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Abstract

This exploratory article examines menopause as a biographical, social, and political transition, reframed
through the lens of creativity and social design. While menopause is often stigmatized and invisible, many
women engage in creative, artistic, or cultural practices during this period, turning rupture into resilience
and redefinition. The article develops a conceptual framework based on an interdisciplinary literature
review (psychology, sociology, gender studies, art therapy, and social design). It mobilizes theoretical
contributions from Cyrulnik, Klein, Manciaux, Kiibler-Ross, Mezirow, Charlap, Langevin, Gilligan, and recent
debates on “meno awareness” in marketing discourse. The methodology is conceptual and prospective,
articulated as a critical mapping of key notions. Three dimensions emerge: (1) creation as resilience and
repair, (2) creativity as a driver of transformative learning and identity reconfiguration, and (3) menopause
as a social and political issue marked by stigma but also resistance and reconversion. These dimensions are
synthesized into a conceptual map that highlights creativity as a pathway towards empowerment and social
innovation. The article contributes to design for social change by opening a new research field: menopause
and creativity as diffuse social innovation. It proposes future directions, including Femmes Créatives
(Intuitives), a podcast-research project that serves as both a qualitative inquiry and a design experiment,
illustrating how design can act as a mediator, an enabler, and an agent of inclusion.
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Introduction

Menopause is a universal stage in women’s lives, yet it remains primarily marked by silence, taboos, and
social stigma (Charlap, 2019). Often perceived as a biological and social rupture leading to exclusion, it can
also, for some, become a moment of opportunity and reinvention (Langevin, 2023). Many women choose
this time of transition to turn towards artistic creation, initiate new cultural practices, or engage in
collective projects. For instance, the Silent Archive project, led by the East Midlands Oral History Archive
(EMOHA, 2020) at the University of Leicester in the UK (2020-22), used audio diaries and interviews to
document the lived experiences of menopausal women. This initiative not only provided a platform for
women to share their stories but also transformed those narratives into a public audio series, A Bloody
History of Menopause, funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund. The project highlights how creative
and communal practices, such as storytelling and art, can empower women to reclaim their narratives and
challenge societal taboos around menopause (Wellcome Collection, n.d.). This phenomenon is supported
by recent scholarship that frames menopause as a period of heightened creativity and communal
engagement. Cohen (2006), for example, argues that later life stages—including menopause—can serve as
catalysts for creative expression, as individuals seek new forms of self-actualization and social connection.
Similarly, Greer (1991) reframes menopause as a political and creative experience, challenging societal
narratives of decline and emphasizing the potential for reinvention. These perspectives align with Wenger’s
(1998) theory of communities of practice, which demonstrates how shared creative activities—such as art
circles or writing groups—foster identity reinvention and mutual support during life transitions.



This article proposes to explore menopause not merely as a biological fact but as a social, political, and
creative experience. We hypothesize that creativity—understood as both an individual and collective
practice—can serve as a lever for empowerment and identity reconstruction, offering women a means

of expression and self-affirmation. From a design perspective, the challenge is to imagine support,
dispositive, and mediations that could sustain these creative practices and transform them into social
innovation. The term dispositif or apparatus refers to a heterogeneous assemblage of discourses, practices,
institutions, and material elements that together structure and organize a field of action and experience
(Bussolini, 2010)

Another key issue is responding to a still largely invisible need: recognizing the creative experience of
women in menopausal transition. Margolin and Margolin (2002) emphasize that the social design model
precisely addresses unmet human needs. In this sense, creating spaces of expression for menopausal
women can be read as a gesture of design activism (Fuad-Luke, 2009), challenging dominant
representations and offering alternatives. This approach also aligns with a participatory perspective,
whereby women become agents of their own narratives and creative practices (Manzini & Coad, 2015).
Finally, it resonates with an inclusive and pluriversal vision of design (Escobar, 2018), which values
situated knowledge and marginalized experiences and acknowledges the diversity of lived worlds and
embodied realities.

The objective of this article is twofold:

1. To establish the theoretical and conceptual foundations of an interdisciplinary reflection on
creativity and menopause, grounded in a literature review that combines psychology, sociology,
gender studies, and design.

2. To propose a prospective analytical framework intended to guide future empirical research and
design actions, notably through developing narrative and collaborative tools such as podcasts or
creative workshops.

This study is positioned as exploratory and forward-looking: the “field” mobilized here is that of texts, social
representations, and emerging discourses (particularly around the marketing of menopause). Therefore,
the results presented are conceptual, formulated as cartography, and a critical perspective.

Conceptual framework

To better understand the potential of creativity as a resource in menopause, it is necessary to situate this
reflection within an interdisciplinary conceptual framework. This framework combines insights from
psychology, sociology, gender studies, and social design. Three axes appear particularly relevant. The first
concerns resilience and creation, showing how art and cultural mediations can support individual and
collective repair processes. The second focuses on creativity and life transitions, highlighting the capacity
of creative expression to accompany biographical discontinuities and foster transformative learning. Finally,
the third axis interrogates menopause as a social and political issue, analysing the dynamics of stigma and
resistance while also engaging critically with emerging market representations. Taken together and
considered through the lens of social design, these three perspectives enable us to construct an integrated
understanding of menopause as a creative, social, and political experience.

A. Resilience and creation

The notion of resilience, developed notably by Cyrulnik, refers to an individual or group’s capacity to
rebuild after rupture or significant hardship. Cyrulnik (2002) emphasizes the importance of narration and
creation in this process, showing how creative practices enable individuals to transform suffering into



meaning. For him, narrating painful experiences, particularly through art, enables the transformation
of suffering into a resource, opening a symbolic space where meaning can be restored.

Manciaux (2001), paediatrician and psychosociologist, also highlights the role of cultural mediations in
resilient trajectories. Access to artistic and cultural practices operates at the individual level and contributes
to re-socialization, fostering integration into creative collectives. Art’s mediating and social role is crucial
during rupture, supporting the rebuilding of ties and a sense of belonging.

