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Abstract 

This contribution proposes a methodological advancement to strengthen engagement with marginal 

communities, treating Italian inner areas as laboratories of innovation in design for social change. 

The research originates from observations conducted in selected eastern areas of Salento delle Serre (PPTR 

Puglia), where a profound identity fracture emerges between young people and their local territory.  

This disconnection, fostered by limited awareness of local heritage, leads younger generations to perceive 

their context as inadequate for self-realisation. Combined with the weak activation of local civic networks, 

this condition highlights the need to move beyond standardised models of participatory design. The study 

adopts a mixed-method and iterative approach to define a working protocol that, starting from the results 

of needs mapping, enables the evolution of its final phase, namely restitution, into a co-design action 

grounded in the community-centred design approach. The dynamic community map is theorised here as  

a third place, capable of operating simultaneously as a shared, open artefact and as an infrastructure that 

sustains an active process of co-design, dialogue, and community participation. The construction of trust-

based relationships, informality, and the facilitator’s enabling stance integrate the process, preventing 

extractive or individualistic tendencies while supporting the emergence of local agency. Reinterpreting 

marginal areas through the Sustainable Development Goals 4, 11, and 17 means transforming fragility into 

a design resource. From this perspective, marginal contexts cease to be passive recipients of intervention 

and become generators of new design paradigms that activate situated and sustainable processes  

of territorial transformation. 

 

Keywords: Dynamic community map, Needs mapping, Inner areas, Community-centred design, 

Community agency 

 

Introduction  

The contemporary debate on design for social change identifies Italian geographies of marginality as  

a privileged field of experimentation amid the crisis of traditional development models, which calls for  

a rethinking of governance practices toward more effective forms of participation. This contribution 

focuses on territories that, although not formally included within the perimeter of the Italian National 

Strategy for Inner Areas (SNAI), share structural criticalities, such as depopulation, weakening community 

ties, and an increasing distance between young people and local heritage. The case study of the 

Municipality of Ortelle (LE), technically defined by the Regional Territorial Landscape Plan (PPTR Puglia)  

as a sub-coastal territory acting as a “bridge” within the Salento delle Serre area, reveals a tension between 

the high value of the rural landscape and a widespread perception of marginality among the inhabitants. 

 

The design challenge is not limited to spatial dimensions but also concerns the reconstruction of 

community, understood here as a unifying aggregate that, by positioning itself between the individual and 

society, connects a plurality of actors through the often-unintentional sharing of values, norms, and 
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practices (Colazzo & Manfreda, 2019). The territory thus ceases to be an inventory of deficiencies and 

becomes a reservoir of situated knowledge and potentialities awaiting reactivation. Against this 

background, this research investigates how to develop needs mapping during its restitution and co-

construction phase. While the established literature has often focused on cartographic output as a final 

product (Clifford et al., 2006), such conventional approaches present structural limitations. First, they 

frequently produce inaccurate understandings of residents’ actual needs because standardised instruments 

capture explicit, declared knowledge while overlooking the tacit, context-specific dimensions of everyday 

life. Second, they often reproduce imbalanced power relations, delegating agenda-setting to external 

experts while reducing community members to passive informants rather than co-designers (Laituri et al., 

2023). Finally, they tend to freeze community narratives rather than enabling ongoing processes of 

collective agency.  

 

This dimension remains underexplored in terms of how such tools can serve as dynamic triggers for co-

design processes that move beyond the anthropocentric, standardised logic of design thinking (DT).  

We therefore propose an advancement that positions community-centred design (CCD) as the preferred 

approach for addressing the complexity of collective relations. The integration of DT tools is achieved 

through a methodological synthesis that absorbs their pragmatic drive while overcoming their atomised 

focus on individual subjects. In this way, DT techniques are refunctionalised to serve the collective 

dimension of CCD. 

 

This methodological stance is operationalised through the proposal of a dynamic community map (DCM), 

conceived as both an infrastructural and relational device that goes beyond a purely descriptive function, 

enabling a continuous space for community self-narration. The map serves as a ‘hinge space’ in which the 

emergence of needs and the interpretation of symbolic-cultural dimensions among local actors (as part  

of the needs mapping process) coalesce into collective design trajectories, thereby becoming an active 

resource for social change. Through this device, the mapping process is reframed as an act of 

empowerment and restitution, aimed at strengthening local agency and recomposing the relationship 

between the identity inherited from the cultural landscape and the future aspirations of  

younger generations. 

