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Stretch the Edge — Design Driven Processes for Reactivating Small 
Walled Towns and Inland Areas was an international symposium held 
at the Università degli Studi della Repubblica di San Marino (Antico 
Monastero Santa Chiara) on June 22–23, 2023. It was promoted by the 
Research Units in Design of the Università degli Studi della Repub-
blica di San Marino, the Advanced Design Unit of the Department of 
Architecture at Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna, and 
Beijing City University.

The event explored how design can serve as a valuable tool 
for reactivating territories located in inland areas, enclosed by natural 
or artificial barriers. These territories, due to their size, morphology, 
and environmental or anthropic characteristics, often face significant 
challenges. However, their unique attributes also grant them a strong 
identity, making them socially, economically, and environmentally 
attractive. The values of uniqueness and identity represent tangible 
opportunities for natural, urban, and rural development. As such, 
they must be enhanced, revalued, reinterpreted, and systematized 
in future processes of repopulation and community settlement — 
with the goal of transforming these territories into multi-species and 
inter-species ecosystems, tangible places of sustainable living.

Sixteen international case studies — in which design played 
a central role in reactivation and regeneration — were presented in 
three sessions. These sessions were moderated by Raffaella Fag-
noni, Full Professor at Iuav University of Venice; Daniele Fanzini, Full 
Professor at Politecnico di Milano; and Claudio Gambardella, Full 
Professor at Università degli Studi della Campania Luigi Vanvitelli.

Each session was introduced by a keynote speaker: Helena 
Casanova, architect and author of Public Space Acupuncture; Agos-
tino Riitano, cultural manager and director of Pesaro Italian Capital of 
Culture 2024; and Pablo Sendra, architect, Associate Professor at the 
Bartlett School of Planning, and co-author (with Richard Sennett) of 
Designing Disorder: Experiments and Disruptions in the City.

The symposium opened with the presentation of a mapping 
of 150 national and international case studies. This collection was 
compiled through contributions from a network of international 
researchers and professionals who responded to a call, submitting 
effective examples where design interventions impacted circum-
scribed spatial contexts. The case studies were organized in an 
online database, shared with the network before the symposium. 
The presentation addressed both the theoretical framework that 
emerged and an analysis of the collected data.

A parallel activity, conducted before and after the sympo-
sium, involved the establishment of three working groups — ‘Reac-
tivation Strategies,’ ‘Community Engagement,’ and ‘Networked 
Territories’. These groups were aimed at fostering a spirit of 

knowledge-sharing and discussion, strengthening the network, and 
increasing stakeholder participation in debates on specific issues. 
The discussions were preceded by the sharing of case studies and 
best practices. This initiative, structured in two meetings — one 
online and one onsite — was intended to examine key aspects of the 
diverse reactivation efforts undertaken by practitioners, academics, 
and communities. The goal was to encourage collective reflections 
and develop conceptual frameworks. The working groups explored 
issues, approaches, and objectives related to engaging different types 
of communities (both onsite and online) in the reactivation of small 
fortified towns and inland areas. Particular attention was given to the 
tools through which design facilitates community engagement (e.g., 
participatory activities, co-design, etc.) and the stages of the design 
process in which these tools are employed.

One of the goals of the symposium was to amplify diverse 
perspectives. Academics, professionals, members of public agencies 
and administrations, associations, and volunteers all had the opportu-
nity to share their knowledge, insights, and experiences in this setting.

These proceedings bring together the work conducted by the 
research team, with contributions of the participants of the working 
groups and those of the speakers. These contributions are presented 
in two formats: ‘Research Papers’, which showcase research activities, 
and ‘Stories’, which are short fact sheets describing the case studies 
presented during the two-day symposium.

The Symposium
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Introduction: A Political Discourse on Public Spaces

Urban revitalisation has long focused on reclaiming public spaces 
and fostering community building, with growing attention in the 
past two decades to urban commons and participatory approaches. 
Citizens increasingly shape public spaces through creative, grass-
roots interventions that address the limitations of top-down planning, 
tackling issues like marginalisation, socio-economic redevelopment, 
and aggressive urban transformations. Acupunctural strategies, such 
as Barcelona’s Superilles1 and the 15-minute city concept (Manzini, 
2021), exemplify how shared resources can foster inclusive, sustain-
able communities. Initiatives like Piazze Aperte2 and others empha-
sise collaboration among citizens, educators, and policymakers to 
create vibrant, equitable, and socially integrated urban environments.

