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2.5.2 NEW APPROACHES FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF COMMON 
GOODS IN URBAN ENVIRONMENTS

Chiara Agosti∗, Martina Bosone∗∗, Giovanni Castaldo∗∗∗ 

Common goods in urban settlement: regenerating spaces to regenerate values 

The increasing interest of the citizens towards forms of participatory govern-
ance for the management of the so-called “common goods” (Mattei, 2011), has 
been recently implemented in experiences of active participation of the com-
munities. The actions carried out by citizens, often organized in associations, 
testify a new necessary impulse to stimulate their pro-active role as actors in the 
decision processes (Bollier, 2015). 

These practices stimulate a sense of solidarity and encourage the active citi-
zenship, responsible and supportive in the participatory management of the 
common goods (Ostrom, 2009), feeding in the community a sense of belonging 
to the place, a new conscience, a sort of sense of responsibility towards the ur-
ban common goods.  

These experiences shape a so wide and rich framework of case studies to 
induce to question on the reasons that determine this tendency in action. They 
express a reaction to the recent economic crisis, which appears to be the crisis 
of a cultural model rather than of the economic one. 

The need of re-appropriation of commons expresses the necessity to fill the 
cultural void that has progressively estranged the people from their places. The 
physical re-appropriation through actions of “care” based on collaboration and 
sharing, has a broader value: it expresses the intention to rebuild a sense of 
identity and affiliation of a community to the place, and the wish to reconstruct 
the sense of identity and belonging which allows a group of people to define 
themselves as a “community”. In the interaction between physical and social 
system, it is necessary to recompose a balance among the ability to innovate 
and create new values and the need to preserve specific identities, according to 
an evolutionary continuity. The concept of common goods is uncertain, fluid, 

∗ Chiara Agosti, PhD, Department of Architecture, Built environment and Construction engi-
neering ABC, Politecnico di Milano. 

∗∗  Martina Bosone, research fellow, Services for Development IRISS, National Research Council 
CNR. 

∗∗∗  Giovanni Castaldo research fellow, Department of Architecture, Built environment and Con-
struction engineering ABC, Politecnico di Milano. 
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fleeing, polysemic. The term common good is often used with reference to 
goods that must be accessible to every person in the community of whose they 
are affiliated. The Rodotà Committee has defined more specifically them in 
2007 as goods that «express a functional utility to the exercise of the fundamen-
tal rights and the free development of the person» (Commissione Rodotà, 
2007).  

The definition that today is generally shared is that of goods that, being 
functional to the free development of the personality, must be accessible to eve-
rybody, independently from the ability of each individual to contribute to the 
costs sustained for their production. So understood, and according to the eco-
nomic definition, common goods are often rivals (because the use by someone 
subtracts the availability of the resource for the use by the others), but socially 
not excludible (it is not possible to prevent someone to access the use of the re-
source). 

Therefore, they can be defined as 
«the natural resources, but also the artificial ones (as the historical-cultural 
patrimony) or the physical infra-structures (aqueducts, roads and communica-
tion networks), the IT resources (internet or other networks), the immaterial 
ones (the knowledge and the system of relationships and communication 
through which it circulates), under the condition that they are qualified from a 
certain formality of governance and management» (Sacconi and Ottone, 2015). 

In this way a relationship is established among the resource, who guards it 
and who contributes to its maintenance, reproduction, development, and the 
consumers. Such relationship strongly ties the common to the community of 
reference and to the territorial area in which it is available. 

The kind of governance becomes therefore a remarkable element to deter-
mine, through a collective choice, the use of a resource as common good, using 
it in shared way and with open access. In this sense, the role of the public ad-
ministration becomes larger, training and favouring the initiatives and the col-
laboration between the private sector and the social operators, particularly the 
cooperatives. 

The emergent character of the practices, tied up to the concept of common 
goods, opens up a new road to the territorial and social planning: putting in a 
network public subjects, private actors and citizens can trigger micro-
interventions that have the potentiality to regenerate the territory, not only in-
cluding the physical sphere but also the social one, renewing the sense of iden-
tity and belonging, the cohesion and the organizational ability of a given com-
munity (CSIRO, 2007). 

