” va dur 'equip d’investigaci6 a acceptar una
multiplicitat en el disseny d’intervencié final: el focus va canviar de triar
el millor lloc per situar la intervencié de disseny a crear una xarxa d’inter-
vencions distribuides en diferents llocs, cadascuna de les quals reflectis les
necessitats funcionals i simboliques dels grups socials que les van activar
(Fig. 6). En fer-ho aixi, el potencial economic i politic dels recursos que
SMOTIES va aportar a la zona es va distribuir entre la comunitat i aixi es
van salvaguardar les dinamiques existents.

2.1.1. Repercussions imprevistes i dissenyadors com a membres temporals de la
comunitat.

La possibilitat que els processos de codisseny poguessin originar debats
s’havia tingut en compte, pero la magnitud dels seus efectes més
enlla de les activitats participatives va ser inesperada. Es dificil
comprovar siles nostres activitats van influir en la situacié politica

i en quin grau ho van fer, pero 'equip d’investigacié va compartir
la percepcié que obrir un debat sobre espais publics i recursos
economics va contribuir a reviure tensions latents i la proactivitat
dels ciutadans (Fig. 7).

En aquesta situacio, la relacié creada entre 'equip d’investigacié i la comuni-
tat local va ser crucial: inicialment, la distancia es va percebre com
una barrera per al desenvolupament de la confianca i el sentit de
propietat per part dels locals, pero quan els conflictes van esclatar,
ser extern al context va ser de gran ajuda, perqué es proporcio-
nava una contribucié aliena a la comunitat, alhora que s’evitava
que els interessats individuals inclinessin el projecte a favor dels
seus interessos economics i politics. Malgrat tot, creiem que aixd
també va impedir que la comunitat local delegués la responsabili-
tat de I'impuls per a la regeneracid, confiant de manera exclusiva
ipassiva en aquest projecte. En canvi, la distancia dels promotors
del projecte va generar un efecte positiu perqué va enfortir un sen-
timent generalitzat de ciutadania activa que va permetre que les
comunitats es dissenyessin elles mateixes, anessin més enlla de la
participacié i es convertissin en el “govern creatiu” de llocs remots.

2.2. Reflexid sobre la percepcio d’innovacid per descolonitzar la
practica de codisseny

2.2.1. Cap a innovacions basades en el lloc

La practica de disseny participatiu i codisseny per a la regeneracié de I'en-
torn social i espacial d’Albugnano implica la participacié tant de
l'equip de disseny com dels “usuaris” que, en aquest cas, son els
residents i visitants de la poblacié. El DP es fonamenta en dur a
terme canvis basats en les necessitats dels ciutadans i codisse-
nyar amb els veritables experts en el context del projecte. En el
nostre procés de codisseny, després de dur a terme la investigacié
i després d’identificar qliestions i arees d’oportunitat, procurem
articular idees per resoldre-les mitjancant tallers cocreatius i ge-
neratius (Figs. 8-9).

Durant el desenvolupament d’aquests tallers ens vam adonar que estavem
estimulant la capacitat imaginativa i de disseny dels habitants en
funci6 de 'experiéncia adquirida en els ultims anys en contextos
urbans. A aquest proposit, no només els ciutadans han assumit un
paper proactiu gracies al desenvolupament d’activitats ascendents
durant diversos anys, siné que, amb el temps, les politiques també
han experimentat canvis amb noves formes de participacié civica
ipolitica. Aix0 no vol dir que haguem oblidat el suposit fonamental
de SMOTIES, concretament, el d’operar en contextos amb gran
potencial, pero en els que no s’ha invertit fins ara en processos de
regeneracid; en canvi, no ens haviem adonat del tot que aquests
contextos sovint estan familiaritzats amb formes participatives,
radicals i horitzontals de canvi per imaginar futurs significativa-
ment diferents, encara que no les hagin experimentat directament.