Design approaches in the context of communities of prac-
tice — such as community-based design (Fassi & Manzini, 2021; 
Manzini & Meroni, 2017), co-design, participatory design (Björg-
vinsson et al., 2010; Hillgren, 2013), and design for social innovation 
(Evers & Ewert, 2015; Kiem, 2011; Manzini & Staszowski, 2013; 
Margolin & Margolin, 2002) — have arisen as a field addressing 
global concerns on a local and distributed scale, adopting a situ-
ated learning perspective (Haraway, 1988; Lave et al., 1991). This 
perspective involves conducting research that engages with the 
multiple ‘worldings’ (de la Cadena & Blaser, 2018) and works like an 
apparatus of producing “[…] a more adequate, richer, better account 
of a world, in order to live in it well and in critical, reflexive relation 
to our own as well as others’ practices of domination and the une-
qual parts of privilege and oppression that make up all positions” 
(Haraway, 1988, p. 579). This approach reflects the evolving design 
philosophy of co-creation, rooted in the Design Participation DRS 
conference led by Nigel Cross (1972) and continually advancing to 
the present (Dalsgaard, 2010; DiSalvo, 2010; Escobar, 2018; Jégou 
& Manzini, 2008; Manzini, 2015) and inquirying extractivist and 
transactional methods (Udoewa & Gress, 2023) through a decolo-
nial lens, "breaking down [...] subjugation to dominant Euro-West-
ern-centric design discourses" (Akama et al., 2019, p.4). This article 
explores the cultural, social, and political significance of ‘place’, high-
lighting its constitutive role in shaping phenomena and agentiality in 
unfolding events, drawing on the ideas of Henri Lefebvre and David 
Harvey. It incorporates material-social factors – from the concept of 
“contingent spatiotemporalities” of Donna Haraway (1997) – , and is 
a topological matter within the dynamics between space, time, and 
matter, also responsible for reconfiguring the material relations of the 
world (Barad, 2007, pp. 224 and 246). Drawing on Escobar’s (2018, p. 
87) contrast between modern and relational worldviews:

[…] Moderns imagine the world as an inanimate surface to 
be occupied; for many relational cultures, on the contrary, 
humans and other beings inhabit a world that is alive. While 
moderns occupy space, non-moderns dwell in places by 
moving along the lines and threads that produce the place. 

It examines how spaces can rearticulate interdependence in distrib-
uted systems of agency and power. Using the SMOTIES project as a 
case study, it highlights efforts to revitalise underused public spaces 
in rural villages, focusing on the Italian pilot.

(Dis/Re)Articulate Contexts 
Identities: Places as Platforms 
for Community Regeneration 
and Interdependence

Activate the Edges

Abstract
The article reflects on the cultural, social, and political role 
of the ‘place’ construct for a meaningful social regenera-
tion of communities within the dynamics of culture, power, 
and economy. We focus on the role of public spaces in the 
framework of an action-research project — SMOTIES — to 
to foster the development of deeper relationships and civic 
engagement in remote and semi-rural European contexts 
through participatory processes. It involved the community 
of Albungano, a town of approximately 500 inhabitants in 
the Basso Monferrato area (Italy). The research reflects on 
design as an aesthetic and political language and on recog-
nizing place-rooted collectives and cultures by rearticulating 
the area’s social and cultural foundations with its communi-
ties to enable all voices to be heard and to make interactions 
with and through the environment. The research approach 
is positioned in the interplay between participatory design, 
foresight methodologies, design for social innovation and 
relational design.

Keywords
Situated knowledge
Participatory design
Action-research
Spatial design
Temporality and place
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 1 
Superilles, meaning 
‘superblocks’ in Catalan, 
refers to car-free urban 
zones. Through this con-
cept supported by a gov-
ernment-funded strategy, 
Barcelona aims to recover 
space for the community, 
improve biodiversity, 
move towards sustainable 
mobility, and encourage 
social cohesion.