Similarly, Jean-Pierre Klein (2019) explores the therapeutic dimension of creation, arguing that artistic
practices can function as forms of psychic care, enabling expression, symbolization, and transformation

of suffering. It is an intimate endeavour and a social practice when shared or made collective. Building on
these insights, Cohen (2006) further emphasizes that creativity in later life can serve as a form of generative
resilience, enabling individuals not only to recover from rupture but also to actively create new meanings
and social connections. This aligns with Greer’s (1991) feminist perspective, which positions menopause

as a transformative phase in which women reclaim agency

through artistic and cultural practices.

Taken together, these perspectives offer creation a dual function: individual (repair, expression) and
collective (sharing, mediation). This dual role is essential for understanding menopause as a personal ordeal
and a social experience that can be transformed into a resource through creativity.

B. Creativity and life transitions

Major biographical transitions—grief, illness, and ageing—constitute moments of identity reconfiguration.
Kubler-Ross (1969/2014), through her work on death and the grieving process, demonstrated that such
ruptures compel individuals to rethink their relationship to time, the body, and the meaning of existence.
In this perspective, menopause can be understood as an initiatory passage, not only biological but also
symbolic, with the potential to lead to a redefinition of the self.

Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory provides a particularly relevant framework. According to
him, biographical discontinuities open possibilities for deep learning: they compel individuals to question
their frames of reference, develop new narratives, and acquire new competencies. In this sense, creativity
becomes a tool of transformation: it allows the recomposition of identity and the sharing of this experience
within collectives. Wenger’s (1998) work on communities of practice provides additional support for
understanding how collective creative activities—such as writing groups, art collectives, and podcasts—can
facilitate identity reinvention during menopause. These spaces allow women to reconfigure their sense of
self and challenge stigmatizing narratives, turning a potentially isolating experience into a shared journey
of empowerment.

In the case of menopause, this perspective highlights the emancipatory power of creativity. By engaging
in artistic activities—writing, painting, music, ad performance—or in collective narrative dispositives
(support groups, creative circles, and podcasts), women do not merely live through the transition; they
transform it into a space of reinvention. This represents empowerment that extends beyond the intimate
sphere, becoming a social and cultural resource.

C. Menopause, gender, and reconversion
Beyond psychological and pedagogical dimensions, menopause is also a profoundly social and political
issue. Charlap (2019) underscores how this stage of life is socially constructed as a period of devaluation



and marginalization of women. This stigmatization manifests particularly through the silence surrounding
menopause in public and media discourse, contributing to the invisibility of the experience. Conversely,
certain feminist perspectives emphasize the transformative power of this passage. Langevin (2023) insists
on the political dimension of women’s ageing, often linked to exclusion from productive and creative
spheres. According to her, women who dare to recreate themselves—by embracing freedom and
creativity—perform a gesture of resistance that opens new social and cultural possibilities.

Gilligan (1982), from a psychological and feminist standpoint, reminds us that women experience
biographical ruptures differently, reconfiguring their relationships and values. This approach makes it
possible to understand menopause not merely as an individual matter but as embedded in the dynamics
of gender, power, and social recognition. The political dimension of menopause is further illuminated by
Escobar’s (2018) call for a pluriversal design that values marginalized experiences and situated knowledge.
Menopause, when reframed as a creative and communal transition, becomes a site of resistance against
ageist and gendered norms, opening possibilities for social innovation and inclusive design practices. These
analyses resonate with social design questions: How can we create collective dispositive—creative
workshops, collaborative projects, and shared narratives—that enable women to transform a stigmatized
experience into a space of empowerment?

Adding to this is an essential contemporary dimension: the emergence of what has been termed “meno
awareness” in marketing. Takhar et al. (2025) highlight how menopause is increasingly framed as a market
opportunity, with products, services, and awareness campaigns targeting women as consumers. While this
commercialization may increase visibility, it risks reducing menopause to a niche for profit, perpetuating a
narrow, consumerist narrative that overlooks the complexity of women’s lived experiences. In contrast, our
approach adopts a critical social design perspective, rejecting the commodification of menopause. Instead,
we advocate for social, cultural, and creative practices that prioritize women’s agency, collective
storytelling, and empowerment. By centring women’s voices and experiences—rather than market
demands—this research aligns with design activism (Fuad-Luke, 2009) and pluriversal design (Escobar,
2018), which challenge dominant narratives and foster inclusive, participatory spaces for redefining
menopause as a transformative and political experience.

Research question

Building on these three dimensions, the following research question emerges:
How can creativity, understood as both an individual and collective practice, function as a lever for
resilience and empowerment for women undergoing menopausal transition, and how can social
design—as a field of practice and research committed to inclusion and social innovation—support
this process?

Methodology

This article adopts an exploratory and prospective approach. Rather than presenting empirical findings
from an established field study, it aims to lay the conceptual and theoretical foundations for a future
research programme. Accordingly, the methodology is based on a conceptual and critical framework,
drawing on an interdisciplinary analysis of the literature and emerging social representations of menopause
and creativity.

The selection of references spans several domains: psychology and neuropsychiatry (Cyrulnik, 2002; Klein,
2019), sociology and education (Manciaux, 2001; Mezirow, 1991), gender and feminist studies (Charlap,
2019; Gilligan, 1982; Langevin, 2023), as well as recent research in marketing and social representations



(Takhar et al., 2025). Together, these sources enable the articulation of three main perspectives: creation
as a form of resilience, creativity as a process of transformative learning, and menopause as a social and
political experience. This framing approach aims to produce an analytical cartography linking resilience,
creativity, life transitions, and empowerment, while examining their implications for social design. It also
draws on a critical reading of contemporary discourses, particularly those related to the emerging “meno
awareness” market, to situate the reflection beyond a purely commercial logic.