The recent experiences of active citizenship and the attempt of confronta-
tion and coordination conducted by administrators, citizens, economic, social 
and cultural actors in regenerating the social capital of the involved communi-
ties, have also determined an increase in the actions of care of the built envi-
ronment, effectively impacting on the improvement of the levels of “inte-
grated” quality of the urban systems (ecological, social and economic). 
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It is therefore necessary to understand, on the base of a systemic approach, 
in which way the urban systems respond to the solicitations of endogenous pro-
cesses and/or of external factors, appraising the potential impacts at multidi-
mensional level. Such approach, by considering the urban systems as complex 
adaptive system, allows to gather the complexity and the interactions among 
the different elements of the urban system and in comparison to every disturb-
ing factor, at different scales and over time. 

With respect to this, the concept of resilience can play a key role with the 
purpose of increasing the ability of the social and territorial systems to face, to 
adapt or to change in response to heterogeneous pressure factors. In fact, the 
recent “evolutionary” interpretation of resilience connects this concept to the 
“adaptive” abilities of the complex systems, able to learn from the experience, 
to elaborate the information and to suit for the changes (Holling, 1973; Walker 
et al., 2004, Folke et al., 2010). According to the definition by Walker, three 
aspects govern the dynamics of the socio-ecological complex systems: resil-
ience/reactivity, adaptability and transformability1. Such criteria allow to elabo-
rate an effective answer to the actual situation of instability of the environ-
mental, social and economic systems, representing fundamental elements of a 
planning strategy aimed to the maintenance and the exploitation of the ecologi-
cal-environmental reactivity, of the organizational-procedural adaptability and 
of the technological-spatial transformability of the whole settlement system. 

The multiplicity of suggestions and problems involved in participated proc-
esses and the multi-dimensionality of the impacts that derive from them, under-
line the necessity to look at the built environment in its totality, overcoming the 
conception of interventions limited in time and space, and focusing instead on 
the inter-systemic and inter-scale nature of the settlement systems (Angelucci et 
al., 2013). 

Participation and resilience are therefore tightly tied up, since the construc-
tion of an active citizenship contributes to the increase of the resiliency of the 
cities in its various dimensions, improving the adaptation ability of the con-
sumers, the level of transformability of the system and the reactivity of the bio-
ecological components. 

Therefore, the participated processes can be interpreted as real “practices of 
resilience”: the overcoming of the particularism and the cohesion of the local 
community on recognized values of general interest, and whose basis to direct 
the actions to undertake on the goods, increases the resilience of a determined 

                                                        
1 According to the definition of Brian Walker on “resilience of the socio-ecological complex 

systems”: i) the resilience or reactivity is the ability of a system to absorb the effects of trouble 
and to reorganize itself through a change, maintaining its same functions, the structure, the 
identity and the retroactions; ii) the adaptability is the ability of the actors of the system to in-
fluence and to govern the change; iii) the transformability is the ability to produce new sys-
tems/sub-systems, when the ecological, economic and socio-politics conditions make inade-
quate the existing system. 
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process, preserving its specificity tied up to the context and guaranteeing its re-
sponse capacity to disturbing factors. 

In this view, the participation becomes the first necessary step not only to 
increase the resilience of a community connected to a determined asset, but al-
so the resilience of the good itself, being it a single building or an urban area. 
The resilience does not assume the characteristics of a pure and simple ability 
to withstand, but it represents a way to absorb the traumatic experience and to 
translate it in a positive way to shape new states of equilibrium, incorporating 
the ability to adapt to changes linked to stress/discomfort conditions. 

The need to translate the resilience from a theoretical practice to a concrete 
urban management action, implies the rethinking of the concept of develop-
ment, which is not aimed to preserve a given stability, but to always build a 
new one (Fabbricatti, 2013). A model of territory able to change and to answer 
to perturbations responds to this demand by creating continuous dynamic proc-
esses of learning and interaction. The way in which communities are organized 
represents a real opportunity for learning and innovating the organizational rou-
tines. 

The process (and project) of resilience assumes therefore the characteristics 
of a space for social learning, in which collective competence (community ca-
pability) can be developed through a cooperative approach, starting from the 
pre-existing individual abilities. Participation becomes a critical knowledge and 
awareness process that brings to the construction and the sharing of values and 
objectives for the general interest. 
 