 

Why experimentation is necessary: marginality, engagement, and participation 

The analysis of demographic and socio-economic dynamics in the Municipality of Ortelle reveals a condition 

of structural fragility that makes community reconnection an urgent priority. Updated data as of 1 January 

2025 indicate a resident population of 2,175 inhabitants, characterised by a progressive decline and  

a strongly negative natural balance (−10.5‰). The marked divergence between the birth rate (4.6%) and 

the mortality rate (15.1%), together with an ageing index of 350.5% and a dependency ratio of 62.5%, 

signal an intergenerational imbalance that directly affects the vitality of the local social fabric. In this 

context, younger generations are particularly exposed to the dynamics of territorial disconnection. Despite 

a propensity for higher education (15 university students enrolled in the 2024/2025 academic year, 

corresponding to 8.7% of the resident population aged 18–25), this human capital struggles to translate 

into a transformative resource for the territory because of limited agency and a lack of structured pathways 

for active involvement. 

 

Scenario analyses conducted in the research programme of the Participatory Local Action for Community 

Empowerment (PLACE) Laboratory, and presented at the 2025 Research Educational Network conference 
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“International Conference, “Shaping the Future of Education. New Challenges in Universal Design for 

Learning”, highlight how this demographic fragility translates into a dual criticality in territorial engagement 

processes. On the one hand, in the workshop “Narratives from the Territory for the Territory”, 

approximately 50% of the 43 participating students expressed a critical perception of the territory, 

interpreting it more as a space of renunciation than as a site for self-realisation. On the other hand, in the 

governance pathway “Towards a Community Ecomuseum”, participation by organised local actors proved 

limited; of the 13 mapped associations, only 5 were actively involved. 

 

The complexity of this scenario calls for a shift beyond reductionist approaches toward an intervention 

protocol capable of integrating the following: 

a) participatory field-based research 

b) bottom-up protagonism of community actors 

c) design of socio-cultural products and services capable of constructively interpreting collected 

inputs and enhancing the community’s heritage resources 

 

Our fieldwork over recent years, conducted in the PLACE Research Laboratory, has primarily focused  

on the above dimensions (a) and (b).  

 

Since 2024, we have set out to give a design-oriented development trajectory to this work (extensive 

photographic, video, audio, and narrative materials) co-produced with local actors, with the aim of 

accompanying the Municipality of Ortelle, through a participatory process, in the design of an ecomuseum 

for territorial governance and cultural landscape management. From this perspective, it became necessary 

to define a structured protocol to address dimension (c) above.  

 

Drawing on the key constructs of ecomuseum, cultural landscape, intangible heritage, and community 

agency, as articulated in the anthropological and socio-pedagogical literature, we reflected on the most 

appropriate methods and tools to support the co-design of a community ecomuseum. Research and case 

studies on participatory projects for urban and/or rural regeneration and cultural heritage valorisation 

frequently use the community map as a key tool. This is defined as a self-representational device aimed at 

identifying territorial elements that local populations recognise as identity markers (Clifford et al., 2006).  

As the product of participatory readings of the landscape, understood as the collective perception of 

territory (Madau, 2015), the community map aims to surface tacit knowledge to foster a sense of place 

(Summa, 2009).  

 

However, the literature highlights a critical limitation; community mapping often risks being reduced to  

a static inventory of assets or a heritage survey with limited impact on governance processes. This leads to 

issues of self-referentiality and low adaptability, turning the community map, as currently conceived and 

applied, into a static documentation tool that freezes narrative processes and effectively closes 

participation. It primarily serves a representational function for cultural heritage, whereas our research-

intervention model starts from the values and symbols conveyed by heritage to social identity, generating 

agency and empowerment within the community. 

 

We therefore considered it methodologically productive to integrate a co-design action grounded in the 

CCD approach into the needs mapping process. CCD recalibrates the pragmatic drive of DT towards 

collective dimensions and the community’s interdependencies (Calvo & Sclater, 2021). Needs mapping  
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is a narrative and transformative research practice (Manfreda, 2024) that aims to surface the tacit meaning 

structures that shape behaviours and attitudes (needs) and translate them into situated design.  

