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7KH�FKDSWHU�¿UVW�GHVFULEHV�ZKDW�LV�GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�ZKLFK�LV�WKH�FXU-

rent landscape at the international level, providing an overview of the re-
search activity carried on in the Department of Design to then look into the 
topics addressed by its funded research. The ambition is to depict the re-
search landscape that emerges from the research projects accessed through 
FRPSHWLWLYH�IXQGV��JDLQLQJ�LQVLJKWV�LQWR�KRZ�WKH�IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK�LQÀXHQFHV�
the basic research. In this framework, the chapter faces two relevant dimen-
sions: (i) the interactions between the funded research and the department re-
VHDUFK�SUR¿OH�DQG�LGHQWLW\��DQG��LL��WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK�
and the basic design research topics, exploring the continuity, discontinuity 
and interactions among the two strands. The analysis shows discrepancies 
between areas that the Department covers with its basic research and topics 
on which it obtains funding and vice versa. The funded research highlights, 
on the one hand, the occurrence of new areas which go beyond the thematic 
clusters of the basic research. On the other hand, it also reveals the disap-
pearance of traditionally established domains of investigation, opening the 
discussion on how the research reached advanced levels of conceptualis-
ation and specialisation. Ultimately, the chapter discusses how the attraction 
of funds impacts the Department’s research, refocusing some strands and 
VWUHQJWKHQLQJ�LWV�FDSDFLW\�WR�LQÀXHQFH�RQJRLQJ�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV��OHYHUDJLQJ�
the potential of design.

3.1 The basic design research landscape and the position 
of the Department of Design 

Design and, consequently, design research are featured by disciplinary 
promiscuity as an inevitable result of its inherently interdisciplinary na-
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ture (Friedman, 2003). It also shows the unceasing tendency to explore and 
weave new connections, expanding and blurring its boundaries. As a topic, 
design has been the subject of analysis from multiple disciplinary perspec-
tives, producing as many insights into the subject. It is a multifaceted and 
complex phenomenon featuring a variety of dimensions which ranges from 
artefactual, processual, social, economic, technological, and environmental, 
which are addressed by reaching out to a multi- and inter-disciplinary array 
RI�PHWKRGV�DQG�WKHRULHV��RIWHQ�DGRSWHG�DQG�DGDSWHG�IURP�QHLJKERXULQJ�¿HOGV�
(Cash et al., 2022). This is whereby design research has the duty to capture 
DQG�UHÀHFW�WKH�GLVFLSOLQH¶V�LQWHUFRQQHFWHG�QDWXUH��PDNLQJ�LWV�RULHQWDWLRQV�DQG�
directions explicit.

The design research landscape involves a variety of academic commu-
nities researching the topic from various viewpoints. Its inherent diversity 
IXQGDPHQWDOO\�GH¿QHV�WKH�GLVWLQFWLYHQHVV�RI�WKH�GLVFLSOLQH�ZKRVH�ZRUN�LP-
pacts far beyond its boundaries, nurturing the potential of design research, 
and constituting a pressing challenge in terms of identity and processes (Mc-
Mahon, 2012). Such diversity has made it challenging the achievement of 
D�FRQVLVWHQW�DQG�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�YLHZ�RI�WKH�UHVHDUFK�LQ�WKLV�¿HOG��,Q�PDS-
ping this miscellany and heterogeneity, Cash and colleagues (Cash et al., 
2022, p. 1) identify various threads of discussion surrounding diversity and 
scope (Clemente et al., 2020; Horváth, 2004; McMahon, 2012), construction 
of knowledge (Briggs, 2006; Cash, 2020; Love, 2002), and methodologies 
�%OHVVLQJ�	�&KDNUDEDUWL��������.URJK�HW�DO���������5HLFK��������

Through its areas of investigation, design research gives a valuable 
JOLPSVH�RI�KRZ�WKH�GRPDLQ�XQIROGV�WKURXJK�VSHFL¿F�VWXGLHV��IURP�WKH�HPHU-
gence of new research questions, methodologies and applications, to the 
crystallisation of certain concepts and insights. As it is recognised within its 
FRPPXQLW\�DQG�GHVSLWH�WKH�UHFHQW�VLJQL¿FDQW�DGYDQFHV��GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK�UH-
PDLQV�YXOQHUDEOH��SUHVHQWLQJ�IUDJLOLWLHV�FRPSDUHG�WR�RWKHU�¿HOGV��0DUJROLQ��
2010). With a contribution indeed scattered across the literature (Horváth, 
�������ZLWK�ZHOO�NQRZQ�ÀDZV�DQG�OLPLWV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�GHYHO-
opment, validation and standardisation (Cash, 2018), it often fails to receive 
wide recognition in terms of impacts and relevance. Its insights still strug-
gle to turn into convincing evidence for other disciplines, where there are 
common standards, and to bring an effective change of practices and culture 
(Dorst, 2016). A condition that underlines the need to strengthen its impact 
and avoid stagnation (Clemente et al., 2020).

2YHU�¿IW\�\HDUV�RI�GHYHORSPHQWV�LQ�GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK��DQ�H[WHQVLYH�QXPEHU�
of topics have been touched and resonate through the discipline, showing a 
series of ‘waves’ (Cooper, 2019), from design methods to design thinking 
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(Dell’Era et al., 2020) within innovation and its application throughout socie-
W\��LQGXVWU\��DQG�HGXFDWLRQ��0RUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\��IXQGDPHQWDO�GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK�KDV�
moved from methods and processes to services and systems (Cooper, 2019), 
while extending to neighbouring disciplines such as management and busi-
QHVV��KHDOWK�VFLHQFHV�DQG�,7��&KULVWHQVHQ�	�%DOO���������VKRZLQJ�DQ�HYLGHQW�
tendency to be cross-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary beyond multidisci-
plinary. Being conducted for, into, and through design (Frayling, 1993), over 
the last decades, the discipline witnessed an increased expansion of interest 
that opened up an abundance of novel areas of investigation. Consequently, 
WKH�GHVLJQ�GRPDLQ�KDV�H[SDQGHG�IURP�XVHU�LQWHUDFWLRQ��3DUN�	�0F.LOOLJDQ��
������DQG�V\VWHP�GHVLJQ��-RQHV�	�.LMLPD���������WR�PDQDJHPHQW��0LFKHOL�HW�
al., 2019), ethics (Sweeting, 2018) and sustainability (Ali et al., 2016; Rocha 
et al., 2019), while exploring matters related to cross-sector innovation, adop-
WLRQ�DQG�DGDSWDWLRQ�IURP�DQG�WR�RWKHU�GLVFLSOLQHV��GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�FRGL¿FD-
tion of design knowledge, understanding and framing of design problems as 
well as qualitative aspects of design. However, this proliferation of topic areas 
and the resulting cross-fertilisation that the design discipline encountered are 
often imputed to have exposed the domain to fragmentation and a possible 
GLVFLSOLQDU\�ORVV�RI�IRFXV��&KULVWHQVHQ�	�%DOO��������&URVV���������

Although the progressive widening of the investigation areas is demon-
strated by the growing contexts in which the design discipline can bring its 
contribution, the literature still lacks a current mapping and review of the 
basic research in design and its main topics. With this in mind, this chapter 
does not pretend to capture and provide the state of the art of design research 
in general. On the contrary, it intends to draw a map with precise and clear-
cut boundaries, investigating in detail the topics of funded research taking 
place in the Department of Design. The relevance of the analysis lies in the 
role of the Department of Design of the Politecnico di Milano in the inter-
national context. Recognised as one of the leaders of design research in the 
world – ranked 5th in the QS World University Rankings by Subject 2022 
³$UW�DQG�'HVLJQ´1 –, it has been the main actor in many of the most advanced 
and controversial issues that have characterised the design research debate 
during the last two decades.

In the following are the keywords elaborated in 2015 on the delivery of 
the new Department website to describe its research, and validated during 
the Department production conference. The keywords are the result of a bot-
tom-up process through which each researcher of the Department contrib-
uted with their keywords. The list obtained was later systematised and vali-
dated, resulting in 113 keywords as a sort of self-portrait of the Department. 

1 topuniversities.com/university-rankings/university-subject-rankings/2022/art-design
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The keywords used by the Department to depict its basic research activ-
ities provide a vivid picture in terms of (1) contents, (2) approaches, and (2) 
subject areas (tab. 3.1). 

&RQWHQWV� In terms of contents, the work of the Department is outlined 
through nine areas, framing a multi-layered and extensive contribution on 
GHVLJQ�PDWWHUV��³$UWV�	�+XPDQLWLHV´�SRUWUD\V�WKH�FRQWULEXWLRQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�
design history, visual arts, cultural heritage, with a focus on museum stud-
ies, and cultural and creative industries. It also includes studies related to 
DHVWKHWLFV�� VHPDQWLFV� DQG� VHPLRWLFV�� ³'HVLJQ�	�0DQDJHPHQW´�JDWKHUV�� RQ�
the one side, explorations on change management and design policy; on the 
other, product performance, service assessment, and competitive advantage. 
³+HDOWK�	�6DIHW\´�UHSUHVHQWV�WKH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�UHODWHG�WR�GHVLJQ�IRU�ROGHU�
people, subjective well-being, safety and prevention converge, extending to 
fundamental research on risk evaluation. The research in this area also in-
cludes investigations on wearable technologies and smart systems such as 
VHQVRUV��KRPH�DXWRPDWLRQ��FRQWURO�V\VWHPV��³.QRZOHGJH�0DQDJHPHQW´�FRQ-
tains studies on communication process and information design, with specif-
ic focuses on data visualisation, as well as on digital archives and platforms. 
³3URGXFWLRQ�0RGHOV´�SLFWXUHV�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW¶V�LQTXLU\�RQ��QHZ��FUDIWVPDQ-
ship, digital manufacturing, distributed and open microproduction, with fo-
cuses on local craft and made in Italy. The research related to production pro-
cesses is then completed with studies in the two directions of materials and 
QHWZRUNV��³5HSUHVHQWDWLRQ�6\VWHPV´�SRLQWV�RXW�WKH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�UROH�
of drawing in the design process, as well as the Department’s contribution in 
terms of computer aided design, researching on augmented reality, virtual re-
ality, and virtual models, as well as design methods and processes such as re-
YHUVH�PRGHOOLQJ�DQG�SDUDPHWULF�GHVLJQ��³5HVSRQVLEOH�'HYHORSPHQW´�UHSRUWV�
studies on environmental and life cycle design, zeroing in on comprehensive 
PDWWHUV�RI�VXVWDLQDEOH�HQHUJ\�DQG�OLIHVW\OH��³6RFLDO�,QQRYDWLRQ´�LV�SRUWUD\HG�
as an extended area looking at the matter in terms of collaborative servic-
es, corporate social responsibility, welfare, also including games for social 
change. The Department’s contribution on the matter is further enriched by 
VSHFL¿F�UHVHDUFK�RQ�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�GLVLQWHUPHGLDWLRQ�DQG�JHQGHU�LVVXHV��8O-
WLPDWHO\��³8UEDQ�/DQGVFDSH´�PLUURUV�WKH�DGYDQFHG�VWXGLHV�RQ�VPDUW�FLW\�DQG�
XUEDQ�VSDFHV��ZLWK�H[SORUDWLRQV�RQ�WKH�WZR�GLUHFWLRQV�RI�PRELOLW\�DQG�WUDI¿F�
management, and spatial design and temporary living.