 
Towards a new model of intervention on common goods 
 
According to the previous considerations, the central issue for the affirmation 
and consolidation of active citizenship practices with a view to resilience con-
sists of updating the relational patterns between urban actors. Indeed, the affir-
mation of the new role of the local communities requires a reorganization of the 
consolidated ways of interaction between decision makers, stakeholders, users 
and designers. This scenario is particularly evident in the current phase, where 
in many urban contexts - with specific conditions of economic crisis and urban 
transformation deadlock - the need to seek new forms of project activation 
through a renewal of governance models is particularly evident (Iaione, 2015). 

The notions of complexity-based governance framework and transition 
management (Loorbach, 2010) are in this sense relevant for the definition of 
flexible and multi-level networks in order to overcome situations of crisis, 
seeking alternative tools for achieving a new stability condition. This conceptu-
alization incorporates the “adaptation” dimension of the complex city-system to 
new social, economic and cultural paradigms, in a temporal and procedural di-
mension (Drift, 2014). Processes based on a renewed relationship between mu-
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nicipalities, investors and citizens - according to many and varied schemes - 
toward the notion of “collaborative governance” in a horizontal and participa-
tory logic: 

«with reference to urban centres, we mean the production of new and 
stronger relations between citizens, public administration, private individu-
als and the third sector. Some examples are the regulatory frameworks of 
common goods, the involvement of citizens in defining new needs in order to 
find out new tools to satisfy them» (Unipolis, 2015). 

Another element related to the progressive updating of the governance 
models relies on the parallel revision of the partnership and cooperation tools, 
aimed at the convergence of widespread interests and the finding of resources, 
including the economic ones, for the financing of projects. In this sense, the 
sharing or collaborative economy (Unipolis, 2015) also includes the purpose of 
supporting bottom-up actions and participatory processes. At the same time, 
new instruments of public-private partnership and models of cooperation and 
social development are today an increasingly important background: civic 
crowd-funding initiatives on the one hand - the so-called fourth generation of 
this instrument - and new partnership models on the other hand - with projects 
aimed at generating measurable social effects, as well as more efficient public 
spending in the pay-for-success logic (Pasi, 2015) - represent instruments with 
growing potential. 

This evolution of practices, tools and models is supported by regulatory up-
dates2, in the perspective of defining codified procedural frameworks. With par-
ticular reference to the field of common goods, many cases of specific munici-
pal regulations are being introduced, starting from the experience of the Mu-
nicipality of Bologna in 2014, and the so-called “cooperation agreements” be-
tween municipalities and groups of active citizens3. The regulatory updates also 
extend to the fields of the consultation, the community initiative, the activation 
of participatory budgets and participation tables: instruments based on the 
common recognition of a new role of the citizenship. The recent reform of the 
Procurement Code (Legislative Decree N. 50/2016) also gives new elements in 
this sense, in particular with the introduction of the institution of the “public 

                                                        
2  For an in-depth analysis of the evolution of the notion of participation as well as of the tools 

and rules, see: Schiaffonati, F. (2008) “Le origini del progetto partecipato”, in Vitrano, R.M., 
(2008), Architettura strategica. Tecnologie e strategie del progetto partecipato, Luciano, Na-
poli, pp. 43-58. 

3  There are many tools of representative democracy, regarding both the field of the common 
goods and other forms of participation and collaboration. In a synthetic and not exhaustive 
way, among the consolidated and ruled forms, we may list: voluntary agreements, cooperation 
tables, memorandums of understanding, conferences, health agreements, zone plans. Voluntary 
tools include: 21 local agendas, participatory urban planning laboratories, participatory budg-
ets, corporate social responsibility, tables between businesses companies and local communi-
ties (Manconi, 2015). 
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debate”4 aimed at overcoming the only consultative dimension of the participa-
tion (Schiaffonati, 2008; Pillon, 2016). 