The proposed Femmes Créatives (Intuitives) podcast draws on both qualitative research and the
participatory design literature. Berry (2015) highlights the potential of podcasts as intimate, narrative-
driven platforms for marginalized voices, making them ideal for capturing the personal, often stigmatized
experiences of menopause. This is exemplified by initiatives such as A Bloody History of Menopause, as
described above. Through audio diaries and interviews, this project documented the lived experiences of
menopausal women, transforming their narratives into a public audio series funded by the National Lottery
Heritage Fund (Wellcome Collection, n.d.). Such initiatives demonstrate how podcasts can serve as
powerful tools for ethnographic research, enabling researchers to capture and disseminate oral histories in
engaging, accessible formats (Llewellyn & Ng-A-Fook, 2017; Oral History Association, 2018). By adopting

a similar approach, Femmes Créatives (Intuitives) aim to create a participatory space where menopausal
women can share their stories, challenge societal taboos, and reclaim their narratives through creative
expression. As Sanders and Stappers (2014) argue, participatory tools such as podcasts empower
participants to co-create knowledge, aligning with the ethnographic goals of centring marginalized voices.
Podcasts serve as a powerful tool for ethnographic restitution, allowing researchers to share findings with
participants and broader audiences in an accessible and engaging format (Oral History Association, 2018;
U.S. National Park Service, n.d.). This approach is further supported by participatory action research, which
emphasizes collaboration, empowerment, and the co-creation of knowledge between researchers and
participants (Kindon et al., 2007). In this framework, podcasts are not merely a medium for dissemination
but also a transformative tool that enables women to actively shape their narratives, challenge stigmatizing
discourses, and foster collective empowerment.

By laying this conceptual foundation, this article paves the way for future empirical research, particularly
through qualitative investigations (e.g. interviews and life stories) and collaborative narrative formats
(e.g. podcasts). This framing methodology thus constitutes a first step towards developing a research and
action programme in social design.

Conceptual results

Analysis of the literature and social discourses reveals three main dimensions that structure a renewed
understanding of menopause through the lens of creativity. These results are presented as conceptual
propositions rather than empirical data/findings.

Creation as resilience

The works of Cyrulnik (2002), Manciaux (2001), and Klein (2019) converge in showing that creation
constitutes a lever of resilience, enabling individuals to integrate experiences of rupture and give them
new meaning. In menopause, this perspective suggests that creative engagement can provide a space for
psychological and social repair. Creation enables expressing what is often silenced, invisible, or stigmatized,
transforming intimate experience into symbolic and shareable resources.



Creativity as identity reinvention

Drawing on transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991) and Kiibler-Ross’s (1969/2014) approaches,
menopause can be considered a life transition that compels women to reconfigure identity frameworks.
Thus, creativity becomes an empowerment process, helping women reconstruct a positive self-image,
develop new competencies, and share their experience with others. From being limited to an individual
practice, creativity unfolds in collective formats—expression circles, collaborative workshops, and shared
artistic projects—that reinforce this reinvention’s social and solidaristic dimension.

Menopause as a social and political issue

The analyses of Charlap (2019), Langevin (2023), and Gilligan (1982) highlight that menopause is not only
a biological fact but an experience situated within gendered social relations. The stigmatization and
invisibility of menopausal women reflect a political issue: their position in society and in productive and
creative spheres. Yet this transition can become a political resource when women turn to creation to
affirm their identity, claim their voice, and open collective spaces of resistance.

An analytical cartography
From these three dimensions, it is possible to propose a conceptual cartography linking menopause,
creativity, and social design. This process can be represented as follows:

Resilience and
Identity Reinvention

Menopause Creativity \ Social Innovation
(Biographical and % (Individual and (Social design
social rupture) collective practice) / as catalyst)

Empowerment

Figure 1. Conceptual cartography linking menopause, creativity, and social design. Source: Author.

This diagram illustrates a dynamic process: menopause, conceived as a biographical and social rupture,
can open a pathway towards creativity, understood as an individual and collective practice. Creativity then
nourishes two parallel and complementary dynamics: resilience and identity reinvention on the one hand,
and empowerment on the other. Together, they lead to forms of social innovation in which social design
plays a catalytic role. This representation constitutes the main conceptual result of this exploratory study.
It provides an analytical framework for future empirical research, laying the foundation for reading
menopause as an opportunity for social change through creativity.

Discussion
The conceptual results developed here open several avenues for reflection and action in social design.

Design and collective resilience

By considering creation as a means of resilience, social design can help conceive collective dispositions that
enable women to share their stories, express their imagination, and transform their experiences.

As Manzini (2015) suggests, everyday creative practices can be understood as “diffuse social innovation,”



in which communities reinvent their ways of living and organising. In this sense, the creativity of women
in menopausal transition can be read as an emerging form of social innovation, generating new
representations and new relationships to the body. Cohen’s (2006) and Greer’s (1991) insights further
support the idea that menopause can be a period of diffuse social innovation, whereby women'’s creative
practices—whether individual or collective—generate new representations of ageing and resilience.
These practices challenge traditional narratives of decline and instead position menopause as a phase

of reinvention and empowerment.

Creativity as empowerment and social innovation

Creative circles, collaborative workshops, podcasts, and collective artistic projects can serve as forms of
social innovation by transforming a stigmatized experience into a shared resource. According to Margolin
and Margolin (2002), social design must address unmet human needs; the voice and visibility of
menopausal women are precisely such invisible needs. By addressing this lack, design does not merely
produce objects or services but also generates social spaces of recognition. The Femmes Créatives
(Intuitives) podcast exemplifies how participatory design tools can transform stigmatized experiences into
shared resources. As Sanders and Stappers (2014) argue, such tools empower participants to co-create
knowledge and challenge dominant narratives, making the podcast both a research output and a catalyst
for social change.

A political and critical challenge

Menopause is increasingly present in social discourse, particularly through the rise of “meno awareness”
(Takhar et al., 2025). Yet this increased visibility is often co-opted by marketing, turning menopause into
a consumption niche. Here, design can play a critical and activist role. As Fuad-Luke (2009) argues, design
activism involves questioning social norms and inventing alternatives. Creating spaces where menopausal
women can reclaim their experience thus constitutes an act of design activism that challenges dominant
representations and opens new social possibilities. Escobar’s (2018) pluriversal design framework further
underscores the importance of centring marginalized experiences, such as those of menopausal women.
By creating spaces for women to reclaim their narratives, this research aligns with a critical and activist
vision of design—one that values situated knowledge and resists commodification.