En aquest sentit, la intencié d’adoptar un enfocament descolonial no era
trobar formes de replicar models urbans d’innovaci6, siné fer un
pas enrere en la revisié6 d’aquestes anomenades innovacions a la
llum d’'un context radicalment diferent. Ens preguntem quines
eren les percepcions potencialment diferents del que es considera
innovador: qué passa si la via d’innovacié no coincideix objectiva-
ment amb la tendéncia indicada per les ciutats? Qué passa si els
contextos remots i rurals poden dur-nos a canvis substancials en la
direcci6 dels processos de regeneracio que estan centrats en el lloc
(Casey 1997; Escobar 2001), relacionals (Akama et al. 2019; Bishop
2005, 2006; Bourriaud 1998; Rooke 2013) i pluriversals (Escobar
2018)? Queé passa si la innovacié radical és una perspectiva aliena
al corrent principal?

Podriem trobar una primera resposta en un plantejament ecosistémic de la
innovacié. Aquestes reflexions es van centrar en la solucié de dis-
seny final teixint una xarxa entre els recursos existents de la comu-
nitat i una série d’intervencions puntuals, amb l'objectiu d’enfortir
el que ja hi havia present i d’encoratjar 'apropiacié comunitaria a
llarg termini dels resultats del projecte SMOTIES.

2.2.2. Cap a una mentalitat pluriversal en el codisseny

Lavisié d’un “fonament tecnocéntric per ala ‘innovacié’iel ‘progrés’ (Forla-
no 2017, 19) ha estat tradicionalment dominant en els plantejaments
occidentals del disseny, fins al punt que també sén resultats molt
esperats per les comunitats interessades implicades en processos
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d’innovaci6 social participativa i pels dissenyadors participatius.
La percepci6 que tenen els dissenyadors de la innovacié radical no
considera 'entorn de la vida real (el context social, arquitectonic
i historic) com el paradigma que la soluci6 innovaria radicalment.
Aquesta insuficiéncia possiblement col-locaria el dissenyador en
una posicié de poder i imposaria una solucié sense parar gaire
atenci6 a la posici6 local. Una soluci6 de disseny descendent intel-
ligent, pero aliena al context, reduiria les possibilitats d’integrar-se
en el teixit socioespacial d’Albugnano per tenir en compte els seus
valors i necessitats. Alhora que reconeixem la necessitat d’alterar
aquesta visié de la innovacid, que esta intimament entrellagcada amb
estructures de poder i colonialitat (Ansari 2021; de la Bellacasa
2017; Quijano 2000; Tlostanova 2017) i 'opressié potencial implicita
en les eines de disseny, especialment en els projectes DSI (Akama
et al. 2019; Barcham 2023; Pierri 2017; Tlostanova 2017), creiem que
existeix el perill de cometre una injusticia epistémica (Bhargava
2013; Fricker 2017) a través del procés de codisseny.

Tal com va apuntar Barcham (2023), és fonamental entendre que les eines
iel procés de disseny que utilitzem estan culturalment esbiaixats
pels contextos en qué es van elaborar, i que s’han de modificar per
assegurar que siguin coherents amb les epistemologies situades,
bo i implicant respectuosament les comunitats locals. Fer-ho re-
presenta una oportunitat per “desvincular el disseny de les seves
arrels modernes i industrialitzades de manera que es pugui res-
situar i reconceptualitzar”, segons que ho van plantejar Akama
et al. (2019).

Com a resultat d’aquest debat, 'equip es va orientar cap a ’'adopcié d’'una
mentalitat pluriversal (Escobar 2018), tot i que crear un dialeg
profund entre aquestes formes de coneixement va ser un auten-
tic desafiament. Dit d’'una altra manera, intentem “repensar com
conceptualitzar el procés de codisseny per ajudar els ciutadans, i
no a l'inrevés” (Akama et al. 2019, 17). Ho vam fer qliestionant el
nostre procésiles nostres eines, canviant el nostre llenguatge per
evitar termes técnics comuns en la nostra practica, i introduint
intercanvis informals, com ara reunions comunitaries per a festes
i converses espontanies, com a part del procés de codisseny.