 2 
Open squares. The city 
of Milan has developed 
this innovative program 
for the regeneration and 
enhancement of public 
spaces to pursue urban 
regeneration. www.
comune.milano.it/en/
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Viewed from the place-specific perspectives of environmen-
tal psychology, political geography, and phenomenological anthro-
pology, we examine the concept of place as a socio-physical unit 
shaped by agents over time, embodying identity, relationships, and 
tensions between cultural, historical, and ritual meanings (Bechtel 
& Churchman, 2003; Casey, 1997; Escobar, 2001). It critiques how 
places are defined, often privileging human perspectives while 
neglecting other relationships entangled in places (Bastian, 2014; 
de la Bellacasa, 2017; Tsing, 2015). Urban spaces emerge as arenas 
mediating political, social, and behavioural dynamics, highlighting 
their role in power structures and the democratic regeneration of 
commons (DiSalvo, 2010; Manzini, 2015; Ostrom, 1990). Participatory 
and co-design practices offer tools to reframe democratic discourse 
and regenerate commons (Beckett et al., 2015; Borch & Kornberger, 
2015; Dellenbaugh et al., 2015; Foster, 2011; Hess & Ostrom, 2011; 
Ostrom, 1990), resisting ephemeral solutions and addressing “ques-
tions of boundary, connectivity, interiority and exteriority” (Barad, 
2007, p.244). The paper questions how spatial design and public 
spaces narrate and reshape power and agency. Urban spaces act as 
arenas where political, social, and behavioural dynamics converge, 
mediating power structures (DiSalvo, 2010; Manzini, 2015). Such 
approaches attempt to avoid and oppose the impulse to provide 
immediate answers and hastily establish shared interests among 
diverse publics. Such interests reflect power systems increasingly 
directed towards creating ephemeral spaces to communicate rather 
than be inhabited; conversely, they manifest through neighbourhood 
transformations, through forced neighbourhood transformations.

This raises critical questions: how do spatial strategies  
narrate power, and can public spaces still represent and reshape 
public agency?

Framework of the Case Study:  
Critical Elements and Approach

Through design-led participatory practices, SMOTIES explored how 
depopulated rural areas can benefit from cultural innovations in 
public spaces, collaborating with local stakeholders to drive social 
transformation. The strategy focuses on geographically disadvan-
taged European regions, such as mountainous or sparsely populated 
areas rich in cultural heritage, where weakened connections and fad-
ing traditions hinder social cohesion. Many rural communities lack 
public spaces for interaction, limiting their ability to exercise their 
rights. By enhancing the liveability of these areas, SMOTIES aimed 
to stimulate socio-political and economic growth. The research has 
involved local actors, including associations, tourist centres, informal 
groups, and municipal staff.

In Albugnano Fig. 1, a community of about 520 inhabitants, 
the population is largely ageing, with proactive entrepreneurs and 
a few newcomers. The research emphasises adapting activities to 
the community’s values and pace while considering the dynamics 
between individuals and their institutions to revitalise local heritage. 
Given the area’s resources, particularly its wine production and 
Romanesque cultural heritage, there is a strong desire for change. 

However, differing stakeholder interests led to multiple directions 
for this transformation. Challenges included navigating a complex 
political climate that slowed development and fostered more respon-
sive actions. Political apathy nearly resulted in an election without 
candidates in 2020, but the newly elected mayor garnered support 
from various social factions. However, as community consensus 
weakened, disputes intensified, leading to the collapse of the local 
government in 2022. The pandemic also delayed progress.

Fortunately, connections with local inhabitants had already 
been established before the project’s launch. A designer-entrepre-
neur involved in wine production and social innovation reached out 
in 2019, which aligned with the research team’s focus on non-urban 
projects. After securing funding, the project presented ideas at 
public meetings, gradually building a network through informal con-
versations. Despite a pandemic pause, the first year and a half were 
spent developing methodology. In 2022, co-creation resumed with 
citizens and key stakeholders at local farms, the municipal library, 
and cultural association spaces. These sessions included public 
co-design activities with the mayor, winemakers, associations, 
and an artistic company reviving theatre in public spaces. By that 
stage, the project had completed in-field research and developed 
scenarios. Determining where to focus the co-design process was 
challenging due to political associations with various locations, so 
engagement activities were postponed until after the elections. With 
the former mayor’s re-election in 2023, conditions became favoura-
ble for participatory activities.