Implications for social design

The challenge is therefore to shift the issue of menopause from biological and commercial registers to
social, political, and creative ones. Escobar (2018) calls for imagining a “pluriverse” of possible worlds that
values situated knowledges and marginalized experiences. From this perspective, the creative practices of
women in the menopausal transition become a resource for design, enabling us to rethink the place of the
body, gender, and age in society. Social design can support this dynamic by:

e creating spaces of co-creation and narration (e.g. workshops, exhibitions, and digital platforms).

¢ developing narrative tools (podcasts, oral archives, and multimedia projects) that enable women
to share their experiences.

e fostering intergenerational forms of inclusion, where menopause is recognized not as decline but

as a stage of transmission and creativity.

Limits and prospects
This research remains exploratory and conceptual. It highlights a gap in the literature: few works explicitly
connect menopause, creativity, and social design. Therefore, one of the contributions of this article is to



open this field and lay the foundations for future research programmes.

In this perspective, we propose the project Femmes Créatives (Intuitives), a podcast-research initiative
conceived as a narrative and participatory framework. This project follows a research-through-design
approach (Frayling, 1993; Haseman, 2006; Zimmerman et al., 2010) and aims to give voice to menopausal
women who have undertaken creative reconversions. By collecting and disseminating sensitive and
intimate narratives, it proposes public restitution through a hybrid, accessible, and inclusive medium.

It constitutes a prototype of social design, in which the podcast serves both as a tool of qualitative inquiry
and as an object of design narration.

This approach articulates two complementary dimensions:
¢ an empirical dimension: through narrative interviews, inspiration maps, and analyses of creative
gestures, the project will constitute a qualitative documentary based on post-menopause creative
practices.
¢ an experiential dimension: as a design object, the podcast will build a sensitive form of mediation
that makes research heard and reflected upon, transforming inquiry into a shared experience.

Thus, the podcast is not only a form of restitution: it is a design experiment testing new mediation formats
and opening a collective space of recognition. This promising methodological direction illustrates how
social design can support the empowerment and visibility of menopausal women while enriching
qualitative research with creative and participatory tools.

Conclusion

The reflection conducted in this article aimed to explore menopause not solely as a biological stage but
as a social, political, and creative experience. By intersecting insights from psychology, sociology, gender
studies, and social design, we have proposed a conceptual framework for considering creativity as a lever
of resilience, identity reinvention, and empowerment for women in menopausal transition. Three central
dimensions emerge: creation as a process of resilience, creativity as a driver of identity reconfiguration,
and menopause as a social and political issue. These dimensions allow us to reconceive menopause as

an opportunity and a moment of social innovation rather than a rupture that leads to exclusion.

In line with Manzini’s (2015) notion of diffuse social innovation and Margolin and Margolin’s (2002) social
design model, the creative practices of menopausal women can be interpreted as responses to unmet
human needs. In Fuad-Luke’s (2009) perspective, they also constitute an act of design activism that
guestions dominant representations and opens pathways to alternatives. Finally, following Escobar (2018),
they align with a pluriversal vision of design, attentive to situated knowledge and marginalized experiences.
One direct perspective of this work is the development of Femmes Créatives (Intuitives), a podcast-research
project that constitutes both an empirical extension and a design experiment. Through its narrative and
sensitive format, it will provide visibility and credibility to the creative trajectories of menopausal women
while producing valuable qualitative documentation. This project illustrates how design, as a practice of
mediation and social innovation, can transform an often invisible experience into a collective, creative, and
political resource. In conclusion, considering menopause as a space of creation and social innovation opens
a new perspective for design. It invites us to imagine dispositive things that do not seek to normalize

or commodify this experience but to recognize and value it as a moment of power, transmission,

and inclusion.



By integrating insights from Cohen (2006), Greer (1991), Wenger (1998), and Escobar (2018), this paper
positions menopause as a site of creative resistance and social innovation. The Femmes Créatives
(Intuitives) podcast, as a research-through-design experiment, exemplifies how participatory and
narrative tools can challenge stigmatizing discourses and foster empowerment. Future research could
further explore the potential of such tools to generate inclusive spaces for women navigating menopause,
ultimately contributing to a more pluriversal and politically engaged vision of design.
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Abstract

As Jamieson (2011, p. 23) observes, prevailing beliefs about children’s reliance “on parents and other
adult duty-bearers ... often lead adults to see children as objects of protection rather than individuals
with rights”. This adult-centric view persists even though international and national legal
frameworks, including the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, n.d.-a) and
the South African Constitution, safeguard children’s right to participate in social dialogue. Against
this backdrop, this paper explores how play, when embedded as a participatory and pedagogic
method, can advance children’s rights and participatory justice within design education for social
change. Framed within a South African tertiary design-for-development project, the study situates
the inclusion of children in the design of serious games as a civic and ethical imperative. Drawing

on Winn’s (2009) Design, Play and Experience framework, the case study illustrates how playful
participation mediates interactions between adult design students and children as co-creators.

The empirical evidence from the student process documentation demonstrates that play facilitated
a shift in students’ perception — from viewing children as passive users to recognising them as
epistemic agents with valid voices. The findings position play as a means of redistributing voice and
agency, as well as a catalyst for mutual learning within intergenerational design encounters. The
paper argues that integrating play into design education extends beyond methodological innovation
to advance a justice-oriented, critical pedagogy to nurture citizen designers capable of co-creating
inclusive and equitable futures with, rather than for, children.

Keywords: Design education, Design for social change, Children’s rights, Play, Participatory justice

Introduction

The recognition of children as active participants in shaping their own lives, rather than passive
recipients of adult protection and decision-making, is a fundamental shift in understanding and
upholding children’s rights. As Jamieson (2011) from the Children’s Institute in South Africa
emphasises, the prevalent adult-centric perspective often undermines children’s agency, reducing
them to objects of care rather than acknowledging them as rights-bearing individuals with valid
voices. However, including and consulting children in decision-making processes that impact them
is not only a legal and ethical obligation but also a pedagogic opportunity to advance social equity
through meaningful participatory approaches.