En definitiva, vam provar de posar els nostres coneixements al servei de
la comunitat i desenvolupar solucions que permetin que l'ecosis-
tema d’Albugnano progressi col-laborativament. La propia essén-
cia d’aquesta aspiracié requereix escolta i intercanvi mutu en una
transferéncia sinérgica de 'experiéncia de cada part, amb responsa-
bilitat i cura (de la Bellacasa 2017) per part de 'equip de disseny per
parar atenci6 al risc de tornar a estructures de poder i colonialitat.

Vam buscar aquesta intenci6 en el concepte final. En comptes de trans-
formar les propostes dels participants en una soluci6 radicalment
innovadora, vam agrupar les idees i les vam emparellar amb el lloc
més adequat de la poblaci6, i aixi vam fomentar el sorgiment d'un
unic perfil per a cada lloc afectat per la intervencié. La capacitat
d’innovacié6 rau en la naturalesa sistémica i basada en xarxes de la
intervencid, deixant marge per a actes transformadors d’apropi-
aci6 quotidians. En adoptar un plantejament E+S, 'ecosistema de
llocs es converteix en una plataforma oberta per a la rearticulacié
d’interaccions lligades a la regeneraci6 del patrimoni com, acollint
la seva definici6 pels locals.

2.3. Servititzacio d’experiencies a través del prisma de la
relacionalitat i la mercantilitzacio: del solucionisme facil al disseny
relacional i basat en valors
La nostra tercera reflexié sorgeix d’observar la particular seren-
dipitat de les interaccions socials locals: ens vam adonar que la dificultat
per trobar informaci6 turistica i superar problemes de mobilitat generava
valuoses interaccions socials, donava lloc a trobades casuals entre visitants
ilocals i posava en marxa mecanismes cooperatius en la mateixa comunitat.
L’equip d’investigaci6 ho va experimentar de primera ma i en va informar
els membres de la comunitat durant la fase d’entrevistes (De Rosa et al.
2023; Finardi 2023).
“El que més felic em fa és veure que arriba gent [a Albugnano].
Sempre que hi ha una cursa de bicicletes o de cotxes, o quan algi
ve aqui per primera vegada, sovint acaben perduts o desorientats
al’aparcament de la placeta. I sempre surto al balcé i els pregunto:
‘Que necessiteu res? Us heu perdut? Us dono un cop de ma?’ Sempre
cordial, sempre amable!”.

TEMES DE DISSENY #40

“El meu fill va al col-legi de [localitat propera] i, per sort, un vef

I’hi porta amb el seu cotxe. Si no fos per aixo, hauria de dur-lo a

la parada d’autobus d’Albugnano, perqueée aqui no hi ha cap altre

transport, i hauriem de sortir a les 6.30 del mati”.

Quan s’analitzen aquestes experiéncies des del punt de vista del
disseny de serveis, és facil classificar la manca de serveis i informacié com
punts febles que s’han de resoldre per millorar 'accessibilitat del territori.
Potencialment, 'impacte sobre '“experiéncia de 'usuari” dels turistes seria
positiu, pero sostenim que pagaria un cost relacional: es perdrien les inte-
raccions socials iniques, que sén apreciades per la comunitat local i tipiques
d’un context rural. Quan es problematitza la potencial servititzacié (Baines et
al. 2017; Kowalkowski et al. 2017; Sundbo et al. 2022) i mercantilitzacié (Chen
& Kong 2021; Morgan 2014) a Albugnano, destacariem tant els riscos com les
oportunitats (Lew 2019; Vidickiené et al. 2020) exclusius del context rural.

Si s’adoptés una perspectiva basada en valors en el DSI, 'impacte
de la perspectiva mencionada anteriorment perjudicaria la comunitat. La
definicié de serveis relacionals que fan Manzini i Cipolla (2009) dona un
marc practic: el risc identificat és el potencial per mercantilitzar valuoses
interaccions definides com a Jo-Tu, una relacié que implica dos éssers
complexos, i les transforma en intercanvis funcionals definits com Jo-Aixo,
una experiencia que té lloc entre dues presencies objectivades que es veuen
entre elles inicament com executores d’una tasca especifica.