$SSURDFKHV� The Department’s contribution unfolds through three areas: 
GHVLJQ�DSSURDFK��SURFHVV�DQG�PHWKRGV��DQG�GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK��³'HVLJQ�DSSURDFK´�
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Tab. 3.1 – Keywords gathered grassroots from the community of the Department of 
Design in 2015 to describe its research.

Typology Topic Department Keywords

Contents

Arts & Humanities

Aesthetics
Cultural and Creative Industries
Cultural Heritage
Design for Cultural Heritage
Design History
Museum Studies
Semantics and Semiotics
Visual Arts

Design & Management

Change Management
Competitive Advantage
Design Policy
Product Performance
Service Assessment

Health & Safety

Design for Older People
Design for Subjective Well-Being
Risk Evaluation
Safety and Prevention
Smart Systems
Wearable Technologies

Knowledge Management

Communication Process
Data Visualisation
Digital Archives
Digital Platforms 
Information Design

Production Models

(New) Craftsmanship
Digital Manufacturing
Distributed and Open Microproduction
Local Craft
Made In Italy
Materials
Networks

Representation Systems

Augmented Reality
Computer Aided Design
Drawing(S)
Parametric Design
Reverse Modelling
Virtual Models & Virtual Reality

Responsible Development

Environmental Design
Life Cycle Design
Sustainable Energy
Sustainable Lifestyle

(continued)
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Typology Topic Department Keywords

Social Innovation

Collaborative Services
Corporate Social Responsibility
Deintermediation
Games for Change
Gender Issues
Welfare

Urban Landscape

Mobility
Smart City
Spatial Design
Temporary Living
7UDɝF�0DQDJHPHQW�
Urban Spaces

Approaches

Design Approach

Co-Design
Creativity
Cross-Cultural Research
Design Driven Innovation
Design for All
Design Thinking
Emotional Design
Experience Design
Metadesign
Strategic Design
User Centred Design

Design Process and Methods

Case Studies
Decision Making
Envisioning
Ethnography
Interdisciplinarity
Mapping
Product Development
Prototyping
Scenarios
Storytelling
Transmedia Practices

Design Research

(Design) Education
Design Theory
Epistemological Research
Phenomenological Research
5HȵHFWLYH�3UDFWLFH

depicts the research that explores design thinking and its application, design 
driven innovation, user centred design, metadesign and co-design, showing 
the presence of studies focusing on creativity, cross-sectoral and cross-cultural 
research. It also highlights how the Department leads research on design ap-
proaches, such as strategic design, experience design, design for all, and emo-
WLRQDO�GHVLJQ��³'HVLJQ�SURFHVV�DQG�PHWKRGV³�UHSRUWV�RQ�WKH�YDULHW\�RI�PHWK-

(continued)
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Typology Topic Department Keywords

Subject 
Areas

Communication

Basic Design
Brand Communication
Communication Design
Game Design
Graphic Design
Interaction Design
Media Studies
Movie Design
Packaging Design
Synesthesia

Interior

Exhibition Design
Hospitality Design
Interior Design
Lighting Design
Private and Public Spaces
Retail Design
Urban Design
Yacht Design

Service
Product Service System
Service Design
Transportation Design

Fashion

Fashion Design
Jewellery Design
Knit Design
Textile Design
Texture Design

Product

Car Design
Colour Design
Ergonomics
Furniture Design
Lighting Product Design
Product Design
Usability

odologies investigated by the Department. The research on methods ranges 
from prototyping, ethnography, case studies, scenarios, mapping, storytelling, 
showing extended application, such as to processes of decision making, prod-
uct development, transmedia practices, envisioning. Here it is noteworthy to 
QRWLFH�WKDW�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDULW\�HPHUJHV�DV�D�VSHFL¿F�DUHD�RI�UHVHDUFK��)LQDOO\��
³'HVLJQ�UHVHDUFK´�GUDZV�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�UHÀHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH���GHVLJQ��HGXFDWLRQ��
design theory, epistemological and phenomenological research as typologies 
of research on which the Department contributes to create knowledge.

6XEMHFW�DUHD� To conclude the exploration, the Department participates 
LQ�EXLOGLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�WKURXJK�LWV�EDVLF�UHVHDUFK�RQ�¿YH�VXEMHFW�DUHDV��ZKLFK�
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DUH�WKH�¿YH�XPEUHOOD�GRPDLQV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�WKH�%DFKHORU�RI�6FLHQFH�RI�WKH�
School of Design executes its educational offer: Communication, Interior, 
6HUYLFH��)DVKLRQ��DQG�3URGXFW��³&RPPXQLFDWLRQ´�SLFWXUHV�KRZ�WKH�'HSDUW-
ment plays a role in advancing research related to basic design, communica-
tion and interaction design, graphic and movie design, packaging and game 
design. The research unfolds through various domains, such as brand commu-
QLFDWLRQ��PHGLD�VWXGLHV��DQG�V\QHVWKHVLD�VWXGLHV��³,QWHULRU´�SRLQWV�RXW�WKH�FRQ-
tribution on interior and urban design, exhibition, lighting, and retail design, 
hospitality design, yacht design, and research on private and public spaces. 
7KH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�GLVFRXUVH�RQ�³6HUYLFH´�LV�GHSLFWHG�DV�UHODWHG�WR�SURG-
uct-service-system design, service design, and transportation design. In the 
DUHD�RI�³)DVKLRQ´��WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�DGYDQFHV�NQRZOHGJH�RQ�IDVKLRQ�DQG�NQLW�
GHVLJQ��WH[WLOH�DQG�WH[WXUH�GHVLJQ��DQG�MHZHOOHU\�GHVLJQ��8OWLPDWHO\��³3URGXFW´�
describes the contribution in terms of ergonomics and usability, product de-
sign, furniture design, colour design, lighting product design, and car design. 

This chapter explores the topics and areas addressed by the funded 
research in the Department of Design, obtaining a snapshot of the issues 
addressed, their dimensions and results achieved, as well as their relation to 
the research of the Department. The relevance of the study lies in the fact that 
rather than individual studies, research programmes are ultimately accounta-
ble for progress, igniting advances in knowledge by generating new contents 
and opening up new problems (Koskinen et al., 2012). Given this premise, 
the chapter ambition is to build the landscape of the competitive research 
the researchers of the Department are carrying on and to gain some insights 
DERXW�KRZ�WRSLFV�VXSSRUWHG�E\�IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK� LQÀXHQFH�DQG�RULHQW�EDVLF�
design research by individualising continuity/discontinuity and deviations 
between the two.

3.2 Data collection and analysis

To answer the interrogations, the analysis unfolds from the elaboration 
and clustering of keywords describing the research projects2, obtaining a 
comprehensive overview of the topics covered. For this purpose, the re-
VHDUFK�SURMHFWV�DUH�KHUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\�H[SORUHG�WKURXJK�WKH�NH\ZRUGV�XVHG�WR�
describe them. The dataset consists of 159 keywords, validated through the 

2 Methodological note: as described in chapter 2 the funded research projects are analysed 
as qualitative case studies. As a consequence, when speaking of funded research projects, the 
reference is to the case studies developed on them.
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project’s principal investigators and analysed to be thematically aggregated 
through a bottom-up approach. The clustering process started from analys-
ing the keywords aiming at identifying common trends and macro-topics, 
ZKLFK�DOORZHG�WKH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�SUHOLPLQDU\�WKHPDWLF�FOXVWHUV��7KURXJK�
DQ�LWHUDWLYH�SURFHVV�RI�UH¿QHPHQW�DQG�SROLVKLQJ�����FOXVWHUV�DUH�PDSSHG�����
WKHPDWLF�FOXVWHUV�SOXV�³6SHFL¿F�IURP�SURMHFW´��ZKLFK�FRQWDLQV�NH\ZRUGV�VR�
VSHFL¿F�WR�WKH�SURMHFW�WKDW�WKH\�FRXOG�QRW�EH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�RWKHU�JURXSV��7DE��
3.2 reports the clusters and the quantity of keywords belonging to each of 
WKHP��ZKLOH�¿J������GLVSOD\V�WKH����UHVHDUFK�SURMHFWV��WKH�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKHLU�
funding program, and their descriptive keywords coloured according to their 
cluster of belonging.

Tab. 3.2 – Thematic clusters and number of keywords belonging to each of them.

Cluster Keywords

Advanced manufacturing 2

Capacity building 9

CCI 7

Communication 3

Design methodologies 25

Distributed production 11

Documentation 3

Education 10

Entrepreneurship 7

Ethics 7

Fashion 5

Health 11

ICT 10

Innovation studies 10

Material 5

Public sector 6

Public spaces 3

Service 4

Social innovation 6

Sustainability 5

Transportation 4

6SHFLȴF�IURP�SURMHFW 6

Total: 22 Total: 159
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Fig. 3.1 – The research projects, their funding program, and their descriptive key-
words, coloured according to the cluster of belonging.