In this regard, design education plays a critical role. As design educators, we not only develop
students’ professional design capacity but also have an obligation to nurture citizen designers who
will develop meaningful and inclusive solutions relevant to a wide range of users, including children.
The term citizen designers, as Resnick (2015) uses it, refers to designers who are not merely creators
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of products or services but also agents of social change, using their skills constructively to address
complex social problems and contribute positively to their communities. Drawing on this conception,
| examine the issue of recognising and integrating children’s rights into the design process as an act
of participatory justice through a case study of South African tertiary design education. For the
purposes of this paper, participatory justice refers to the ethical and procedural question of who is
permitted to contribute knowledge; it denotes equitable practices within a participatory design
process, where the voices of those impacted by the design decisions are heard and meaningfully
centred throughout. This view aligns with the recent call by Calvo et al. (2022) to amplify and
support mutual learning in participatory, co-design contexts.

The case study illustrates how the inclusion of playful engagements during the design process
facilitated a form of civic engagement that reconsiders both adult-child hierarchies and participatory
ethics, thereby deepening students’ understanding of children’s needs, behaviours, and experiences.
To this end, the case study is supported theoretically by three perspectives, namely the design for
development project context, the legal framework that justifies children’s right to participate and
have their voices heard, and Winn’s (2009) Design, Play, and Experience framework for serious
games, which shaped the student engagement methodology. Collectively, these perspectives
support the central claim that play is not only a tool for inclusivity but also offers a mode of
structural disruption that allows children’s agency to surface as a contributor to design for

social change.

Situating the curriculum context: Design for development

Within the broader agenda of design for social change, design for development is positioned as

a focused pedagogic and professional approach that intentionally employs design methodologies

to address social, economic, and environmental challenges. Here, the word “development” is not
narrowly defined as (technological) progress and (financial) growth (Oxford English Dictionary, 2024);
instead, it is reframed as a commitment to human dignity and human rights, participatory equity,
and social justice. Design for development examines how design can catalyse sustainable change,
particularly in under-resourced or marginalised communities, by integrating principles of community
participation, inclusivity, and social impact. Owing to its real-world focus, design for development
often intersects with other disciplines, including (but not limited to) the social sciences,
environmental studies, and health sciences; such interdisciplinary approaches enrich the design
process by enabling a more holistic understanding of context-specific challenges. In comparison,
aligned with the broader values of design for social change, design for development places particular
emphasis on civic engagement, framing design not merely as a problem-solving tool but as a process
of empowerment and long-term societal well-being. The current literature shows a shift from
designing solutions to thinking more critically about systems of power, decoloniality, and social
justice (Barnes et al., 2024; Botes, 2025; Costanza-Chock, 2020). In turn, design education
increasingly questions the structures of inequality embedded in it and, ultimately, what kind

of world we want to build by and through design.

Papanek’s (1974) polemic — against “aesthetic dilettantism” in favour of a “design culture of

collaboration and ‘real’ social engagement” (Clarke, 2021, p. 239) — set a precedent in this regard.
More recent discourse on the intersection of design and social issues (Margolin & Margolin, 2002;
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Whiteley, 1997); collaborative approaches to design and social innovation that enhance user
engagement (Manzini, 2015; Sanders & Stappers, 2008); and design education and its role in social
change (Bennett & Vulpinari, 2011; Bonsiepe, 2021) have contributed to and shaped the
contemporary understanding and practice of design for development. From a pragmatic standpoint,
pressing global issues such as climate change, inequality, and public health crises have also spurred
designers to develop practical, contextually relevant solutions that meet the community’s actual
needs and are scalable. Even though design presents opportunities for intentional and meaningful
change, it is necessary to acknowledge that a developmental approach may pose challenges.
Reliance on technology must be critically assessed to avoid exacerbating existing inequalities,
particularly in communities with limited access to technological resources. Scholars such as Escobar
(2018) and Akama and Yee (2016) recognise that design for development may inadvertently
reproduce power hierarchies and saviourism if local agency is not critically situated and engaged.
Nevertheless, the focus on social outcomes distinguishes design for development from traditional
design practices that prioritise commercial success and/or aesthetic appeal.

Consistent with the abovementioned conception, the Information Design course at the University

of Pretoria includes an annual, curriculum-related design for development project (Cassim & Haese,
2023). The project is part of an exit-level design module completed in groups by final-year students.
Since 2015, the project has seen the convergence of design for development and play: their
integration is characterised by an emphasis on localised practice, inter-subjective relationships, and
self-realisation through experience (Cassim, 2020). Since its inception, the project’s focus on play has
been two-fold. First, the project brief asks students to develop a toolkit that helps children confront
and address topical social issues — such as hygiene and sanitation, emotional regulation, and
environmental awareness — through play-based, experiential learning design solutions developed
through iterative play testing and design engagements with children. Originally conceived as a
physical/printed toolkit, the project outcome was reconsidered during the Covid-19 pandemic and
continues as a digital intervention that takes the form of an app prototype. Each student group
selects the screen size (either a cell phone or a tablet), which depends on the nature and content of
the intended app. Second, play is approached not only as a design outcome but also as a pedagogical
method, encouraging students to adopt a playful mindset and use play-based activities (including
designing and testing alongside child participants) in their own iterative, user-centred design process.
While | have previously argued that play ‘enables a frame or window that allows people to
determine their capacity to act in the world’ (Cassim, 2023, p. 9) and that playful learning in a South
African design higher education context has the potential to decolonise design education (Cassim,
2020), the focus of this paper is on the purposeful role of play as a form of critical inquiry for
students. More specifically, the paper examines how play may be harnessed in design education

to realise and affirm children’s rights.

Legal framework: Children’s right to participation and expression in design

Legal frameworks for children’s rights, such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) and the South African Constitution, emphasise the importance of recognising and
realising children’s right to participate meaningfully in decisions that affect their lives. These
frameworks do not simply offer ethical justification but also provide legal support for participatory
justice within civic and educational contexts. Adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1989, the
UNCRC is a legally binding international treaty that sets out the fundamental rights of children,
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namely persons under the age of 18 (Wikipedia, 2004). The convention is widely ratified and

thus serves as a global human rights instrument, regardless of children’s race, religion, or abilities.