The research approach combines participatory design, 
foresight methodologies, social innovation, and relational art to 
ensure all voices are heard and foster constructive dialogue through 
interactions with the tangible environment. It uses scenario-build-
ing as a core methodology, drawing on future studies (Hillgren et 
al., 2020; Jantsch, 1972; Mazé, 2019) to guide project ideation and 
development. In SMOTIES, scenarios (illustrated in Auricchio et al., 
2023 and referring to the Design Orienting Scenarios by Manzini & 
Jégou, 2000 and Maschi, 2002) acted as lenses to reshape commu-
nities’ relationship with their surroundings, encouraging meaningful 
engagement with local stories, multiple temporalities and their leg-
acies. Internal team sessions between co-design workshops helped 
refine data and guide the next phases, fostering increasing local 
stakeholder involvement.

The approach was complemented by relational design 
practices, including Narrative Inquiry (Clandinin, 2006; Ollerenshaw 
& Creswell, 2002) and Psychogeography Mapping (Biesta & Cowell, 
2012; Debord, 1958; Sidaway, 2022), with semi-structured interviews 
forming the core of the SMOTIES ethnographic research (De Rosa et 
al., 2023). This phase aimed to capture citizens’ stories and personal 
connections to significant places, helping shape the impact pathway 
for Albugnano Tab. I. The future-oriented perspectives guided the 
participatory design phase, where local network actors engaged in 
a series of co-design activities to transform co-created visions into 
actionable project concepts. The participatory process included 
community mapping, walks, focus groups, interactive workshops, 
real-scale prototyping in public spaces, and sense-making sessions, 
all of which played a crucial role in building stronger community ties.
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Window on the 
future (WoF)

Scenario Strategic 
objective

Asset Output Outcome Impact Target

WoF n. 1 
Citizenship and 
Governance.
The scenarios 
in this Window 
focus on 
active citizen 
participation 
and new kinds 
of governance, 
how people 
will participate 
in community 
life in the 
future and how 
they will be 
able to shape 
collective future 
endeavours.

Scenario n.1 
The virtuous 
circle. 
In a semi-open 
system, 
innovation from 
the outside is 
brought inside 
thanks to young 
creatives who 
return to their 
hometown 
with new 
experiences 
and abilities to 
share and put 
into practice 
for innovative 
solutions or 
giving form to 
creative hubs.

- To reinforce 
local pride 
through shared 
services 
and public 
spaces to 
nurture citizen 
participation 
- To enable the 
connection of 
local cultural 
and creative 
excellences 
through 
building an 
agora’ for future 
collective 
governance

A private 
garden, unused 
and in the 
historic centre, 
left on loan to 
the municipality 
for 20 years

- Co-creation 
sessions 
- Aesthetic 
and structural 
renovation of 
the square 
through tactical 
urbanism 
intervention 
- Aesthetic 
and structural 
renovation of 
the garden to 
make it a place 
for open air 
performances 
and gatherings

- Increased 
debates and 
building 
collaborative 
capabilities 
- Experimen-
tation of bot-
tom-up models 
for governance 
- Enhanced 
engagement 
in activities 
promoted in the 
space

Increasing the 
citizens’ project 
attitude toward 
the future of 
the territory 
and enhancing 
pride towards 
their city.

- Citizens

WoF n. 5 
Distributed 
Education. 
The scenarios 
in this Window 
focus on 
the future of 
local cultural 
and creative 
knowledge. The 
scenarios build 
on the potential 
of cultural 
and creative 
education to 
develop local 
individual and 
communal skills 
by supporting 
cultural 
diversity of 
expression. 
Actions 
encouraging 
international 
talent to 
exchange 
knowledge 
could help 
sustain new 
generations of 
local creators.

Scenario n. 2  
Storytelling  
Our Culture. 
The small and 
remote place 
becomes a 
narration in 
which the 
local culture 
is valued and 
treasured. 
Cultural 
institutions 
and citizens 
come together 
to define 
their identity 
and develop 
a common 
storytelling that 
attracts talents 
from across the 
globe.

To find stories 
and inclusive 
narratives of the 
creative local 
community for 
defining the 
local identity.

A local summer 
festival of 
participatory 
theatre, with 
a three-week 
programme of 
performances 
by national and 
international 
artists 
performing 
in the public 
spaces of the 
village.

- Interviews 
- Co-created 
stories 
- Storyplaying 
events 
- Development 
of a visual 
narrative 
system

Co-created 
narrative of the 
shared local 
identity that can 
be transmitted 
to a wider 
public.