This method resonates with the constitutive features of decentralised and rural territories, which function 

as complex ecosystems characterised by specific rhythms and underlying social dynamics.  

 

In these geographies, standard participatory design protocols require critical translation, in which action 

becomes an act of listening that supports the reactivation of social bonds, enabling the community to self-

represent before being mapped. This implies the need for a situated device capable of operating within 

contextual specificities and activating local heritage, tangible and intangible, as a generative driver. In this 

direction, the intervention prioritises process over artefact production, orienting itself toward the co-

production of transdisciplinary knowledge (Laituri et al., 2023). Engagement thus becomes the engine of  

a process of capacity-building and agency, aimed at restoring the community’s sovereignty over its own 

narratives and development trajectories. 

 

DCM as boundary objects and symbolic mediation 

While the community map represents the endpoint of participatory design in community action in the 

traditional literature (starting with Clifford et al., 2006), we propose its evolution into what we define as 

the dynamic community map (DCM), intended as a ‘collective declaration of values’ (Clifford et al., 2006), 

with a dual simultaneous function – as a dynamic infrastructure capable of activating iterative cycles of co-

design and participation and as an open and complex participatory artefact combining material, immaterial, 

and emotional data to construct a shared narrative of the territory, a ‘cartography of detail’, that enriches 

the objectivity of technical surveys with the cultural, historical, and identity dimensions of place.  

As highlighted by Cochrane and Corbett (2018), participatory mapping establishes space as a field of 

belonging, making memories and desires that would otherwise remain implicit open to negotiation.  

 

From this perspective, the DCM assumes the characteristics of a ‘boundary object’, capable of bringing 

together expert and local knowledge, as well as diverse meanings and viewpoints connected to the 

different positionalities of community members within social systems. It establishes a space, designed and 

managed according to the principles of CCD, which acquires the characteristics of a third place, as theorised 

by Ray Oldenburg (1989): an informal, accessible, and conversational space positioned between domestic 

and work spheres. The DCM embodies the core features of the third place: accessibility, as it does not 

require technical expertise; informality, ensured through practices embedded in everyday, shared public 

spaces; and a conversational nature, in which storytelling and listening become central elements alongside 

the mixité (diversity) generated by the involvement of diverse actors. 

 

The concept of boundary space (Calvo & Sclater, 2021) is also useful in defining the characteristics of the 

DCM: a space of interaction across different levels of expertise and perspectives, where participants are 

invited to renegotiate their positions, overcoming the hierarchies of expert knowledge in favour of 

horizontal and mutually learning relationships (informal-mutual learning). For the community of Ortelle, 

the DCM represents the perimeter within which the territory’s identity narrative can be collectively 

negotiated: an educational and generative act of symbolic reappropriation and narrative reclaiming. In this 

sense, as suggested by Saladino (2023), the mapping process is configured as a process of emancipation for 

‘mute actors’, aimed at transforming the perception of marginality from a passive condition into a resource 

for political and social agency. 
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The needs mapping approach employed in our field research is structured into four circular and 

interdependent phases: 1) a preparatory phase, focused on building the relational field and defining the 

data collection tools; 2) an exploratory phase, based on narrative interviews, participant observation, and 

qualitative techniques aimed at surfacing tacit contextual dimensions – what Sanders and Stappers (2008) 

define as the ‘fuzzy front end’, namely, the open and ambiguous space in which it is not yet clear what will 

be designed but where the deep understanding enabling authentic design is constructed; 3) an analytical-

interpretative phase, in which data are processed to identify meaning areas, recurring patterns, and latent 

needs; and finally, 4) a phase of restitution and self-awareness in which these findings are shared with the 

community. This fourth phase constitutes the crucial transition toward co-design: the moment in which 

restitution risks becoming self-referential, producing awareness without transformation but which, if 

adequately activated, can instead open collective action. CCD provides the methodological scaffolding 

needed to convert collected evidence into shared design trajectories. By integrating its methods into needs 

mapping, a reciprocal enhancement occurs: needs mapping captures situated data that keep the project 

anchored to the social ground, while CCD actively involves participants in processes of ideation and social 

imagination.  