It comprises articles that address every aspect of a child’s life by outlining their civil, political,
economic, social, and cultural rights. Of particular relevance to this study are Articles 12 and 13,
which recognise children’s right to express their views and to have those views taken seriously
(Unicef, n.d.). Furthermore, Article 12 is recognised as a general principle for interpreting other
rights of the child. Both these articles challenge the adult-centric assumptions that may marginalise
children’s contributions in civic decision-making and participatory design processes and align with
participatory design scholarship, which calls for more inclusive, intergenerational design practices
(van Mechelen et al., 2015). In the South African context, the democratic Constitution (1996)
enshrines children’s rights within its Bill of Rights. The bill makes specific provisions for children:
Sections 9 — the right to equality —and 28 — the right to be heard — apply here (Constitution of the
Republic of South Africa, 1996). While these provisions echo the UNCRC’s emphasis on participation,
they are not always translated effectively into practice, especially when adult perspectives dominate
the creation of tools, systems, and environments intended for children. Hence, other mechanisms,
such as monitoring and reporting, are necessary to implement children’s rights.

The South African Child Gauge, an annual publication of the Children’s Institute at the University

of Cape Town is one such complementary mechanism that “aims to report on and monitor the
situation of children in South Africa, in particular the realisation of their rights” (Children’s Institute,
2004). For instance, the 2010/2011 Child Gauge publication (Part two), entitled Children as citizens:
Participating in social dialogue (Jamieson et al., 2011), is pertinent to this study because it frames
children as active citizens and highlights the importance of their participation in social dialogue
across different contexts.

Despite not granting children full decision-making authority, the abovementioned
frameworks/instruments collectively affirm children’s capacity to participate in decision-making
according to their age and maturity. Notwithstanding these robust mechanisms, challenges remain
in ensuring the effective implementation of children’s rights. There are often gaps between policy
and practice in South Africa owing to structural inequalities, socio-economic challenges (such as high
levels of poverty, inequality, and unemployment), limited awareness of children’s rights, and
institutional constraints that hinder meaningful engagement, particularly for children in
impoverished and marginalised communities.

To realise children’s right to express themselves and be heard, it is therefore essential to create safe
spaces for children. Analogously, stakeholders should be educated to increase their awareness of
children’s rights. The design for development case study presented in this paper is designed with this
in mind: it foregrounds the strategic imperative for designers as stakeholders to recognise children’s
rights and listen intently to them when designing games intended for them. Concomitantly, the case
study interrogates how play, as a participatory approach, may either challenge or reinforce adult-
child hierarchies depending on its application.
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Curriculum project methodology: Winn's Design, Play and Experience framework for
designing serious games

The Design, Play, and Experience (DPE) framework was developed by Winn (2009) as a
comprehensive approach to designing serious games and is an expansion of LeBlanc’s mechanics,
dynamics, and aesthetics (MDA) framework designed by Marc (2005). Winn expanded the
framework to include aspects beyond gameplay, such as storytelling and user experience. In his

own words, “[t]he DPE framework presents a language to discuss design, a methodology to analyze
a design, and a process to design a serious game for learning” (Winn, 2009, p. 1014). The DPE
framework, as presented in Image 1, comprises three interrelated components: design, play, and
experience. In turn, each of the three components is scaffolded by subcomponents: learning,
storytelling, gameplay, and user experience. The design serves as the foundation or plan. It is the
only component that designers can control through the narrative and the design of the interrelated
elements to bring the story to life. Play, the central component, makes the foundation visible through
the player’s interaction with the design. It symbolises a mediated play experience influenced by both
design and the player’s background. The player’s experience, represented by the third component,
reflects the game’s impact and effectiveness. The play experience (both emotional and cognitive) is
varied and informed by the player’s background and choices/actions during the game. The three
components in the DPE framework signify the inherent relationship between the designer and the
player (Winn, 2009).

While no universal principles guide the design and effects of serious games (Haring et al., 2011), they
are often described as games designed for a primary purpose other than pure entertainment, for
example, games that serve educational, training, or social change purposes while simultaneously
empowering players. According to Jenkins (2006), “restricting games to purely an entertainment
medium seriously undersells its potential”. Winn (2009, p. 1012) asserts that “rather than simply
trying to optimize the entertainment aspect of the game, or the so-called fun factor, one must also
optimize to achieve a specific set of serious outcomes”. Winn’s definition of serious games, through
the lens of the DPE framework, thus highlights the significance of intentional design that combines
captivating gameplay with impactful educational experiences.

Following this definition, it may be inferred that the project requirement outlined in the design
for development project brief (Cassim & Haese, 2023) is essentially the design of a serious game:

The digital intervention (or ‘game’) must be designed for children aged 6-8 and must
encourage connection — amongst family, friends, and/or the community — as a result of
playing the game (you will need to clearly identify your target audience context). You will
ultimately be required to translate your research and reflections into an appropriate, well
crafted, digital intervention, to provide an engaging and experiential learning environment
for children.
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Image 1: Winn’s (2009) Design, Play, and Experience framework for designing serious games
(redrawn by author).

Case study

Having established the theoretical framework, this section explains how the theoretical exposition
is pragmatically integrated and applied in the Information Design project. The case study traces one
group’s design process, illustrating how playful participation enabled the students to shift towards
a rights-based approach. While only one project is presented in this paper, it is noteworthy that
other student groups in the cohort explored similar themes, and common design and play strategies
emerged. These strategies include simple, rule-based interactions, feedback through reward and
consequence, and narrative framing, to name a few. All groups also had to document the children’s
perspectives, feedback, and contributions throughout the process to preserve their ideas and
provide a record of children’s involvement; this data had to be collated and submitted as a digital
process document. The empirical evidence in this section is sourced from the selected group’s
documentation and foregrounds play as a civic and pedagogical interface that facilitates exchanges
between students (adults) and children.

Considering that Winn's (2009) DPE framework underscores the intrinsic relationship between
designer and player, it implicitly guides the discussion of how the design students included and
considered children’s perspectives and participation when conceptualising and developing their
serious games. Since the resulting digital games were not scaled up beyond the classroom context,
the discussion focuses only on the design and play components of Winn’s framework: specific
reference is made to the playful engagements that were facilitated and/or experienced as the
students oscillated between these two components to develop authentic personas in the service
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of their game design. Akin to design thinking methodologies, the DPE framework also promotes an
iterative, dialogic, and emergent design process. Similarly, the discussion that follows mimics the
student’s cyclical design process and learning journey. For this reason, the design and play
components of the framework are not presented independently when illustrating how the group
used them to ensure meaningful engagement with the children.