La potencial servititzacié del sistema local podria tenir efectes tant
positius com negatius. Si excloem el solucionisme facil, es pot imaginar
un plantejament critic del turisme que pot arribar a ser transformador,
relacional i pluriversal (Pernecky 2023).

Aquesta reflexié va donar lloc a una pregunta que va ajudar el
nostre equip a concebre la intervenci6 E+S: com podem salvaguardar la
relacionalitat local i alhora fer que I'area sigui més accessible per als locals
iper als visitants?

2.3.1. Fomentar la relacionalitat local amb una intervencio estrategica

Albugnano té un sistema local de llocs, activitats i serveis conegut princi-
palment pels seus habitants, que és un valués recurs per a ciuta-
dans temporals. El desafiament és fer que aquest sistema surti a
la llum i sigui visible aprofitant la informacié proporcionada per
fomentar les importants interaccions que s’han descrit. Concebre
llocs com assemblatges de multiples caracteristiques accessibles,
que van des de I'espacial fins la social i simbolica, implica organitzar
lainformaci i elaborar narratives que puguin expressar aquestes
qualitats i significats intangibles. A més, centralitzar informacié en
un artefacte digital o fisic suposaria facilitar 'accés a Albugnano,
pero aixo imposaria una dinamica d’explotaci6 turistica i allunyaria
el projecte de millorar la relacionalitat local.

Enlanostra intervenci estem articulant narratives d’Albugnano: la infor-
macié sobre serveis i atraccions turistiques, 'evoluci6 historica de
l’areailes histories de la poblacié des del punt de vista dels locals.
Aquestes diferents formes de narracié es distribueixen en un sis-
tema de llocs tnics pero connectats.

L'objectiu final és intervenir sistematicament en l'espai public per ajudar
tant els locals com els visitants. Els locals viuran els seus llocs amb
una disposici6 espacial adaptada a les seves necessitats i admetran
activacions addicionals quan calgui. Alhora, els visitants trobaran in-
formaci6 sobre I'area durant la seva visita a la poblacié i tindran una
idea dels significats simbolics comentats per 'experiéncia viscuda
dels locals. Aquesta estratégia esta adrecada a fomentar interaccions
valuoses entre els esmentats destinataris i les seves xarxes socials.

3
CONCLUSIONS

En descriure les nostres reflexions sobre el projecte SMOTIES, hem pro-
vat de destacar alguns arguments clau que sorgeixen de les percepcions i
experiencies que hem anat assumint al llarg del projecte.

(P1) Pot una intervenci6 transformadora catalitzar 'agonisme
democratic en la comunitat local?

La resposta és afirmativa: la intervencié del disseny va catalitzar
el debat agonista, tot i que va ser dificil d’amidar o quantificar. El disseny
de llocs publics va revelar com n’estan d’integrats a la vida social, cultural
i politica local, i va proporcionar ocasions perque les tensions latents es
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manifestessin en alguna cosa més concreta. Per operar millor en 'entorn

agonista calen tres elements:

> Coneixement profund de les xarxes de ciutadans, llocs, significats i les
tensions implicites que hi ha entre ells.

> Avaluacié exhaustiva dels possibles impactes no previstos sobre la comu-
nitat més enlla del procés de codisseny.

> Reflexi6 sobre la proximitat de 'equip d’investigaci6 als locals, establint
el paper adient com a membre temporal de la comunitat d’acord
amb els objectius del projecte.

(P2) En quin grau és socialment sostenible la innovaci6 radical en
llocs remots?

Per salvaguardar el sentit de propietat de la comunitat a llarg
termini respecte els conceptes generats, necessitem qiiestionar la nostra
percepcié d’innovacié radical basada en els nostres coneixements com a
professionals i investigadors amb experiéncia en disseny. Especificament,
articulem quatre punts:
> El context qliestiona com conceptualitzem la innovaci6 radical i reclamem

una redefinicié basada en una perspectiva centrada en el lloc, re-

lacional i pluriversal.