Strengthening 
the sense of 
belonging to 
the village and 
larger territory.

- Local 
creatives 
- Citizens 
- Tourists

WoF n. 3 
Beyond 
Tourism. 
By creating 
more 
meaningful 
experiences, 
we could 
envision 
transitioning 
from the 
concept 
of tourism 
(visiting a place 
as a visitor) 
to a deeper 
understanding 
and exploring 
the world 
(visiting a place 
to blend with 
the local culture 
and leave a 
mark).

Scenario n. 4 
Super Tourist. 
Super tourists 
intentionally 
travel to 
become 
temporary 
citizens of the 
places they 
visit. They 
know exactly 
why they will 
be going to 
a specific 
destination 
to become 
active players 
in the future 
development 
of that place 
in the medium 
term and 
through direct 
engagement 
resonating 
with their 
capabilities and 
expertise.

To promote 
local treasures 
through 
identifying, 
mapping and 
pathfinding 
to support/
increase the 
local tourism 
economy.

Several 
sectors attract 
tourists: the 
Romanesque 
church circuit, 
walking and 
cycling routes, 
the hospitality 
system 
integrated with 
the production 
of great 
local wines 
and related 
experiences.

An integrated 
tourism system 
through the 
development 
of visual and 
distributed 
panels in 8 
places of 
the centre 
with maps, 
information, 
contact, 
historical data, 
and citizens’ 
stories.

Enhanced 
attractiveness 
of the territory 
beyond existing 
and recognized 
assets

Strengthening 
local tourism 
economy

- Tourists 
- Larger public 
- Members of 
external cultural 
associations

The Role of Public Space  
in Disarticulating Interdependencies

Integrating relational and spatial data with subjective viewpoints 
and shared narratives provided insights into the community’s con-
nection to its surroundings as an evolving assemblage of cultures 
and identities embedded in territories. We identified key places that 
reflect the village’s relationship with its territory: those rooted in 
the past, which shape its primary connection to the land through 
personal memories and symbolic meanings, and those focused on 
the present, representing efforts to reclaim and renew the commu-
nity’s future. This vision also aims to recover what has been lost 
due to factors like spatial closures or changes in land use driven 
by socio-economic transformations. Human relationships unfold 
and take shape in these places, influencing the dynamics of these 
connections: “Things are their relations” (Ingold, 2011, p. 74). The 
co-designed interventions took on political significance within local 
conflicts, with an agonistic perspective guiding us to consider a 
systemic intervention that fosters connections between places in 
competition with one another. These places overlap, in fact, with 
local relational networks, reflecting diverse ways of living and expe-
riencing space (De Rosa et al., 2023).

The Design Strategy

The strategy identifies eight key places in the village Fig. 2 that reflect 
its shared experiences, cultural history, and contemporary aspira-
tions. Symbolic sites include the square, a scenic gathering spot 
currently used for parking and transit; the library, with an underuti-
lised presentation space; the Pro Loco venue, soon to reopen after 
years of closure; and the Old Parsonage, which hosted a summer 
theatre festival in the courtyard despite its need for extensive reha-
bilitation. Cultural heritage sites include the Belvedere, which offers 
a panoramic view, and the Abbey, the village’s primary tourist attrac-
tion. Spaces related to current needs include the Garden, a privately 

 Fig. 1 
View of the Abbey  
and Albugnano  
(©Polimi DESIS Lab).

 Tab. I 
Impact pathway for Albug-
nano (©Polimi DESIS Lab).
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leased area envisioned as a social and performance venue, and the 
Enoteca Organization, which promotes local products and facilitates 
community activities in a repurposed school. The concept across the 
places is ‘the distributed home’ (building on the Italian concept of 
Albergo Diffuso — a decentralised hotel model where guest accom-
modations are spread across various historic buildings in a village 
— the strategy reimagines key sites to blend community life with 
cultural and tourist experiences) Fig. 2. It addresses the increasing 
demand for regaining a sense of belonging among inhabitants and 
valuable storytelling towards visitors. It is about providing informative 
signage Fig. 3 and experimenting with the tactical urbanism strategy 
to reclaim public spaces and reopen long-abandoned locations for 
temporary events. The square has been collaboratively implemented 
through a tactical urbanism action and used during the yearly theatre 
festival Fig. 4. Furthermore, we co-designed a service prototyping per-
formance Fig. 5 for the festival with the playwrights and performers: 
they staged citizens from the future who spoke about the Albugnano 
of tomorrow. Through these interventions, we aimed to establish a 
network of distinct yet interrelated locations central to the commu-
nity and fulfil the requirements of the village residents and visitors.