Following the project briefing, the students attended a play workshop led by two play experts,
certified Child Life specialists, Dr Karen van Zyl and Mrs Megan Ribbens. The purpose of this
workshop was to orient the students towards the target audience they had to design for. In tandem
with children’s developmental stages, the workshop’s content covered suitable play types for
children aged 8 to 12. More significantly, the play experts aimed to foster a play environment; they
set up various play stations showcasing different play types, including free play, mastery play,
dramatised play, biblioplay, creative play, and sensory play. After an introduction to each play type,

the students explored the games and activities at each station to experience the different kinds of
play (see Image 2).

Image 2: Students exploring a mastery play activity (photograph by author).

The students were then tasked with visualising their own play personas (see Image 3); this play
prompt helped make their individual play preferences visible to the rest of their group. The play
prompt also modelled for the design students the nature of a playful engagement, namely an
exploratory activity in which participants/end-users engage in an open (unstructured or semi-
structured) and experimental way with a design concept or design outcome. Consequently, the
student groups were assigned a thematic prompt, such as science, music, or well-being. While
connection was the overarching aim that the brief called for, the prompt was intended to help
students delineate the learning curve for their game during the concept development phase. The
group that was assigned the well-being prompt articulated the following learning outcome as the
point of departure for their game:

We want children to recognise that there are different ways to show and receive love ...

It must be made clear that the way you receive love and the way you give love are not
necessarily the same. This sets children up for healthy relationships throughout their lives.
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Image 3: Example of a student’s own play persona.

Next, the student group (three students) engaged children in gathering insights into their
understanding of love, relative to their ages and lived experiences. The students followed all ethical
protocols and received permission from both parents/guardians and the children before undertaking
any fieldwork. During their first interaction, with the parents’ assistance, the students posed
guestions to the children. The following questions and answers illustrate this initial interaction:

Q: What does your brother do that makes you feel the most special?
Al: Giving me sweets — liquorice.
A2: Playing with me.

Q: How do you like to show your friends and family that you care about them?
Al: Hugs and kisses.
A2: | am friendly.

Reflecting on this exchange, the student group noted:

This age range still has a fundamental understanding of what love is. They are familiar with
seeing it in their families and can recognise different acts of love. Even though they are
familiar with different ways of showing love, they are not aware of all the different love

languages.

Insights such as these, early on in the design process, were central to how this student group framed
the mechanics and narrative of their game, namely a family garden adventure. Their concept was
that each activity in the game would help the family members, as the players, to move through the
virtual garden and help it flourish. In their subsequent meeting with the children, this narrative
steered the playful participation between the students and the children. The students acknowledged

this in their process documentation:

We started the session by playing hide-and-seek. This served both as an icebreaker and
as a way to get a sense of how they feel about physical ‘move around’ games. Both children

19



really enjoyed this. We then gave them some prompts that may appear in our games to see
how they respond to them.

The students’ prompts encouraged the children they engaged with to contribute to the narrative
development because the students allowed the children to experiment with and express their own
ideas. For example, one prompt was a drawing challenge to draw a family portrait; another prompt
was to invent a secret handshake for their family. Other prompts, such as building a ladybird out of
paper (see Image 4), also encouraged the children to tap into their imagination. The students
participated and completed the prompts alongside the children, which helped to flatten the power
dynamics and build trust with the children. This experience generated the following insights from
this student group:

— Children were more focused on the content than on the images’ style.

— The children were very drawn to the animals.

— Children have one perception of how something looks, and if it’s not that way, it doesn’t
make sense to them.

— They were drawn to the characters that looked like them.

— Different children prefer different activities. [Child 1] likes crafts. [Child 2] likes more
physical play, such as handshakes and hide-and-seek

Image 4: Outcome of the ladybird activity with the participants.

Thereafter, the students demonstrated participatory flexibility by incorporating the children’s ideas
and feedback into their game content. As a case in point, the group decided that “an animal guiding
character may be more effective” for their game narrative, owing to the children’s affinity towards
animals. The students stated that “as the children were so drawn to the animals, we made the
avatars (see Image 5) and the guiding character animals. We really wanted to give the characters
character so the children could relate to them”. For their “playful and organic” visual identity (see
Image 6), the students were influenced by the “simple shapes, softer colours reminiscent of child
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drawings”. The students also acknowledged in their process documentation that the organic,
handmade letterforms for their typography suggest “child-like spontaneity” experienced by the
children they interacted with.

Let's choose each player’s character

Image 5: Avatar illustrations by students.

BLOGHM

Touch the screen to start ii i

Image 6: Example of the visual identity for the app.

Regarding the design of the gameplay mechanics, the students’ decisions were informed by
structured playtesting. For example, the children’s interactions with the low- to mid-fidelity
prototypes allowed the students to glean the children’s opinions on what works and what does not.
In turn, these observations enabled the students to identify essential elements of children’s
experiences that should be prioritised in their design process, such as opportunities for creativity
and inclusive digital environments that accommodate a range of abilities and interests. This is
evidenced in the following student reflections:

The children wanted more interaction on the app itself. For example, when they get water,
they want to water the garden themselves rather than have it happen automatically.

Some children prefer step-by-step guidance, while others prefer more free play. The app has
to accommodate both.
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From the above reflections, it is evident that play, as a vehicle for engagement, served a specific
purpose during the game design process: it mediated the students’ experiences with the children. It
supported the children’s meaningful participation at multiple stages of the process. Through playful
participation, the students captured the diversity and nuances of children’s lived experiences. In
turn, the increased understanding of children as the target audience led to tangible improvements
in the students’ game, resulting in a successful game prototype that not only met the brief’s
requirement for connection but was also more authentic and reflective of the children’s
contributions.