 

Through this process, needs mapping evolves into the DCM, which constitutes its open outcome, 

synthesising findings from needs mapping into a generative design trajectory for the community. Through 

the CCD approach, the restitution phase transitions seamlessly into co-design, marking the shift from 

representing identity-related meaning structures to generating possibilities. 

 

To define the characteristics of the DCM, we identify three constitutive vectors: 

- prototypical nature: Unlike traditional retrospective maps focused on cataloguing heritage, this 

map is prospective. It operates as an artefact for testing future scenarios, indicating not only who 

we are but what we may collectively become, making still-unexpressed territorial projects tangible. 

- infrastructural value: The map transcends the status of a final graphic product to establish a 

permanent relational infrastructure that operates across the territory as a governance tool. The 

adjective ‘dynamic’ underscores its nature as an open, evolving representational device that 

accompanies community participatory processes and their transformations. 

- translational function: The map holds performative power through the visual and material 

rendering of the effects of the ideation and co-design processes it supports. For this reason, it 

provides an accessible grammar of design, facilitating the translation of expectations, imaginaries, 

and community claims. 

 

In this way, even marginalised actors can reclaim their right to enunciation (Saladino, 2023). DT animates 

the ideation and prototyping phase. However, CCD acts as a corrective to the individualistic limitation 

inherent in DT: an approach paradigmatically centred on the individual user – the human-centred paradigm 

at the core of DT (Brown, 2008) - is here recalibrated through a community lens. Design ceases to respond 

to atomised needs and instead engages with the ecosystem of relationships and interdependencies 

defining the community (Kimbell, 2011). Second, the facilitator’s role is redefined in terms of service  

to autonomy.  

 

To mitigate the risk of generating dependency dynamics, facilitation operates as a temporary function to 

activate local agency. The objective is to create decision-making and operational autonomy, enabling the 

community to self-determine through the appropriation of design tools. The DCM’s outputs are not limited 
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to physical artefacts but also include new awareness and co-produced knowledge that remain part of the 

community’s heritage well beyond the intervention’s duration (Maffei et al., 2015). 

 

Conditions for experimentation: a methodological proposal 

 

Figure 1: The integrated needs mapping-community-centred design methodological framework: from the 

four-phase needs mapping loop to the dynamic community map as a generative space of action. 

 

The transition from needs mapping to the DCM via the CCD approach requires identifying a set of 

operational preconditions that enable the entire process (Figure 1), thereby preventing it from becoming  

a purely abstract methodological construct. We propose five fundamental conditions: 

 

- Condition 1: Trusting relationships. The DCM cannot be introduced as an externally imposed tool; 

its effectiveness depends on the quality of a long-term relational embedding. The experience of the 

PLACE research group, active in the field since 2012, embodies this precondition through sustained 

engagement that has gradually transformed the researcher from an external observer into a 

proximate actor. As highlighted by Calvo and Sclater (2021), trust constitutes the ethical foundation 

for co-design practices; without it, participation risks becoming an apparently inclusive but 

substantially extractive performance. 

 

- Condition 2: Informal and situated context. Public and everyday spaces – squares, markets, 

churchyards during local festivals, parks, and libraries – are the most suitable environments for 

community-based mapping processes because they lower access thresholds and accommodate 
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forms of peripheral participation (such as passers-by who spontaneously engage), which 

institutional formats such as assemblies or focus groups tend to exclude. A situated context ensures 

that knowledge emerges where it is practised, preserving the cultural relevance of narratives.  

This approach addresses the need to adapt to unique environments and specific communities 

(Laituri et al., 2023), enabling the inclusion of ‘mute actors’ (Saladino, 2023) who would otherwise 

rarely participate in formal consultation settings. 

 

- Condition 3: Enabling stance of the facilitator. This role acts as an orchestrator (Calvo & Sclater, 

2021), creating the conditions for the process to emerge. This stance requires the ability to remain 

within uncertainty and ambiguity, to tolerate silence without filling it, and to value incomplete 

narratives without prematurely interpreting what the community is constructing. Facilitation is 

understood here as a temporary activation function aimed at fostering decision-making autonomy, 

enabling the community to reclaim design tools in full self-determination and thereby transforming 

mapping into an act of collective emancipation (Saladino, 2023). 