Acronym [Program] Keyword 1 Keyword 2 Keyword 3 Keyword 4 Keyword 5 Keyword 6 Keyword 7

L’architettura in Lombardia dal 1945 ad oggi 
[REG / POR FSE]

Design for 
cultural heritage

Digital archive
Art and 
architecture 
catalogue

Design history Digital platforms

DIGIKNIT
[REG / BANDO CREATIVITÀ]

Cultural Creative 
Industries

Knitwear design Digital archive
Capability 
building

DigiMooD for CCI
[EU / CREATIVE EUROPE - MEDIA]

Digital 
Entrepreneurship

Fashion Industry
Creative 
industries

Educational 
module

Design-led 
research

CREA
[EU / H2020 - INDUSTRIAL LEADERSHIP]

Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship

Design thinking ICT
Educational 
model

Creative 
industries

CO-CREATE
[EU / INTERREG MED]

Cross-fertilization
Design-driven 
innovation

Creative 
industries

SMEs and 
entrepreneurship

Knowledge 
transfer

BRIEFING
[EU / H2020 - FET]

Future and 
Emerging 
Technologies 
(FET)

Training
Business value 
creation

Innovation 
ecosystem

DeFINE
[EU / COSME]

Design and 
Entrepreneurship

Fashion-Tech
Creative 
industries

Design-led 
research

Edu4FT
[EU / ERASMUS+ / KA2]

Fashion-Tech Design Process
Creativity and 
Culture

Digital 
Technologies

Innovative 
Curricula

FashionSEEDS
[EU / ERASMUS+ / KA2]

Fashion Design 
Education

Transformation
Fashion Design 
for Sustainability

Design thinking
Innovative 
Curricula

LeNSin
[EU / ERASMUS+ / KA2]

Design for 
sustainability 
(DfS)

Open access 
learning 
resources

Curriculum 
development

Sustainable 
Product-Service 
Systems

Distributed 
Economies (DE)

MaDe
[EU / CREATIVE EUROPE - CULTURA]

Materials 
knowledge

Material 
interpretation

Material 
narratives

Circular 
economy

Speculative 
design

LDI
[NAZ / Accordo di collaborazione]

Industrial lighting Sustainability Well-being Visual comfort Working fatigue

NUVOLE
[REG / BANDO CREATIVITÀ]

Yacht design Ergonomics
Advanced 
manufacturing 
technologies

Modern materials Aesthetics

C-Roads Italy
[EU / INEA - CEF]

Mobility
Connected and 
automated 
transport

Cooperative 
intelligent 
transport systems 
(C-ITS)

Vehicle to 
everything

Impact 
assessment

Nestore
[EU / H2020 - SC]

Healthy ageing
Virtual coaching 
system

Co-design
Intelligent 
decision support 
system

Multi-domain 
monitoring 
system

POD
[NAZ / INAIL - ERANET - SAFERA]

Environmental 
monitoring

Personal 
protective 
equipment

Respiratory 
diseases

Wearable device
Working 
environment

Behavioural 
change

DesFromIdeasToMarket
[REG / BANDO CREATIVITÀ]

Hands-on 
experimentation

Interactive 
furniture

Technological 
upgrading

Making Local SMEs

PUDCAD
[EU / ERASMUS+ / KA2]

Universal Design
New learning and 
teaching methods

Disabilities and 
special needs

Open and 
distance learning

Game-based 
learning

DDMP
[EU /  CREATIVE EUROPE ]

Distributed 
design

Designers Makers Indie innovators
European Fab Lab 
network

Openness
Emerging 
creatives

TAMBALI FII
[REG / POLISOCIAL]

Start-up 
incubation

Technological- 
social

Additive 
manufacturing 
technologies

DIT materials Training

campUS
[REG / POLISOCIAL]

Social innovation
Community- 
centered design

Knowledge 
transfer 
management

Co-design
Participatory 
action research

Human Cities
[EU / CREATIVE EUROPE - CULTURA]

Participatory 
design

Co-design
Design for social 
innovation

Community- 
centered design

Public spaces

Cascina 9
[REG / Fondazione Cariplo]

Action-research Capacity building Social innovation
Participatory 
design

Storytelling

Tango-Down Athena
[REG / FONDAZIONE SAN PAOLO]

Participatory 
design

Storytelling
Context-based 
research

Situated research Design futures

FIRE
[EU / MIGRATION & HOME AFFAIRS]

ΖOOLFLW�ȴUHDUPV�
WUDɝFNLQJ

Policy Fighting crime Prevention Mapping Data knowledge

CIMULACT
[EU / H2020 - SWAFS]

Public 
engagement

Participatory/ 
Participation

Responsible 
Research and 
Innovation

Public 
participation

Eupolis
[NAZ / Accordo di collaborazione]

Public 
administration

Digital 
transformation

Organisational 
change

Digital strategy
Educational 
programme

Includi.MI
[REG / FONDAZIONE CARIPLO]

Social innovation
Social 
entrepreneurship

Design for policy Milan
Social impact 
investment

SDIN
[EU / H2020 - MSCA-ITN]

Service design
Service 
innovation

Training 
framework

Interdisciplinarity Doctoral program

SISCODE
[EU / H2020 - SWAFS]

Responsible 
Research and 
Innovation

Co-creation Policy-making
Innovation 
ecosystem

Design-driven 
innovation

DiDIY
[EU / H2020 -  INDUSTRIAL LEADERSHIP ]

Open Source 
hardware and 
software

Ethics of digital 
transformation

Do-it-yourself 
technologies

Individual and 
social creativity

WeMi
[REG / Fondazione Cariplo]

Communication 
Design

Welfare
System of 
variable identity

Physical-Digital 
services

Hybrid territories

6SHFLȴF�IURP�SURMHFWV

Advanced manufacturing

CCI

Capacity building

Design methodologies

Communication

Distributed production

Documentation

Education

Entrepreneurship

Ethics

Fashion

Health

ICT

Innovation studies

Material

Public sector

Public spaces

Social innovation

Sustainability

Transportation

Services

CLUSTER
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3.3 The topics of the funded research 

7KH�WRSLFV�KDYH�EHHQ�¿UVW�RUJDQLVHG�LQWR�D�SRODULVDWLRQ�WKDW�GLVWLQJXLVKHV�
EHWZHHQ�VSHFL¿F�VHFWRUV�RI� LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�DV�vertical topics of inquiry and 
horizontal topics, transversal domains of inquiry as they refer to research 
that can inform different vertical sectors. The 22 thematic clusters have been 
positioned depending on such polarisation and then further displayed accord-
ing to their relatedness, using proximity to indicate how close or distant they 
are from one another��¿JV������DQG�������DQG�VL]H�WR�LQGLFDWH�WKHLU�SRSXORXV-
ness. The side of the polarisation of the horizontal topics contains 10 clusters 
and 82 keywords, while the side of the vertical topics includes 12 clusters 
����WKHPDWLF�FOXVWHUV�SOXV�³6SHFL¿F�IURP�SURMHFW´��DQG����NH\ZRUGV��

3.3.1 The horizontal topics 

This set of topics taps into two of the design research typology that Fray-
ling (1993, p. 5) individualises, as they focus both on the process of design 
and design approaches and tools (Research into Design); as well as on design 
as a research method for gaining knowledge, using it as a way of thinking 
and addressing matters beyond design itself (Research through Design). In 
general, horizontal clusters show a certain degree of continuity with the De-
partment’s basic research as they include design methodologies, design ed-
ucation, public spaces, sustainability, and ethics, which represent historical 
themes of investigation within the large context of the discipline of design. 
However, in the framework of funded research, the continuity gives way to 
more discontinuous practices, since projects quite often reorient established 
research scopes beyond the need to serve the discipline per se toward a role 
RI� FROODERUDWLQJ�ZLWK� DQG� VXSSRUWLQJ� RWKHU� GLVFLSOLQHV� �DV� WHVWL¿HG� E\� WKH�
use of the outputs of research). Horizontal clusters also include emergent 
research areas such as innovation studies and entrepreneurship. Even though 
they testify a tradition, more in the practices than in academia, of design to 
collaborate with entrepreneurs and the world of industry, here they under-
OLQH�DQ�LQQRYDWLYH�VFLHQWL¿F�FROODERUDWLRQ�WKDW�KDV�HPHUJHG�GXULQJ�WKH�ODVW�
decade: the one between design and management (S. Colombo et al., 2017).

'HVLJQ�PHWKRGRORJLHV��Nevertheless, the varied nature of the projects, de-
sign methodologies are a common thread, representing the most prominent 
area through which the Department contributes with its funded research. As 
such, the area reveals the Department’s ability to attract funds that require the 
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Fig. 3.2 – The 22 topic clusters displayed according to their polarisation and related-
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)LJ������±�7KH�NH\ZRUGV�FRQVWLWXWLQJ� WKH���� WRSLF�FOXVWHUV�DQG� WKRVH�VSHFL¿F� IURP�
projects.

ADVANCED
MANUFACTURING

Additive
manufacturing
technologies

Advanced
manufacturing
technologies

MATERIAL

DIT
materials

Material
interpretation

Material
narratives

Materials
knowledge

Modern
materials

DISTRIBUTED
PRODUCTION

Designers

Distributed
design

Distributed
Economies

Do-it-yourself
technologiesEmerging

creatives

European
Fab Lab
network

Indie
innovators

Makers

Making

Open Source
hardware
and software

Openness

FASHION

Fashion
Design
Education

Fashion
IndustryFashion-Tech

Knitwear
design

CCI

Creative
industries

Creativity
and Culture

Cultural
Creative
Industries

Design for
cultural
heritage

HEALTH

Disabilities
and special
needs

Ergonomics

Healthy
ageing

Personal
protective
equipment

Respiratory
diseases

Universal
Design

Virtual
coaching
system

Visual
comfort

Well-being

Working
environment

Working
fatigue

SOCIAL
INNOVATION

Design
for social
innovation

Social
impact
investment

Social
innovation

Technological-
social

PUBLIC SECTOR

Design
for policy

Policy

Policy-
making

Public
administration

Public
engagement

Public
participationt

TRANSPORTATION

Connected and 
automated
transport

Cooperative
intelligent
transport
systems

Mobility

Vehicle
to everything

ICT

Digital
transformation

Future and
Emerging
Technologies
(FET)