Despite these regulatory updates and the establishment of new ways of in-
teracting between institutions and organized groups of citizens, the issue of par-
ticipation and actions on common goods sets a highly heterogeneous scenario 
of typologies, dimensions, characteristics and outcomes. The management and 
the control of these experiences appear difficult, with diversified project results. 
Many questions arise, both at an operational and at a theoretical-cultural level. 
Participation practices are also characterized by a high degree of spontaneity, 
based on the principle of claiming a new actor, with multiple cultural references 
such as, among others, the “tactical urbanism” of Lydon-Garcia, the tactical 
role of the communities evoked by De Certau, the claims on the “right to the 
city” by Lefebvre. This further increases the degree of randomness and the va-
riety of experiences, linking the activation of projects to the capacities of cer-
tain local realities. From this perspective, the risks of self-reference, exclusion, 
pre-eminence of some needs over others must be considered, undermining the 
possibility of raising the level of resilience of a context in the face of a weaken-
ing of the cohesion. 

In order to cope with the general level of complexity of this phenomenon, it 
is increasingly central to consider such practices in a systemic perspective, con-
sidering the whole process, from the strategic-programmatic level to the opera-
tional-planning and implementation level. In fact, the weaknesses of these pro-
cesses can be traced back to the lack of decisional and managerial clarity, to a 
high segmentation of skills and actions, to a lack of full consideration of the 
constraints framework, to an absence of control and evaluation of the achieved 
results in relation to the pre-established objectives. 

With reference to these aspects, a reference to the role that the technologi-
cal-environmental approach to the project could cover is needed, also with ref-
erence to the project management and to the link between the different dimen-
sions of the project, therefore both the immaterial and the material ones. The 
reference is to the building process control techniques, to the definition of the 
meta-design framework, to the development of the detailed design phases, to 
the framing of the initiative in the system of regulatory, procedural and eco-
nomic constraints - and more generally to the reconnection of the “Design, pro-
ject and construction” axis - precisely in order to face some limitations of active 
participation practices, and to favour the consolidation of this socio-economic 
model. 

 
 

                                                        
4  This institution is not solely referable to the advisory dimension, similar to other instruments 

already in force in the authorization procedures for complex projects (e.g. phase of observa-
tions to a SEA procedure or in a service conference). It is also a tool that provides for the iden-
tification of alternative and shared solutions. 
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The quali-quantitative approach for the resilience 
 

The need to act on the built environment reflects the attempt to answer to more 
or less explicit questions and needs. The arising of new categories of societal 
needs - as it recently appears with the affirmation of participation practices - 
should correspond to the definition of approaches, methodologies and tools able 
to adequately and coherently grasp, interpret and correspond those needs. 

The technological culture of the project can help to combine new behav-
iours and needs with the technical, economic and social feasibility dimension. 
This is an extension of the traditional disciplinary framework, in the perspec-
tive of including new needs, aspirations and values expressed by new catego-
ries of clients, users and actors. 

More in detail, the expression of new requirements can be read in light of 
the “demand-performance” approach, as a manifestation of a new class of 
needs. Within this perspective, the quality objectives and the frameworks to be 
defined are multiple and concern both the procedural aspects, both the design 
and implementation ones. Reference is given to the so-called “invisible tech-
nology” - thus to the different phases of the process, but also to the interpreta-
tion of needs related to the new category of users - and to the specific design, 
spatial, technological, and constructive elements. The definition of require-
ments frameworks must correspond to this extension of the demand frame-
works, as quality levels that must be achieved. 

In this perspective, resilience is configured as a new quality objective, 
which, facing a complex and inter-scalar framework, is articulated in specific 
requirements to be matched with certain performance levels. The translation of 
the notion of resilience in adaptability, transformability and reactivity require-
ments of a given system - as recognized in literature (Walker et al., 2004) and 
highlighted above - defines quality objectives directly referable to participation 
practices. 

These notions of resilience reflect the design and implementation dimen-
sions according to the technological-environmental approach. In fact, adaptabil-
ity can be defined as the ability to adapt to a change by actors involved in proc-
esses of transformation of the built environment. In this sense, the organiza-
tional-procedural dimension is fully affected by the definition of this require-
ment/quality level. Transformability refers to the responses of the built envi-
ronment, as well as of the technological solutions, to the variability of needs or 
uses. In this case, the physical, design and implementation dimensions are in-
volved. Finally, the reactivity that constitutes the dynamic adaptability of a sys-
tem to changes in the conditions and availability of resources of a context, may 
refer to the ability of a specific network of actors to reorganize themselves re-
sponding to the changing social, economic, energy and environmental condi-
tions (Angelucci et al., 2013). 