The Ontological Value of Disarticulating Interdependencies 
Through the Place Construct

Working in a remote context, where encounters were occasional, 
highlighted several challenges. Despite difficulties in engaging more 
isolated groups and impacting internal community relationships, we 
detected the positive effect of our occasional physical presence on 
local dynamics. SMOTIES catalysed diffuse projects and indirectly 
sparked renewed interest among local stakeholders, creating new 
opportunities and discussions. Our intermittent presence over four 
years ensured that the desire for change wasn’t passively awaited but 
actively fostered new initiatives, encouraged citizen involvement, and 
created spaces for agonism (DiSalvo, 2015; Mouffe, 2007). 

SMOTIES has intercepted possible vibrations and set the 
tone for parallel actions. This contexts acts as a stimulus to design-
ing acknowledging the political and the social. The project reflects 
on design as an aesthetic and political language and on making, 

 Fig. 2 
The places’ concept strat-
egy (©Polimi DESIS Lab).

 Fig. 3 
The main narrative 
installation in the square 
(©Polimi DESIS Lab).

 Fig. 4 
The square hosting an 
event of the QUADILA 
Festival 2024 in the area 
pedestrianised through 
the tactical urbanism 
intervention (©Polimi 
DESIS Lab).

 Fig. 5 
The prototyping perfor-
mance staged  by the the-
atre company "Lo Stagno 
di Goethe" (©Polimi DESIS 
Lab).
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regenerating, and redefining place-rooted collectives and cultures 
by rearticulating the area’s social and cultural foundations with its 
communities. 

Stepping back during the peak of the local crisis clarified 
our collaborative position with all parties involved. It allowed us 
to understand how strongly some places were identified with cer-
tain aspects of the debate. Creating a distributed communication 
strategy for sharing local stories enabled us to a deep listening of 
marginalised voices, entangled with the places. Furthermore, the 
abandonment of more tangible planning (since the places, apart 
from the square, did not undergo the significant transformations we 
had expected) allowed us to embrace the fallibility and extractivist 
nature of solution-oriented actions. It was an acknowledgement that 
four years of the project are just the beginning of a gradual process, 
capable of having greater potential in the long term after the project’s 
conclusion and subsequent developments. Recognising the value 
of achieving partial goals is a stimulus to caring and encouraging a 
focus on small, chained interventions over time rather than short-
term, solution-driven efforts.

These places reconnect past dimensions with future inten-
tions; they try to give the tools to experiment with new ways of being 
inhabited. Through their symbolic reconnection, we found a way 
to disarticulate political debates around the sharing of past social 
ties around places and re-articulate them towards a future sociality 
project that can take place in those same places, re-inhabiting them 
in a renewed way. The scenario-building method elicited these con-
siderations: as SMOTIES ends, new collaborations emerge. We are 
about to join the scientific committee for a participatory art project in 
Albugnano, promoted by a newly established local association. Addi-
tionally, we will continue implementing a new collaborative govern-
ance strategy for a tourist itinerary highlighting cultural spaces and 
hidden community places identified in SMOTIES, activated by place-
based itinerant theatre performances. These initiatives fit perfectly 
within the envisaged scenarios with the citizens.

The fact that around a situated work that has taken a long 
time to listen, co-design a shared vision, gather local narratives and 
translate the project into a tangible form, the prompt activation of the 
experimentation of new shared governance models reveals that we 
have found ways to re-articulate the possibility of this future and a 
counter-narrative (De Rosa et al., 2021).