Technological
upgrading

Digital
platforms

Environmental
(ambient)
monitoring

Digital
Technologies

ICT

Intelligent
decision
support
system

Multi-
domain
monitoring
system

Wearable
device

Design
futures

VERTICAL TOPICS
SERVICES

Service
design

Welfare

Service
innovation

Physical-
Digital
services

SPECIFIC
FROM PROJECTS

Aesthetics

Impact
assessment

Industrial
lighting

Interactive
furniture

Interdisciplinarity

Yacht
design

Copyright © 2022 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835144380



49

DOCUMENTATION

Art and
architecture
catalogue

Data
knowledge

Design
history

COMMUNICATION

Digital
Strategy

Communication
Design

System
of variable
identity

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Local
SMEs

Digital
Entrepreneurship

Digital
Entrepreneurship

Innovation and
Entrepreneurship

SMEs and
entrepreneurship

Social
entrepreneurship

Start-up
incubation

CAPACITY BUILDING

Capability
building Capacity

building
Cross-
fertilization

Knowledge
transfer

Knowledge
transfer
management

Game-
based
learning

Training

Training
framework

PUBLIC SPACES

Milan

Hybrid
territories

Public
spaces

EDUCATION

Curriculum
development

Doctoral
program

Educational
model

Educational
module

Educational
programme

Innovative
Curricula

New learning
and teaching
methodsOpen access

learning
resources

Open and
distance
learning

DESIGN METHODOLOGIES

Action-
research

Co-creation

Co-design

Community-
centered
design

Context-
based
research

Design
Process

Design-led
research

Digital
archives

Hands-on
experimentation

Individual
and social
creativity

Mapping

Participatory
action
research

Participatory
design

Participatory/
Participation

Situated
research Speculative

design

Storytelling

INNOVATION
STUDIES

Design
futures
Design
futures

Business
value
creation

Design
thinking

Design-
driven
innovation

Innovation
ecosystem

Transition

Organisational
change

HORIZONTAL TOPICS

4321

NUMBER OF RECORDS

6SHFLȴF�IURP�SURMHFWV

Advanced manufacturing

CCI

Capacity building

Design methodologies

Communication

Distributed production

Documentation

Education

Entrepreneurship

Ethics

Fashion

Health

ICT

Innovation studies

Material

Public sector

Public spaces

Social innovation

Sustainability

Transportation

Services

CLUSTER

ETHICS

Ethics of digital
transformation

Responsible
Research
and Innovation

ΖOOLFLW�ȴUHDUPV
WUDɝFNLQJ

Prevention

Behavioural
change

Fighting
crime

SUSTAINABILITY

Circular
economy

Design for
sustainability

Fashion
Design for
Sustainability

Sustainability

Sustainable
Product-Service
Systems (S.PSS)

Copyright © 2022 by FrancoAngeli s.r.l., Milano, Italy. ISBN 9788835144380



50

application of design methodologies and processes. From participatory design 
and citizen engagement practices, co-design and co-creation (Deserti et al., 
������5L]]R�	�'HVHUWL���������WR�DFWLRQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�KDQGV�RQ�H[SHULPHQWD-
tion, speculative design, and situated research, the area shows the Department’s 
tendency to highly take into account the context in which the research takes 
SODFH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�IHDWXUHV�DQG�FRPPXQLWLHV��0RUHRYHU��LW�VSHFL¿FDOO\�SRLQWV�
out the presence of an established and systematic value-centred approach com-
PLWWHG�WR�LQYROYLQJ�¿QDO�XVHUV�DQG�VWDNHKROGHUV�LQ�SURFHVVHV�WR�VKDSH�D�EHWWHU�
and more desirable future. The area is cross-cutting in terms of scale and sub-
ject matter: from the local to international scale, design methodologies are 
applied to address challenges ranging from the social to the technical domains. 

(GXFDWLRQ� The cluster highlights a research area that concerns the design 
of innovative training curricula and frameworks, showing an active commit-
ment toward shaping a new generation of designers as agents of change on 
matters of relevance, extending from traditional and cross-cutting topics to 
urgent and pioneering ones (Deserti et al., 2018; Buratti et al., 2018; Maffei 
	�9LOODUL��������3DULVL�HW�DO����������$PRQJ�WKH�RWKHUV��VXVWDLQDELOLW\�DQG�FLU-
cularity, responsible innovation, technology applied to fashion, health, mate-
ULDOV�DQG�QHZ�SURGXFWLRQ�SURFHVVHV��&DUXOOL�HW�DO���������'¶,WULD�	�&RORPEL��
2022; Zhou et al., 2021). The analysis also points out how education extends 
to policymaking, aiming to favour innovation shaped by synergic social, cul-
tural, and economic strategies rather than being mainly technology-driven. 
In particular, it emerges how the Department is able to bridge with indus-
WU\� �%HUWROD�	�9DQGL�� ������ DQG� WKH� SXEOLF� VHFWRU�� WLPHO\� DGGUHVVLQJ� DQG�
even anticipating their needs. In this landscape, design research and design 
methodologies are employed and appropriated to train for designing valuable 
products, services, and systems, while ensuring social and economic sus-
WDLQDELOLW\�DQG�GHVLUDELOLW\��%HUWROD�	�&RORPEL��������%XFFKHWWL�	�&DVQDWL��
������&DQLQD�HW�DO���������)HUUDUR�	�3DVROG���������7KH�DQDO\VLV�DOVR�SRLQWV�
out how the research on education is profoundly multidisciplinary, with a 
predominance of design-driven approaches that engage relevant stakehold-
ers to build more effective and systematic activities and strategies. The pro-
jects report on different education modalities (synchronous, asynchronous, 
open and distance learning) (Bertola et al., 2020), mainly engaging learners 
in problem-based learning and learning by doing. 

&DSDFLW\�EXLOGLQJ� The cluster shows an interesting shifting of the fo-
cus of research on design education: from the designers’ curricula to capac-
ity building on design knowledge (processes, methodologies, and tools) to 
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deal with innovation management and implementation in private and public 
organisations. The clusters show the fundamental Department’s contribution 
LQ�FRQQHFWLQJ�WKH�LQQRYDWLYHQHVV�RI�WKH�GHVLJQ�DSSURDFK�¿UVWO\�WR�HGXFDWLRQ�
(historically bonded to the notion of learning by doing and learning by pro-
jects) with the most advanced scenarios. Secondly, to better bridge education 
DQG�LQGXVWU\��%HUWROD�	�9DQGL��������7DYHUQD�HW�DO���������9LJQDWL�	�&DUHO-
la, 2018) or answer the unmet needs of capacity in industries and the public 
sector in order to develop innovation in real contexts instead of in laborato-
ries. The cluster of capacity building precisely demonstrates the Department’s 
DELOLW\�WR�HQWHU�LQWR�VSHFL¿F�FRQWH[WV�ZLWK�D�GHVLJQ�GULYHQ�DSSURDFK�DQG�SUR-
vide contextual and situated training on design-related competencies through 
their implementation in the project. The cluster also contains keywords on 
knowledge transfer that refer to projects focused on how the Department of 
Design transfers its knowledge, namely by cross-fertilization and manage-
ment (Fassi et al., 2019; Casciani, Colombi, Chae et al., 2021). Beyond sim-
ply transferring insights or technologies among sectors, attention is drawn on 
capitalising, systematising, and operationalising design thinking, cross-fertil-
isation and knowledge transfer management to pollinate other innovative and 
traditional domains. Ultimately, the analysis shows how through its projects, 
the Department’s contribution also orients toward unusual themes for the dis-
cipline, as for instance, how to deal with education of employees in public or 
private organisations to support the development of new competencies. 

3XEOLF�VSDFHV��The cluster is currently a relevant thematic area, previous-
ly mostly enquired by urban scholars and architects and currently reclaimed. 
7KH�UH�HQWU\�RI�WKH�DUHD�LQ�WKH�GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK�VSHFL¿FDOO\�SRLQWV�RXW�WKH�QHHG�
to address public spaces as services and/or service-related context of inter-
DFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��&RQFLOLR�	�5L]]R���������DQG�SROLF\�GHVLJQ��0RUWDWL�
	�0DIIHL���������SROLF\PDNLQJ�DQG�JRYHUQDQFH�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��7KH�WRSLF�LV�DG-
dressed at various scales and levels, corroborating that the Department man-
ages to attract funds that intercept the need to profoundly innovate the public 
sector at different levels: services, culture of service design, as well as with 
a very close relationship to the physical context where it is located, as well 
as with other cities and networks of cities to experiment in the urban space. 
Confronting challenges that communities, society, and institutions face, the 
Department proves to be able to include and work with the socio-cultural 
city assets, involving multi-level stakeholders from the framework of the 
quadruple (Galvao et al., 2019; Peris-Ortiz et al., 2016) and up to the quin-
WXSOH�KHOL[� �&DUD\DQQLV�HW�DO���������&DUD\DQQLV�	�&DPSEHOO��������±�DF-
ademia, industry, public sector, civic society, and natural environments of 
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society. In so doing, the Department demonstrates to be able to successfully 
address environmental aspects for a more sustainable socio-ecological urban 
and twin transition (Muench et al., 2022). Relying on action-research and 
participatory design, it achieved a win-win situation that put the foundation 
of the design for public spaces at the intersection of ecology, knowledge and 
innovation, encouraging crucial synergies between economy, society, and 
democracy. Among the most relevant implications, considering and transfer-
ring cultural values oriented to innovation and change, and developing urban 
strategies able to sustain innovation at multiple levels. 

,QQRYDWLRQ�VWXGLHV��This cluster emerges from keywords related to the 
intersection between design and discipline, such as management, sociology 
and psychology, from one side, and engineering from the other, striving to 
investigate the role and relevance of emerging innovations in addressing so-
cietal problems. Innovation studies constitute a long-preserved content area 
which emerges as one of the Department’s competitive features, demonstrat-
ing its ability to compete with other disciplines that historically preside over 
it – such as management. The main contributions resulting from the cluster 
regard design-driven innovation and design thinking, the study of favourable 
conditions to create value and support the development of innovation eco-
systems, the experimentation of how design-related practices and methodol-
RJLHV�FDQ�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�FKDQJH��'HVHUWL�	�
Rizzo, 2014), and ultimately how design methods can support envisioning 
SUDFWLFHV��$OWKRXJK�VWXGLHV�RQ�LQQRYDWLRQ�KDYH�EHHQ�SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�
design theories for a long time, this cluster shows the recent capacity of de-
sign to attract funding connected to applied research.