On the basis of a renewed framework of needs and requirements, that also 
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include the impact of resilience as new levels of quality, it is necessary to de-
fine evaluation and control tools that allow to govern the quality of the project 
(Angelucci et al., 2015). 

An evaluation and control tool may consist in defining indicators relating to 
the achievement of the requirements. Given the wide range of possible applica-
tions, these are both quantitative and qualitative indicators, able to take the 
form of parameters, in the case of measurable and comparable characteristics 
and quantities, as well as the descriptive form for verifying conditions, evaluat-
ing and expressing judgments. The application of indicators constitutes a man-
agement control system that can allow the achievement of different objectives. 
First of all, it allows to measure and to evaluate the contribution of each com-
ponent of the system with reference to the conservation and/or increase of resil-
ience. It also allows to identify the intervention points of the process. Finally, 
the indicators allow to compare experiences and projects, providing at the same 
time fruitful information about the entire phenomenon. 

In these terms, the monitoring of the “quality-resilience” can contribute to 
face many of the limits identifiable in the current situations with reference to 
the participation practices on the common goods, at the same time to strengthen 
the triad “concept-design-realization” (Mussinelli, 2014; Losasso, 2017), strongly 
recalled by the technological-environmental design culture. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
With respect to the arguments here delineated, the contribution of the techno-
logical-environmental approach within the practices of active citizenship in a 
resilient perspective constitutes a possible field of research and innovation, 
whose potential is still to define and to fully understand. This contribution - in 
coherence with others in the Architectural Technology field - identifies some 
possible subjects of examination.  

From the analysis of the phenomenon of the active citizenship some find-
ings have emerged, setting the necessity to pursue a “multi-scalar” and “multi-
dimensional” approach, in which the quality of the housing space respects both 
the measurability of the efficiency of the single interventions, in terms of proc-
ess and of design-constructive aspects, and the subjective qualities of living the 
city, as expected and perceived by the users. The systemic approach, involving 
the whole settlement system and its inhabitants, can open new operational sce-
narios for the area of technological-environmental design and to give answers 
through a inter-systemic and inter-scale planning, referred to the built environ-
ment in its totality, operating in the logic of a broader “glocal” project for the 
contemporary “collaborative and horizontal” world (Rifkin, 2011). In this view, 
the community-evolutionary dynamics that are revolutionizing the territories 
are inserted in a smart logic, which, applied to the city and the land, triggers 
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subsidiarity mechanisms that widen the horizons to new forms of democracy 
and to the creation of smart community dynamics.  

Through a review of the demand-performance approach, the resilience is set 
as new quality objective to pursue in terms of reactivity, adaptability and trans-
formability of the system. The possibility not only to govern the quality of the 
project but also to measure it focuses, as underlined, to the necessity to equip 
with multidimensional tools of evaluation, with which to be able to attribute the 
weight of every component of the system with respect to the achievement of a 
resilient balance. The indicators become therefore real “resilience indicators ”, 
able to return the measure of the ability of the participated processes to produce 
adaptation and change in various fields.  

The recognition of the necessity to act both on the process and on the spa-
tial-design levels -a distinctive element of the technological-environmental de-
sign approach - subtends the objective to recover and to strengthen the relation-
ship between humans and places, humans and environment, humans and land-
scape (Braz Afonso, 2015), or the need of reappropriation of the space at the 
base of many active citizenship initiatives.  

The reaffirmation of the “disciplinary specificity” of the architect-
technologist - updating the quality objectives of the project and with a renewing 
the practices of “ project production” - constitutes a fundamental element to re-
establish and to strengthen the role of the designer in the contemporary sce-
nario. This is characterized, as delineated, also from the affirmation of the ar-
ticulated and heterogeneous phenomenon of the practices of active citizenship, 
as an actor able «to govern the quality and the functionality of the anthropic 
space, for an aesthetical dimension of the places, of the buildings and of the 
objects that populate the landscape» (Schiaffonati, 2017). 
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