 

- Condition 4: Long-term temporality. Integration of different approaches cannot be compressed into 

punctual interventions. It requires iteration: slow cycles of listening, co-design, restitution, and 

redefinition. The risk of short-term time lies in superficial listening and a drift toward extractive 

dynamics, in which communities are involved in producing data but not sufficiently engaged to 

participate in their transformation into design. The emphasis on process over product is crucial for 

understanding the drivers of sustainability and community well-being (Laituri et al., 2023), allowing 

design to align with the temporal rhythms of local collective practices. 

 

- Condition 5: Gradual openness to the digital. Although the device privileges analogical and material 

dimensions, the digital perspective is acknowledged as a future and carefully mediated expansion. 

In Ortelle, where demographic disparities necessitate caution regarding technological accessibility, 

the physical map serves as the necessary relational platform to avoid systemic marginalisation.  

Any digital interface must be introduced as a tool that serves the community’s narrative 

sovereignty, ensuring that the translation of local knowledge into digital formats remains guided 

and culturally situated. 

 

Conclusion and future directions 

In this paper, we have presented our proposal for the DCM, developed through our long-standing research 

on community studies conducted in Salento (Puglia, Italy). We have outlined the epistemological and 

methodological frameworks in which this proposal is situated, ensuring continuity and coherence with the 

research-intervention model adopted by the PLACE research group, which we have briefly presented, 

highlighting selected phases. 

 

The DCM operates as a third place: a space that shares with Oldenburg’s 1989 conceptualisation of third 

places accessibility, informality, conversationality, and social mixite, while adding its own specific 

dimensions, namely, its prototypical nature, infrastructural value, and translational function, as key 

features of a participatory artefact. 

 

The DCM, as theorised here, functions as an exploratory methodological device that enables the empirical 

integration of CCD into needs mapping to generate situated forms of agency in marginal contexts and 
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support participatory and sustainable territorial governance by community members (community 

engagement). Our critical positioning toward DT does not reject its relevance but rather highlights its 

structural limitations in community-based contexts. The recalibration introduced by CCD acquires an ethical 

dimension in settings characterised by systemic fragility and structural exclusion processes. Moreover, it 

aligns more coherently with our participatory research-intervention model grounded in community studies 

frameworks. This methodological advancement engages with three Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

of the 2030 Agenda. SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) is directly addressed, as the DCM 

becomes a tool for participatory planning that strengthens local governance.  

 

The map serves as a qualitative indicator of community agency, offering a measure of territorial 

empowerment that quantitative data alone cannot capture. SDG 4 (Quality Education) is activated through 

the dimension of informal and mutual learning embedded in the map; collectively constructing a 

representation of one’s territory is an educational act that fosters the rediscovery of local heritage and 

reinforces a sense of belonging. Finally, SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) is operationalised through the 

map as an enabling device for multi-actor alliances between universities, local communities, institutions, 

and social enterprises, which constitute a structural condition for ensuring that methodological innovation 

does not remain confined to academic discourse. Italian inner areas cease to be peripheral margins of the 

system and instead become laboratories for experimenting with the future of design.  

 

As Manzini (2015) argues, this lies at the core of design for social innovation: communities that organise to 

address their own problems with available resources are not exceptions to the system but ‘pioneers’ of a 

radically different understanding of design as not an imported solution but an internally activated process. 

In the coming months, we will proceed with experimentation of the DCM within the “Towards a 

Community Ecomuseum” process initiated in Ortelle to test its application, define an operational protocol, 

and evaluate it. 

 

It is nonetheless important to acknowledge the contextual scope of the framework here proposed.  

The DCM has been theorised and is being tested within a specific territorial configuration, namely a small 

municipality in the Italian inner areas characterised by demographic fragility, a fractured territorial identity, 

and a relational field consolidated over more than a decade of fieldwork. These features constitute both 

the generative conditions of the model and its primary constraints. Rather than a universally applicable 

protocol, the framework operates as a situated design logic transferable to contexts that share comparable 

structural features, including communities affected by depopulation and intergenerational disconnection, 

territories with an undervalued cultural heritage capable of functioning as a generative resource for 

collective identity, and settings where relational trust between facilitators and community can 

progressively be built. In such contexts, whether in other Italian inner areas, Mediterranean rural 

communities, or analogous geographies of fragility, the DCM logic remains applicable provided that  

the five enabling conditions outlined in this paper are adequately met. 
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