(QWUHSUHQHXUVKLS��The cluster of entrepreneurship mirrors how design 
can bring and add value to entrepreneurial activity of various natures in its 
different phases (S. Colombo et al., 2017; Dell’Era et al., 2020). Central 
is the strategic role of design practice in supporting entrepreneurship and 
fostering business, recognising the contribution of design-driven entrepre-
neurship. Acknowledging the challenges and opportunities of embedding 
design within different entrepreneurial contexts (Telalbasic, 2021), the clus-
ter maps the multiple ways design research enables, activates and sustains 
LQQRYDWLYH�� FURVV�FXWWLQJ�� DQG� DOVR� SURYRFDWLYH� DQG� QHZ� LGHDV� �9LJQDWL�	�
Carella, 2018). Design is applied in projects that aim to create new value and 
business models as a core for establishing new enterprises, favouring inno-
vation through cross-pollination among disciplines and sectors. The cluster 
includes research projects often based on practising the design process with 
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an application that extends from local SMEs and start-up incubation to acti-
vate multi-level entrepreneurial ecosystems, to digital entrepreneurship for 
the creative and creative industries, up to social and sustainable entrepre-
neurship, hence supporting social, cultural, and environmental enterprises. 

(WKLFV��Another cluster which more consistently surfaced in the last dec-
ade is ethics. There is evidence of appropriation and streamlining that is de-
noted by a move beyond the usual and traditional exploration of the topic in 
terms of ethics of the process or the design act in the strict sense, in favour 
of a deeper and more transversally focused approach. The cluster shows how 
the research in the Department investigates the topic in terms of Responsible 
Research and Innovation (RRI), involving society in science and innovation 
to involve multiple actors, including civil society, in science and innovation 
WR�EHWWHU�DOLJQ�VFLHQWL¿F�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�UHVXOWV�WR�UHDO�QHHGV��5L]]R�	�'HVHUWL��
2022; Wetter-Edman et al., 2014; Meroni, 2007). It focuses on the transform-
ative potential of design (Sangiorgi, 2011) in terms of behavioural change 
(Ferraro et al., 2018; Perego et al., 2020), vetting into how persuasive technol-
ogies and information design can persuade toward more ethical behaviours 
on the one hand (Ferraro et al., 2017; Bruno et al., 2021), and provide access 
to more understandable and usable information on the other (Mauri et al., 
�������7KH�HWKLFV�RI�GLJLWDO�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�LV�DOVR�VSHFL¿FDOO\�FRQVLGHUHG��DQG�
revolves around principles and practices to responsibly develop and imple-
ment digital technologies while driving innovation able to better respond to 
needs and emergencies (Mariani et al., 2023). Ultimately, the topic extends 
to prevention, looking at how data and their visualisations can be exploited 
to generate knowledge to prevent or restrain crime. Therefore, going beyond 
prior attitudes that mainly looked at ethics in terms of research processes and 
results, the research investigates novel trajectories, shedding light on how 
design can contribute and impact the society and the environment. 

6XVWDLQDELOLW\��Instead, although sustainability is a world-wide burning 
and pressing topic particularly addressed by the Department, it is not as rep-
resented as expected, considering the Department interest on the topic. The 
FOXVWHU�VKRZV�WKDW�VSHFL¿F�DWWHQWLRQ�LV�GUDZQ�RQ�WKH�LVVXH�RI�HYDOXDWLQJ�WKH�
impact and possible application scenarios of technologies and innovation in 
order to improve the everyday life impacting on people, their products, and 
environments. Through applied research, sustainability is explored in terms 
of how improved product-service-systems can positively impact produc-
WLYLW\�DQG�FRPIRUW��UHGXFLQJ�WKH�ULVN�RI�DFFLGHQWV�DQG�LQFUHDVLQJ�HI¿FLHQF\�
and wellbeing. The collaborations activated through research projects often 
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entails relevant national actors able to generate impact on national policies 
and regulations. In terms of circular economy, the topic is also covered in 
WHUPV�RI�PDWHULDOV�DQG�UHVSRQVLEOH�GHVLJQ��3ROOLQL�	�5RJQROL��������Roma-
ni et al., 2021), investigating how designers can play as agents of change, 
DEOH�WR�GHVLJQ��UHGHVLJQ��UHIRUP��UHXVH��DQG�UHGH¿QH�PDWHULDOV�JLYLQJ�WKHP�
new purposes, and therefore advising, educating and communicating their 
possibilities towards positive social, economic, political, and environmental 
change across all sector.  Ultimately, the topic of design for sustainability is 
also addressed in terms of education, playing an active and frontline role in 
training and promoting a new generation of designers and design educators 
able to effectively support and drive the transition towards a (more) sustain-
DEOH�VRFLHW\�IRU�DOO��%URZQ�	�9DFFD��������6DQWXOOL�	�5RJQROL���������

&RPPXQLFDWLRQ��The cluster depicts mainly projects that are targeting 
the public sector and its administrations. Projects in this area focus on the 
development of communication digital strategies to support the digitalisation 
and digital transformation of Public Administrations. Design practices as the 
assessment of citizens’ sentiment are introduced to orient the design and im-
plementation of marketing and communication strategies for digital media 
�3LUHGGD�	�&LDQFLD���������7KH�UHVHDUFK�DFWLYLWLHV�DUH�RULHQWHG�WR�LQYHVWLJDWH�
design-driven approaches and project-based learning, engaging the public 
DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�SHUVRQQHO�DQG�SULYDWH�VHFWRU�¿HOG�H[SHUWV�WR�EXLOG�PRUH�HIIHF-
WLYH�DQG�V\VWHPDWLF�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�VWUDWHJLHV��7KH\�VSHFL¿FDOO\�KLJKOLJKW�KRZ�
such a cross-fertilisation among triple-helix actors has been a fundamental 
trigger for organisational and institutional change in terms of digital transfor-
mation. A second application is that of communication design for eradicat-
ing access barriers to public services and their spaces, favouring inclusivity 
by design (Bucchetti, 2017b, 2017a). Active listening and involvement of 
multi-level stakeholders lead to systems of variable identities that reconsid-
er the role of services and their spaces for creating value through inclusive 
service-management logics. 

'RFXPHQWDWLRQ��Ultimately, the cluster documentation refers to funds that 
support the reconstruction, systemisation, study and analysis of documents. 
The funded projects in this area provide a picture where traditional dimensions 
of art and architecture catalogues and design history coexist with contempo-
rary and creative modalities of data knowledge and management. Documen-
tation also regards heterogeneous, visual and location-based data produced 
by humans and machines, such as collections of user-generated contents, web 
imaginary, and geo-based data (Bach et al., 2018; G. Colombo et al., 2017). 
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3.3.2 The vertical topics 

This set of clusters overlaps with the third design research typology iden-
WL¿HG� LQ� OLWHUDWXUH� E\�)UD\OLQJ� LQ������ �)UD\OLQJ�� ������ S�� ��� DV�5HVHDUFK�
for Design. The clusters cover the funded research the Department conducts 
RQ�NQRZOHGJH�¿QGLQJ�DQG�HYLGHQFH�EDVHG�DQDO\VLV�WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�GHVLJQ�DV�
innovation of products, processes, services, and systems. Looking at these 
vertical topics, it is noteworthy to highlight the relevant presence of new and 
HPHUJLQJ�WRSLFV�RI�UHVHDUFK��DQG�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�WKRVH�NH\ZRUGV�WKDW�GH¿QH�
the historical Department subject areas (see tab. 3.1), such as product, inte-
ULRU��FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�DQG�IDVKLRQ�GHVLJQ��6SHFL¿FDOO\��WKH�FOXVWHUV¶�GHVFULS-
tion, in the following, shows a new formulation and dimension of the area 
RI�SURGXFW��,W�GLVDSSHDUV�DV�D�WHUP�RU�FOXVWHU�SHU�VH��EHLQJ�LQÀHFWHG�LQ�RWKHU�
clusters such as advanced manufacturing, and distributed production. Simi-
lar reasoning occurs for the area communication that is mainly investigated 
through research funds under the clusters ICT and service. For the subject 
fashion, even though a cluster is still present, the funded projects testify new 
interests toward circular economy and new and more sustainable ways of 
producing and consuming. Finally, the subject interior is partially covered 
through funded research in the cluster Creative and Cultural Industries even 
though the transversal nature of the CCIs areas cannot allow for a strong 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�LQWHULRU�GHVLJQ�

Alongside the discontinuity and reorientation of the classical subject ar-
eas the set of vertical clusters also include new research topics on which, 
in the last decade, the Department of Design has played a strong leadership 
both for the capacity to orient the design research agenda as well as basic 
and to attract especially EU funds, these are: services, public sector, social 
innovation, ICT, transportation, health, Creative and cultural industries.

6HUYLFHV��Strictly speaking, the cluster is explicitly represented in the 
analysed case studies through four keywords. The direction is that of sup-
porting systematisation and operationalisation at the intersection between 
service design and service innovation with multidisciplinary approaches 
that leverage creativity to foster innovation across the various areas of the 
public and private sectors, from physical to digital and hybrid services. The 
DQDO\VLV�RI� WKH�FOXVWHU� VSHFL¿FDOO\�KLJKOLJKWV� WKDW� WKH�GHVLJQ�RI� �FRPSOH[��
service systems is inherently and traditionally addressed by the Department 
valuing co-creation. The constant engagement of highly dynamic, complex, 
DQG�KHWHURJHQHRXV�FRQVWHOODWLRQV�RI�VWDNHKROGHUV�RSHQHG�FUXFLDO�UHÀHFWLRQV�
on how to address and manage the participation of multi-level actors featur-
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ing various goals and motives, power dynamics and capabilities. Acknowl-
edging this condition that further challenges innovation processes and their 
outcomes, the contribution of the Department of Design to funded projects 
is twofold. On the one hand, it addresses and supports the design of complex 
services favouring a user-centric and ecosystemic perspective for an intuitive 
DQG�LPPHGLDWH�DFFHVV�WR�VHUYLFHV�IRU�DOO��'HVHUWL�HW�DO���������0HURQL�	�6HO-
ORQL��������5L]]R�HW�DO����������2Q�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH��VSHFL¿F�DWWHQWLRQ�LV�GUDZQ�
on education and training programmes that at various levels shape designers 
and researchers as agents of change in the area of service design for innova-
tion (Patricio et al., 2020; Sangiorgi et al., 2019). Even if the representation 
through projects that directly mention service/s as keywords is limited, it 
is necessary to emphasise how the area of service design and innovation 
spreads across several clusters, from health to social innovation. 