> Cal reflexionar en els projectes de DSI sobre les dinamiques de poderila
potencial opressié, com la injusticia epistémica.

> Com a dissenyadors, cal buscar continuament un equilibri entre les apor-
tacions al territori i el reconeixement i acceptacié de les seves ca-
racteristiques.

> L’aspecte innovador de la intervenci6 proposada és que esta situada i és
especifica del context.

(P3) La servititzaci6 d’experiéncies redueix les valuoses interaccions
humanes en el territori?

Basant-nos en les activitats del projecte, la resposta preliminar és
afirmativa: existeix el risc de dificultar la relacionalitat local. Caldria una
amplia investigacié sobre el terreny per validar aquesta reflexi6 i respondre
a la pregunta inicial. Podem resumir dos punts:
> Els valors locals i els escenaris futurs poden proporcionar una base solida

per definir principis de disseny que guiin la intervencié del disseny

cap a la transformaci6 desitjada.

> La narrativa territorial que combina estratégicament aspectes testi-
monials i elements informatius pot aprofitar-se per millorar les
interaccions socials en comptes de perjudicar la sociabilitat local.

Finalment, aquestes reflexions critiques reclamen la intervencié
de multiples plantejaments en la practica actual del DSI ampliant el marc
que va utilitzar SMOTIES com a punt de partida teoric per codissenyar la
intervencié E+S. Com a equip d’investigaci6, creiem que adoptar un enfoca-
ment reflexiu que miri a través del prisma de la colonialitat, la relacionalitat
il’agonisme és de summa importancia si volem avancar per fer que les nos-
tres practiques siguin més curoses i pluriversals. L'exploracié de contextos
rurals va posar en dubte les nostres metodologies i practiques i va qiiesti-
onar fonamentalment la idea de quina societat estem ajudant a construir.
E's necessaria una reflexié més profunda sobre els valors dominants i les
trajectories de desenvolupament del coneixement urba, académic i modern.
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Fig. 1. Vista d’Albugnano i 'abadia de Vezzolano. ©Polimi DESIS Lab.

Fig. 2. Diagrama que detalla la fase de codisseny entre maig i juliol de 2023 i mostra
com les etapes reflexiva i participativa es reforcen mdtuament. ©Polimi
DESIS Lab.

Tallers amb ciutadans locals. 1) Quines sén les propostes de valor i les ubicacions per a
un nou espai comunitari? 2) Com s'utilitzara el nou espai comunitari? Per a
quines activitats s'utilitzara? 3) Disseny de la disposici6 espacial de I'espai
comunitari 4) Un espai public per a Albugnano: experiments de prototi-
patge col-lectiu 5) Un espai public per a Albugnano: restitucié i reaccions

Dotacid de sentit per part de I'equip de disseny. Definicié de l'area d'intervencid i previsié
de les possibles orientacions del projecte / Usos i caracteristiques espaci-
als: requisits de disseny / Sintesi de les idees generades en la configuracié
1.0iplanificacié de prototip / Iteracié sobre |'experiéncia de prototipatge:
disseny d'un dialeg

Fig. 3. Situacié de les preguntes plantejades en I'estratégia del projecte SMOTIES en el con-
text de futures perspectives de canvi per a Albugnano. ©Polimi DESIS Lab.
— 2021: Projecte comunitari actual - (P1) Pot una intervencié transformadora
catalitzar 'agonisme democratic en la comunitat local?

— 2024: Actuacions a mitja termini - (P2) Com pot plantejar-se la innovacié
radical en llocs remots?

— 2050: Finestra sobre eines futures

— 2100: Escenaris futurs - (P3) La servititzacié d'experiéncies redueix les
valuoses interaccions humanes en el territori?

Fig. 4. Diagrama que detalla el sistema d'intervencié en llocs significatius. ©Polimi DESIS
Lab.

Fig. 5. Descripcid sintética de les principals reflexions i el seu impacte en la intervencié
de disseny. ©Polimi DESIS Lab.
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