This stands in the ontological and phenomenological 
empowerment of place to develop a sense of identity and belong-
ing and to enact cultural practices where the inevitable immersion 
of human beings in place, and not the absoluteness of space, has 
ontological priority in the generation of life and the real. Co-design 
approaches regenerate spaces and redefine relationships within 
the physical and social environment, considering various temporal 
aspects (DiSalvo, 2015; Huybrechts et al., 2022). Identifying the 
relational potentials of different voices meant the understanding 
that relationality happens across space and time, supporting more 
systemic and just futures (Escobar et al., 2024). Storytelling ensured 
that opinions became narratives for the outside world, conveying in 
a narrative form the shared need to reflect the community’s values. 
The recently regenerated square is appreciated by the majority, who 

recognise that it creates space for gatherings and reduces room for 
cars. However, some citizens still dissent from the municipality by 
parking on it: we believe this form of dissent will be better under-
stood soon. It should be acknowledged that while places convey 
identity in a design form that we mediated and did not design our-
selves, they initiated the emerging collaborative projects, demon-
strating a sense of responsibility and autonomy in planning the 
regeneration processes.

The political challenges made us refrain from providing 
answers that have not fully captured the internal debates and quickly 
finding common interests among disparate groups to prompt collec-
tive actions. It requires transitioning from giving answers to posing 
more questions, creating uncertainty about the common interests 
we assume and the concept of place. This process created alter-
native narratives and frictions in any environment characterised 
by heterogeneity, fragmentation, and diverse ecological and social 
elements (Tsing, 2015). Designing for the appearance of friction 
does not offer the desired solutions initially sought but instead aids 
in imagining alternative possibilities and recognising the unique role 
everyone has in bringing about change. Re-evaluating the process of 
designing from this viewpoint necessitates re-evaluating our episte-
mological framework, knowledge processing and production, work 
strategy, expectations, and our role as ‘expert’ designers.

Conclusions

The participatory and relational place-based approach engaged 
with different temporalities of the physical and social environment, 
addressing the situatedness from which we design for participation. 
As said above, the detected nodes of relationships have settled over 
time and entangled in places (Tsing, 2015). In this interconnection, 
the cultural reconfigurations of spaces are traditionally considered as 
determining qualities that have followed one another over time and 
made a space ‘a place’, referring to the phenomenological interpre-
tation of place. This vision makes envisioning a more relational and 
multiverse ‘place’ possible. The illustrated social innovation project, 
conducted by the authors, is trying to address this transformative 
approach to understanding participatory place-centred practices. 
We explored how this approach supported us in providing agency 
to all voices to construct the public realm collaboratively. This paper 
addresses the need to reframe participatory design and its under-
standing of public spaces in an attempt not to favour — even unknow-
ingly — existing power structures. We must acknowledge that in this 
project, we have seen how a participatory process should at least 
make these dynamics evident and prevent them from being repeated. 
We believe that the project’s greatest impact lies in enacting possibil-
ities: the projects being launched at the end of the SMOTIES project 
have been entirely designed by local actors seeking our collaboration 
or simply our endorsement. We believe this can be a form of redistrib-
uting power and an invitation to embrace uncertainty,  plurality, and 
decoloniality in design.
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Stretch the Edge – Design Driven Processes for 
Reactivating Small Walled Towns and Inland Areas 
was an international symposium held on June 22–23, 
2023, at the University of the Republic of San Marino. 
Promoted in collaboration with the University of 
Bologna and Beijing City University, the event explored 
the potential of design as a booster for the reactivation 
of small, often isolated inland areas and walled towns 
that, despite challenges, possess strong territorial 
identities and unique characteristics.

Sixteen international case studies on design-
led territorial regeneration were presented across 
three thematic sessions. ‘Activate the Edge’ explored 
design as a driver of place-making and place-keeping. 
‘Join the Edge’ focused on community engagement 
and connecting places through design. ‘Enhance 
the Edge’ highlighted the role of design in valuing 
cultural heritage and local identity. Each session 
demonstrated how design can foster sustainable and 
inclusive reactivation.

The symposium opened with the presentation 
of a database mapping 150 national and international 
case studies, submitted by a global network of 
researchers and practitioners. 

Parallel to the symposium, three working 
groups—'Reactivation Strategies’, ‘Community 
Engagement’ and ‘Networked Territories’—convened 
through both online and onsite meetings. These 
groups promoted knowledge sharing and stakeholder 
involvement, focusing on design tools and co-design 
methods for community-based reactivation.

The proceedings compile contributions from 
speakers, participants, and working group members 
in two formats: ‘Research Papers’ highlighting the 
academic perspective and ‘Stories’ presenting 
interesting case studies shared during the event.
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