3XEOLF�VHFWRU��The cluster includes projects that pose growing attention 
to challenges regarding the development of new approaches to service de-
VLJQ�� GHOLYHU\� DQG� SURYLVLRQ�� WR� WKH� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI� LWV� JRYHUQDQFH�� DQG� WKH�
capacity to effectively engage citizens in its processes. In these terms, the 
analysis of the funded research shows the extension of the notion of design 
to that of policy as a new design object is an object of design investigation 
and experimentation, which is often faced with the inclusion of end-users 
and stakeholders to create value and effectively respond to real needs (Mer-
RQL�	�6HOORQL���������3XEOLF�DQG�FLWL]HQ�HQJDJHPHQW�WKXV�HPHUJH�QRW�RQO\�
as a third mission to create new relationships with the territory and value 
WR�WKH�VRFLHW\�WKURXJK�SXEOLF�HQJDJHPHQW�DFWLYLWLHV��EXW�UDWKHU�DV�D�VSHFL¿F�
DUHD�RI�UHVHDUFK�ZKHUH�FR�GHVLJQ�DSSURDFKHV�DUH�DSSOLHG��&DPSR�&DVWLOOR�	�
5L]]R��������6HOORQL���������&RQVHTXHQWO\��LW�VSHFL¿FDOO\�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�
DELOLW\�RI�GHVLJQ�WR�EULQJ�LWV�VSHFL¿F�YDOXH�WKURXJK�WKH�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI�
its methodologies and methods, in a manner which is often complementary 
WR�FRQWULEXWLRQV�IURP�UHODWHG�GLVFLSOLQDU\�¿HOGV��VXFK�DV�SROLF\�GHVLJQ��7KH�
analysis also shows research activities to support the local administrations 
to improve the welfare conditions of its communities, supporting the devel-
opment and growth of territorial support networks through the strengthen-
ing and involvement of social entrepreneurship in policy making processes. 
The application extends from design thinking and strategic planning upto 
service design, assessment and monitoring activities (Bianchi et al., 2022), 
often exposing the public administration to design practices and mindset, 
ZLWK�VLJQL¿FDQW�LPSOLFDWLRQV�VXFK�DV�WKH�LJQLWLRQ�RI�RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�DQG�LQVWL-
WXWLRQDO�FKDQJH��'HVHUWL�	�5L]]R��������
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6RFLDO� LQQRYDWLRQ��The cluster social innovation pops up as rich and 
SRSXODWHG�ZLWK� SUDFWLFHV� E\� QDWXUH� LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�� 6SHFL¿FDOO\� FRQGXFW-
ed applying participatory approaches, the funded projects highlight how the 
Department of Design is active and committed to support the development 
and Social Innovation solution from one side, and the other side to study this 
QHZ�DUHD�RI�DSSOLFDWLRQ�DV�D�VSHFL¿F�DUHD�RI�VHUYLFH�GHVLJQ�GHYRWHG�GHYHO-
oping collaborative solutions that should be sustainable in their contexts and 
WKDW�VKRXOG�DQVZHU�WR�VSHFL¿F�VRFLHWDO�FKDOOHQJHV�VWHPPLQJ�IURP�ERWWRP�XS�
DQG�XQPHW� QHHGV� �'HVHUWL�	�5L]]R�� ������0HURQL�� ������0DIIHL�	�%LDQ-
chini, 2018). A distinguished feature that emerges is the deep bond with the 
neighbourhoods and territorial areas involved and the various actors engaged 
�)DVVL�HW�DO���������������)DVVL�	�6HGLQL��������'HVHUWL�	�5L]]R���������%H-
yond the impact on the spaces, with actions that foster their resilience and 
development, facilitating the interaction, integration and social cohesion, the 
'HSDUWPHQW�RI�'HVLJQ�EULQJV�VSHFL¿F�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�DQG�SURFHGXUDO�FRQWUL-
butions (Deserti et al., 2022). This contribution is brought in two different 
manners, both explicitly meant to empower territorial actors by encouraging 
the acquisition of skills and competencies, consolidating the social capital of 
the multiple and multi-level actors involved, strengthening the connection 
and opportunities for collaboration (Meroni et al., 2018; Maffei et al., 2018; 
Menichinelli et al., 2020). Secondly, the contribution regards the design 
and implementation of training formats about design for social innovation 
�3LUHGGD�	�&LDQFLD���������IRU�SROLF\�DQG�IRU�VRFLDO�LPSDFW�LQYHVWPHQW��RIWHQ�
supported by digital learning hubs, lessons learnt and handbooks, MOOCs, 
Interactive Guidebook for citizens, practitioners, and policy makers show-
casing design-based learning frameworks and capacity-building courses. The 
training formats are built to favour knowledge sharing and transfer among 
PXOWL�DFWRUV� DQG�PXOWLSOH� OHYHOV�RI�JRYHUQDQFH��GUDZLQJ� VSHFL¿F�DWWHQWLRQ�
on how diversities among stakeholders can positively impact the creation of 
value/innovation.

&UHDWLYH�DQG�FXOWXUDO�LQGXVWULHV��&&,V���Among the verticalities, an-
other relevant cluster is that of creative and cultural industries (CCIs). Re-
calling that the timeframe of the case study analysis regards funded research 
projects is the period 2014 mid-2021, the area of CCIs mainly stands as 
distinguished from that of cultural heritage, with which it was originally and 
traditionally bound, following an Italian historical convention to include arti-
VDQVKLS�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�&&,V��7KH�FRQWULEXWLRQ�RI�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�WKDW�HPHUJHV�
from the projects concerns the support to sectors which suffer a lack of inno-
vation by bringing strategic innovation to strengthen their competitiveness 
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LQ� GRPHVWLF� DQG� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PDUNHWV� �=XUOR�� ������� 6SHFL¿F� DWWHQWLRQ� LV�
GUDZQ�WR�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�UHSOLFDEOH�DQG�VFDODEOH�OHDUQLQJ�PRGHOV�WKDW�MRLQWO\�
LQWURGXFH�FUHDWLYLW\�DQG�,&7�GHYHORSPHQWV�DV�GULYHUV�WR�LJQLWH�VSHFL¿F�VWUXF-
tural changes and arrangements in stagnant entrepreneurial tissues, favour-
ing social and service innovation, and technology driven innovation, and 
leading to the development of innovative products for new and old markets 
(Cautela et al., 2022). The contribution presents an educational perspective 
that is supported by the development of a curriculum that links cross-cutting 
challenges (Bertola et al., 2020; Taverna et al., 2019).

)DVKLRQ��Partly overlapped with the former, the cluster of fashion is a 
VSHFL¿F� VHFWRU� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�'HVLJQ�FRQGXFWV� UHVHDUFK��7KH�
DQDO\VLV�KLJKOLJKWV�D�GLYHUVL¿HG�DSSURDFK�WR�LQQRYDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�IDVKLRQ�GRPDLQ�
that extends from the contents to processes. Besides research to preserve and 
conserve heritages of technical knowledge and style through their digitisa-
WLRQ��SDUDPRXQW�DUH� WKH�DUHDV�RI�IDVKLRQ�WHFK�DQG�VXVWDLQDELOLW\��%HUWROD�	�
Teunissen, 2018), underlying the Department’s capacity to be a key player 
LQ�EULGJLQJ� WKH� IDVKLRQ�¿HOG�ZLWK� WKDW�RI� LQQRYDWLYH� WHFKQRORJLHV� �%HUWROD��
2021). Fashion emerges as a mature sector embedding enabling and disrup-
tive technologies such as digital fabrication, advanced manufacturing, wear-
ables, sensors and embedded systems (Casciani, Colombi, Chae et al., 2021; 
)HUUDUR�	�3DVROG���������WKLV�LV�UHQHZLQJ�IDVKLRQ�EXVLQHVV�PRGHOV��VHUYLFH�
systems and consumption habits meaningfully intersecting creativity, tech-
nology, and entrepreneurial skills. Innovative and interdisciplinary educa-
WLRQDO�PRGXOHV��&DVFLDQL��&RORPEL�	�9DFFD��������&RORPEL�	�7HQXWD�������
are designed to train digital entrepreneurship for the creative industries (Ber-
WROD�	�9DQGL���������ZLWK�D�VSHFL¿F�DSSOLFDWLRQ�WR�WKH�IDVKLRQ�¿HOG��LQ�D�FRQ-
WH[W�RI�VRFLDO��FLYLF�DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��%URZQ�	�9DFFD��������
Pal et al., 2022). Cross-cutting and cross-disciplinary training pathways aim 
at breaking the barrier between technologies and creative communities. 

$GYDQFHG�PDQXIDFWXULQJ��The cluster reports on advanced research on 
cutting edge manufacturing technologies, exploring materials for promoting 
entrepreneurial opportunities, product and process innovation. This trajecto-
ry complements growing research on new materials created through self-pro-
duction practices, both creating new materials and building on existing ones 
(Romani et al., 2021). The analysis of the projects outlines a rooted interest in 
the topic, which is addressed through fundamental research as well as exper-
imentations for technological, social, and economic innovation. Following 
circularity and sustainability principles, the basic research on new, bio, and 
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Do It Yourself materials (Romani et al., 2021) is accompanied by training and 
real-life implementations at various scales for transferring knowledge. The 
contribution of the Department of Design is wide and varied, with cross-sec-
WRU�¿HOG�DSSOLFDWLRQV�WKDW�JR�IURP�DGYDQFHG�LQGXVWULDO�DQG�KLJK�WHFK�VHFWRUV�
to underdeveloped or developing countries. Additive manufacturing technol-
ogies and Do It Yourself materials are exploited to generate virtuous ecosys-
tems that prompt synergies among multi-level local actors. Value is created 
by empowering people, strengthening the local supply chains, and promoting 
entrepreneurial opportunities that fuel social and economic growth (Canina 
	�%UXQR������E���6SHFL¿F�H[SORUDWLRQV�UHJDUG�WKH�HQDEOLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�DQG�
dynamics that develop in creative and innovative ecosystems that explore 
additive manufacturing and new materials actively engage quintuple helix 
actors (Carayannis et al., 2012). Design methodologies and material research 
are employed and appropriated to develop approaches and techniques for de-
signing valuable products while ensuring social and economic sustainability.

0DWHULDOV��The cluster portrays materials design and making as a striking 
cross-sector driving force behind innovation, capitalising on creativity to pro-
vide better circular economy solutions through the ideation of new materials 
(Karana, Barati et al., 2015; Karana, Pedgley et al., 2015; Ferraro, 2020). 
The case studies analysis highlights how the Department research on material 
contributes to advance knowledge on the topic of materials featuring innova-
tive properties and qualities in terms of interactivity, connectivity and intel-
OLJHQFH�,QWHUDFWLYH��QDPHO\�&RQQHFWHG��6PDUW�0DWHULDOV��5RJQROL�	�)HUUDUR��
2022) providing methods, tools, and guidelines. The basic research on mate-
rials is deeply intertwined in the higher education context (Parisi et al., 2017). 
$�VSHFL¿F�FRQWULEXWLRQ�IURP�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�UHJDUGV� LQGHHG�WKH� WUDLQLQJ�RI�
future material designers as future agents of change (Clèries et al., 2021), as 
ZHOO� DV�ZLWK�H[SHULPHQWDWLRQV� LQ� WKH�¿HOG� WR�SRVLWLYHO\� LPSDFW� VRFLDO�� HFR-
nomic, political, and environmental change. On the one hand, the Department 
partakes in creating knowledge on the role of new materials and material de-
VLJQHUV�DV�DQ�HPHUJLQJ�EXW�FUXFLDO�¿JXUH�LQ�DQ�LQGXVWU\�NHHQ�RQ�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�
a circular economy approach. On the other hand, material experimentation is 
DSSOLHG�WR�LPSURYH�OLYLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV��%H\RQG�WKH�¿QH�WXQLQJ�RI�GHVLJQ�PHWK-
odologies and developing techniques for innovating design products, material 
and do-it-yourself material design (Rognoli et al., 2015) is applied to gener-
ate a virtuous system that prompts entrepreneurial opportunities, fostering a 
process of social growth and economic independence. The transfer of con-
solidated training models is deeply intertwined with technological and social 
innovation, ensuring innovation and sustainability at different levels.
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'LVWULEXWHG�SURGXFWLRQ��A related cluster is that of distributed produc-
tion, which unfolds at the intersection of the two global trends of the maker 
movement and digitisation of design. In the last decade, the research of the 
Department of Design has particularly presided over the topic (Menichinelli 
et al., 2020), contributing to various extents to the development of the net-
work, and supportive platforms, as spaces where microfactories, in the shape 
of makerspaces, Fab Labs and Living Labs, are mapped, community building 
and social inclusion are favoured, knowledge sharing takes place, project de-
velopment is supported (Carulli et al., 2017; Menichinelli et al., 2017; Zanetti 
et al., 2015). The Department played a central role in enabling cross-sector 
fertilisation among design, production activities of designers and manufactur-
ing SMEs. Particularly relevant is the support provided to creative common 
GHYHORSPHQW� �%UXQR�	�&DQLQD�� ������� VXFK� DV� RSHQ� VRXUFH� KDUGZDUH� DQG�
software which are based on the concepts of sharing, reuse, and improvement 
(Bianchini et al., 2019). Pursuing a synergistic approach between craftsman-
ship and digitalization, prototype experimentation is put at the centre, togeth-
er with relevant actors and stakeholders from the context (Maffei et al., 2018). 
Acknowledging that distributed manufacturing is prevalent on small scales, 
VSHFL¿F� LQYHVWLJDWLRQV� HQTXLUHG� SRVVLELOLWLHV� DQG� FRQGLWLRQV� IRU�PXOWL�OHYHO�
VFDOLQJ��7KH�'HSDUWPHQW�LV�SURYHQ�WR�EULQJ�VSHFL¿F�NQRZOHGJH�WR�HPEHG�LQ�
the practice the dimensions of sustainability and circularity, social desirability 
DQG�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��VRFLDO�HTXLW\�DQG�FRKHVLRQ��&DQLQD�	�%UXQR������D���

,&7��The cluster of ICT is a wide group that gathers the various contri-
butions of the Department in relation to information and communications 
technologies, with studies that spread from future and emerging technolo-
gies and transfer of early stage development technologies among domains, to 
their extensive cross-sector applications. Instances are digital transformation 
�5RQFKL�	�&LDQFLD���������LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�PRQLWRULQJ��$QGUH-
RQL�HW�DO���������)HUUDUR�	�3DVROG��������6WXGHU�HW�DO���������)HUUDUR���������
and intelligent decision support systems (Angelini et al., 2022), sustainable 
energy and transportation technologies, communication technology tech-
niques for strategic planning, design and monitoring. The Department’s con-
WULEXWLRQ�H[WHQGV�DFURVV�WKH�WULSOH�KHOL[�DFWRUV��5DQJD�	�(W]NRZLW]���������,W�
favours cross-sector fertilisation, bridging ICT development, innovation and 
creativity in the entrepreneurial, public, and educational contexts, prompting 
H[SORUDWLRQ�DQG�H[SORLWDWLRQ�LQ�QRYHO�DV�ZHOO�DV�WUDGLWLRQDO�¿HOGV�

7UDQVSRUWDWLRQ��A related cluster is transportation. It unfolds exploring 
the topical matter of ICT applied to mobility and connected and automated 
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transport in particular, concerning effective data exchange through wireless 
communication technologies between components and actors of the trans-
SRUW� V\VWHP� WR� LPSURYH� URDG� VDIHW\� DQG� HI¿FLHQF\�RI� WUDQVSRUW��7KH� FOXVWHU�
depicts ongoing research on testing and implementing cooperative intelligent 
WUDQVSRUW�V\VWHPV��&�,76��LQ�D�KDUPRQLVHG�DQG�LQWHURSHUDEOH�ZD\�RQ�VSHFL¿F�
applications such as highway chauffeur and truck platooning. Exploiting the 
vehicle-to-everything technologies, the Department of Design is involved in 
testing the technology and its implementation across Europe, zeroing in the 
evaluation of the impacts of such technology and alerts generated from the in-
FUHDVHG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DYDLODEOH�RQ�PRELOLW\�LQ�UHDO�WUDI¿F�FRQGLWLRQV��$JULHVWL�HW�
DO����������������EULQJLQJ�VSHFL¿F�DVVHVVPHQW�H[SHUWLVH��$JULHVWL�HW�DO���������
Studer et al., 2018). Truck platooning is one of the major topics in transport 
science and freight transport. Parallel to the abrupt acceleration, the need to ac-
count for possible risks on the European network. In this landscape, fundamen-
WDO�¿HOG�WHVWV�DUH�FRPSOHPHQWHG�ZLWK� WUDI¿F�VLPXODWLRQ� WKDW� UHSURGXFH� WUXFN�
platooning and allow reasoning on critical and best driving strategies (Agriesti 
et al., 2021). Beyond comfort of driving, the relevance of the cooperative and 
LQWHURSHUDELOH�DVSHFW�FRQFHUQV�LWV�H[SHFWHG�LPSDFW�RQ�WUDI¿F�URDG�VDIHW\��HI¿-
FLHQF\�DQG�ÀXLGLW\��OHDGLQJ�WR�D�PRUH�HI¿FLHQW�XVH�RI�WKH�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��HQHU-
J\�HI¿FLHQF\�GHFUHDVLQJ�DQG�UHODWHG�HPLVVLRQ�UHGXFWLRQ��6XFK�D�EURDG�LPSDFW�
related to safety and environmental issues gathers the interest of public and 
private stakeholders, which are directly engaged to better support responsible 
and desirable innovation. Moreover, the economic impact implies considera-
tions in terms of supply-chain logistics and management (Marotta et al., 2018).

+HDOWK��The cluster health covers different aspects of design in the context 
of wellbeing, from the scale of the individual to that of the work environment 
and everyday spaces. The analysis of the case studies highlights three main 
directions: better ageing, improved work environment, and universal design 
for disabilities and special needs. In a context where the ageing population is 
growing fast, health and wellbeing are strategically addressed to reduce the eco-
nomic burden on welfare systems. The Department’s contribution focuses on 
persuasive technology for behavioural change (Ferraro et al., 2017, 2019), and 
on the promotion of preventive policies for both healthy ageing and personal 
protective equipment. Extending from the physical to the virtual domains, the 
research explores the potentialities of tangible and intangible objects, wear-
able and environmental distributed sensors and system platforms providing 
situated and contextualised data, as well as software and apps enabling moni-
toring (Perego et al., 2020) and personalised coaching (Angelini et al., 2022). 
Secondly, the Department actively explores wellbeing in the working environ-
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ment to contribute lessening work-related exposures which are estimated to 
account for occupational diseases (Sigsgaard et al., 2010) and accidents. The 
last strand of investigation taps into how universal design should be applied to 
provide inclusive and accessible environments for everyone, preventing isola-
tion of vulnerable groups such as persons with distinct forms of impairment or 
limited motor functions from society (Costa et al., 2019). A topic addressed as 
part of the design education, engaging students in problem-based learning to 
trigger better awareness of accessibility (Buratti et al., 2018). 

3.4 Continuity, discontinuity and interactions between the 
funded and the basic research of the Department of 
Design

To introduce the discourse springing from the comparison between fund-
ed research topics and basic research topics, further explored in the follow-
LQJ�GLVFXVVLRQ� �¿J�������� WKH�DQDO\VLV�SRUWUD\V� WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�QHZ�HQWULHV�
together with topics that can be considered as outsiders. Namely, topics tra-
ditionally and formally far or not covered by the research lines of the Depart-
ment of Design, which are becoming more and more present and pivotal. The 
following discussion builds on the interactions between the Department’s 
UHVHDUFK�SUR¿OH�DQG�WKH�WRSLFV�RI�LWV�IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK�RYHU�WKH�ODVW�GHFDGH�WR�
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Fig. 3.4. – Relatedness between Department of Design’s funded research topics and 
basic research topics. 
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JDLQ�VRPH�LQVLJKWV�RQ�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS��IXHOOLQJ�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�
the Department’s research identity. 

The continuity on the topic of methodologies and tools is not surprising, 
considering how the topic has historically always been present in the Depart-
ment’s research. The Department is indeed nationally and internationally rec-
RJQLVHG�IRU�LWV�UHOHYDQW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�VFLHQWL¿F�NQRZOHGJH�RQ�PHWKRGV��SUR-
cesses, tools and their domains of application, extending the domain of design 
to bring cross-sector innovation. Both in terms of funded and basic research, 
WKH�DQDO\VLV�KLJKOLJKWV�D�FRQVWDQW�HIIRUW�LQ�WKH�DPSOL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�GLVFLSOLQDU\�
boundaries, demonstrated by the application of design-driven approaches and 
research methodologies to new or formerly considered far-away domains. As a 
consequence, design methodologies can be considered as a Department’s com-
petitive and distinguishing feature. Analogue consistency between the clusters 
of funded and basic research regards the topics of Health & Safety, Produc-
tion models, Sustainability/Responsible development, ICT/Knowledge 
management and Social Innovation, although they articulate themselves 
very differently when exploring the keywords that constitute the clusters. 

On the other hand, the basic research cluster of Design & Management 
gathers studies on change management, design policy, and assessment, 
which are consistently present in a distributed and transversal way across 
the funded research. Analogous situation concerns the basic research cluster 
Urban landscape that groups studies on mobility, smart city, urban spaces 
and temporary living, which are jointly objects of funded research depicted 
under the clusters of Public space and Transportation.

%RWK� WKH�YHUWLFDO� DQG� WKH�KRUL]RQWDO� FOXVWHUV� VKRZ�DQ�RQJRLQJ�DPSOL¿-
cation of disciplinary boundaries, with an inherent proneness to apply de-
VLJQ� NQRZOHGJH�GULYHQ� DSSURDFKHV� DQG� UHVHDUFK� WR� QHZ�RU� IRUPHUO\� ³QRQ�
traditional” considered far-away domains like for example, topics previous-
ly often enquired by urban scholars and architects and currently reclaimed, 
are that of public spaces as objects of investigation and design on the one 
hand, and policy design, policy-making and governance on the other. The 
reasoning extends to the public sector, which poses growing challenges re-
garding the development of new approaches to service design, delivery and 
SURYLVLRQ��WR�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�LWV�JRYHUQDQFH��DQG�WKH�FDSDFLW\�WR�HIIHFWLYHO\�
engage citizens in its processes. 

Delving further into the comparison, it is noteworthy to discuss that the 
IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK�FOXVWHUV�SUHVHQW�VSHFL¿F�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�WRSLFV�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�
directly correlated in the thematic clusters of the basic research. Recalling 
and expanding the reasoning introduced while presenting the vertical topics 
addressed by the funded research of the Department of Design, it is rele-
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vant to emphasise that parallel to the occurrence of new areas, there is the 
disappearance of traditionally established domains of investigation. While 
congruence concerns the subject areas of Communication, Fashion and 
Service, the analysis highlights that domains such as Product and Interior, 
from which our educational curricula are also named, are no more themat-
ic areas per se. That said, some clusters of the funded research detail the 
investigation on related basic research clusters. It is the case of Advanced 
Manufacturing that can be considered related to the basic research cluster 
of Product��SURYLGLQJ�D�KLJKHU�VSHFL¿FLW\�RQ�WKH�W\SRORJ\�RI�FRQWULEXWLRQ�
brought by the Department. Among the reasons, the fact that the research in 
established domains such as product and service design, communication and 
interaction design achieved advanced levels of conceptualisation, complexi-
ty, and specialisation indeed, and they are pervasively present in the overall 
thematic areas. This condition can be interpreted as a progressive specialisa-
tion of the Department of Design on such topics. The research has evolved 
DQG�DUWLFXODWHG� WRZDUGV�PRUH� VSHFL¿F�DUHDV��KLJKOLJKWLQJ�DQ�DWWDLQPHQW�RI�
such maturity and mastering that the topic becomes distributed and articulat-
ed in several subdomains of the discipline. 

That said, what is particularly interesting to observe is the discrepancy be-
WZHHQ�WKH�DUHDV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�LGHQWL¿HV�LWVHOI�WKURXJK�LWV�EDVLF�UH-
search and the topics on which it receives funding and conducts projects, and 
vice versa. Although the Department is renowned for its long-lasting basic 
research and remarkable contribution on the topics of cultural heritage, which 
are part of the basic research cluster of Arts & Humanities, the topics are 
not explored through funded research. Analogously, the Department conducts 
relevant basic research on Representation systems, which is mostly absent 
IURP�WKH�IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK��$PRQJ�WKH�UHDVRQV��GLI¿FXOWLHV�ZLWK�EDVLF�UHVHDUFK�
funding through PRIN funds – that are not among the sources of funds through 
which the Department is able to sustain its research. PRIN funds as well as 
(8�IXQGV�XVH�WKH�(5&�¿HOGV�ZKLFK�JURXSV�GLVFLSOLQHV�WR�IDFLOLWDWH�VFLHQWL¿F�
research in the European system. However, design is not part of any grouping, 
implying that researchers need to submit their project proposals to other ERC 
sectors for being evaluated by experts not pertaining to the design discipline.

Surprisingly, nevertheless the Department actively researches multidis-
ciplinary, learning-by-doing and problem-based learning methodologies to 
teach design principles, being word-wide recognised as a relevant player on 
the matter, the area of Education emerges from the analysis of the funded 
UHVHDUFK�EXW�LV�QRW�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�D�EDVLF�UHVHDUFK�WRSLF��LI�QRW�DV�WKH�VSHFL¿F�
keyword of Basic Design, used in the cluster Communication. 
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7KH�IDFW�VHUYHV�DV�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�RSHQ�IXUWKHU�WKH�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�UHOD-
tion between funded research, basic research, and education. The landscape 
resulting from the funded research shows diversity of approaches, foci, and 
philosophy, with contributions ranging from theory-driven to contextualised 
knowledge. However, it emerges as a matter of fact that, although design re-
search successfully contributes to widening its investigation to new domains, 
it still struggles to enter and impact the design curricula. 

Similarly, through its funded research, the Department shows a marked 
ability to conduct research out of its higher education context. It is quite 
relevant to notice how even when funded projects deal with traditional de-
sign topics as, for example, design education, the contribution of the design 
is reorientated toward an unusual theme for the discipline like how to deal 
with education of employees in public or private organisations to support the 
development of new competences. Rather than sustaining traditional design 
education research, the funded research has focused and supported the train-
ing in the area of innovation management, moving the target from student 
SUR¿OHV�WR�DGXOWV��7KURXJK�OLIH�ORQJ�OHDUQLQJ�DFWLRQV��WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�VKRZV�
to play a key role in bringing design methodologies and approaches to the 
private and public spheres. This dimension, very pronounced in the context 
RI�IXQGHG�UHVHDUFK��LV�QRW�SUHVHQW�LQ�EDVLF�UHVHDUFK��7KLV�VSHFL¿F�UHRULHQWD-
WLRQ�WHVWL¿HV�WKH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�RI�GHVLJQ�NQRZOHGJH�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�SURFHVVHV�RI�
organisational transformation/change. 

Then, the Department is recognised to be a cultural and creative engine 
IRU�WKH�ORFDO�DUHD��DV�WHVWL¿HG�E\�LWV�URRWHG�V\QHUJLHV�ZLWK�WKH�FLYLO�VRFLHW\��WKH�
economic system, public and private institutions, and its role in supporting 
the application and transferring of knowledge and research results outside 
the academic community to sustain social and cultural growth. However, 
the Department engagement in the Third Mission often overlaps with the 
research with civil society and the third sectors, which are engaged to foster 
progress and boost innovation. This trait is vividly highlighted by the funded 
research that provides evidence of how participatory approaches are estab-
lished and pervasive in the Department’s research.

A further evident trend regards the strong convergence in funded research 
of design with engineering disciplines, demonstrating the capacity to bridge 
gaps, hybridise competences, and increase competitiveness. The trend also 
UHJDUGV�PRUH�WUDGLWLRQDO�DUHDV�ZKLFK�DUH�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WHFKQRORJLFDO�WUDQV-
IRUPDWLRQV��DV� LW�RFFXUUHG� IRU� WKH� IDVKLRQ�WHFK�DQG�KHDOWK�WHFK�¿HOGV��7KLV�
FRQYHUJHQFH�LV�SURJUHVVLYHO\�UHGH¿QLQJ�WKH�SHULPHWHU�RI�WKH�GHVLJQ�UHVHDUFK��
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enlarging its application contexts. Parallel to this strong and evident con-
vergence, the absence of theorising from the Department’s basic research 
and in the funded research. It is recognized that the Department brings new 
knowledge in terms of methods, processes, and outcomes, but not in the form 
RI�WKHRULHV��RSHQLQJ�D�UHÀHFWLRQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�IXWXUH�SRVVLEOH�LPSURYHPHQW�

3.5 Conclusions

Over the last decade the Department demonstrated an increasing capac-
ity to attract European funding sources, outlining its multi-polar academic 
science and innovation potential and its role as a relevant player in design 
research at the national and international level. As discussed, the attraction of 
funds impacted the Department’s research, reorienting some of its directions 
DQG�PDNLQJ�LW�SURJUHVVLYHO\�PRUH�FDSDEOH�WR�LQÀXHQFH�WKH�RQJRLQJ�FKDQJHV��
enhancing the potential of design. 

$OWKRXJK� LW� FRQWULEXWHG� WR� WKH� DGYDQFHPHQW�RI� VFLHQWL¿F�NQRZOHGJH� LQ�
WHUPV�RI�SURFHVVHV��PHWKRGV��DQG�WRROV��LW�VWLOO�IHDWXUHV�WKHRULVLQJ�GLI¿FXOWLHV��
This although projects and its educational context potentially provide a fer-
tile space for fuelling iterativity and interactivity between theory-generating 
and theory-guided experimenting. 

Ultimately, the comparison between the funded and basic research re-
SRUWHG� IHZ�RYHUODSSLQJ�RI� WRSLFV�� VKRZLQJ�GLI¿FXOWLHV� LQ� WKH� VSLOO�RYHU� RI�
funded research into basic research. Innovative arguments addressed through 
research projects which often contribute to widening the topics of the De-
partment’s design research, still remain under- or unexplored directions in 
terms of basic research. 
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