Project reflections and conclusion

This case study, which outlines the purposeful integration of play into the design for development
project, aligns with the aforementioned legal frameworks on children’s rights that emphasise their
right to freely express their views on matters that affect them and for those views to be respected
and taken seriously. In doing so, the project inadvertently recognises play as a fundamental human
right in itself, echoing seminal play theorists such as Huizinga (1949), Sutton-Smith (1997), and Sicart
(2014). The case also recognises the opportunities play afford for designers’ creativity and civic
consciousness. Moreover, the project offers valuable insights into how playful participation (as
forms of engagement and expression) enabled students to step into the world of children and,
consequently, how play functioned as an enabling condition for reimagining the adult-child
relationship through a participatory justice lens. Hence, in conclusion, | reflect on these findings

in relation to their pedagogical and ethical implications.

To begin with, the image of children (through the students’ eyes) was reconceptualised through
their learning journey described above. The playful interactions between the children and the
students opened opportunities for a deeper, more empathetic understanding of children’s
participation in the design process. Through a hands-on, experiential approach, the students moved
beyond treating children as passive subjects and engaged them as active stakeholders and co-
creators with their own preferences and desires. That being so, the playful engagements did not
perpetuate hierarchical adult-child relationships that position children as in need; nor were the
engagements merely tokenistic or symbolic to ratify the students’ design decisions. In a linguistically
diverse South African context, it is striking that playful engagements also enabled inclusivity amongst
the diverse group of children and students. This finding emphasises that excluding children from the
front end of the design process and from meaningful participation risks reproducing forms of
marginalisation — such as adult-centric approaches and tokenistic consultation as recognised by Van
Mechelen et al. (2015) — which design for social change seeks to address. It is therefore imperative
for future research to examine children’s perspectives and reflections to ensure that their
participation truly moves beyond representation towards genuine influence, shaping not only design
outcomes but also the underlying power dynamics of the design process.

Next, through observation and play activities, the students began to recognise the importance

of giving children agency over their experiences and respecting their autonomy. As the project
progressed, this understanding deepened. It led the students to incorporate children’s input and
wishes into their design decisions. In class, they demonstrated this shift by consciously aligning their
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design choices with the children’s preferences. Hence, what may have initially been viewed as a top-
down process evolved into a dialogic process; play in this context became a means of redistributing
power, voice, and recognition. The students’ willingness to embrace the children’s right to
participate and express themselves demonstrates the potential of a justice-oriented pedagogy that
aligns with Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogical tradition.

While research for design (Friedman, 2008), especially when employing co- and participatory design
approaches, is neither new nor uncommon in contemporary design practice, what differentiates the
process outlined in this case study is the way in which the designer-user/adult-child engagements
are centred on intergenerational participants playing together. As such, the case study deepens
Friedman’s concept by embedding intergenerational co-play as a foundation for ethical decision-
making and shared learning in research for design. Such a co-play stance affirms the children’s right
to participate in decisions that affect their learning, while also modelling a sense of ownership for
the children. In a similar vein, the playful mindset kindled a sense of social responsibility among the
students towards their role as designers. In addition, the intentional inclusion of children in the
design process aligns with ethical principles of justice and respect for persons: it is only by first
recognising children as rights holders and respecting their perspectives that adults can ensure they
are treated with dignity and equality.

Then, the theoretical grounding provided by Winn’s (2009) DPE framework played a critical role in
structuring the students’ approach to serious game design. By focusing on the co-dependent
components of design and play, the students were able to grasp the more profound educational and
social impact that serious games can have. This framework not only guided their design decisions but
also reinforced the importance of contextually relevant choices that foster connection. For instance,
feedback loops throughout the design process reinforced the children’s right to influence the games
being developed for them. The students used the qualitative data generated with the children to
iterate on the game design, that is, the gameplay and mechanics as outlined in the DPE framework:
this involved adjusting the difficulty level, pacing and content based on the children’s feedback so
that they were age-appropriate and catered to the cognitive and physical abilities of the target
audience. Having said this, one limitation of this case study is that the experience component of
Winn’s framework has not been considered; that is, the children’s experience of the final game
remains unexplored. Comparably, if children’s contributions to the design process were made more
public, it could further legitimate their role and reinforce their right to be seen, heard, and valued

in the design process. Herein lies another research area for investigation: how post-design
experiences, in other words, reflection-on-action (Schon, 1983), may also serve as opportunities

for participatory justice.

Nevertheless, another pedagogical strength of the project, given its parameters, is that some of the
encounters the students had with the children highlighted the complexities of designing for children.
For instance, the students had to navigate the gaps in their understanding and/or assumptions of
children’s developmental stages and their reactions to different play prompts. The iterative process
was therefore beneficial because it reinforced in students the need to be flexible and adaptable
when designing in general and when designing erious games. Here, another takeaway from the case
study is that, through these participatory and playful encounters, the design process became a site
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of mutual learning: the children gained a sense of agency, and the design students developed a more
critical and playful disposition.

To conclude, this project’s significance lies not merely in the development of serious game
prototypes but in the shift it enabled in students to recognise children as epistemic agents rather
than design subjects. By demonstrating how a playful and participatory design process can
foreground children’s rights, this study highlights the potential of design education to nurture a civic
sensibility in students, equipping them not only to address immediate developmental needs but also
to contribute to the broader civic project of social change. In doing so, it illustrates how embedding
play in design education can deepen commitments to participatory justice and ethical co-creation.
To borrow from Lester (2013, p. 38), the design for development project is ultimately a “reminder
that ‘becoming’ is not an individual trait of children but is a shared process”. In recognising this civic
“capacity to act in concert” (Arendt, 1958, p. 200), the contemporary role of designers may also be
reimagined as co-creators of inclusive and just futures for children and adults alike.
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Abstract

This article examines the experiences of non-Indigenous academics who provide culturally competent
design education to international students, with a focus on supporting an Aboriginal digital health and
wellbeing research project. Employing critical reflexivity and autoethnographic methods, the study
examines both supportive and restrictive factors of cross-cultural collaboration, as well as the positive
outcomes that emerged. Throughout the semester, the academic team met regularly to discuss cross-
cultural perspectives, experiences, and outcomes observed by the non-Indigenous academics. Iteratively,
the educational team developed reflexive research questions that served as the guiding framework for
autoethnographic reflections. Key findings highlight the importance of integrating cultural competency and
strengths-based approaches in cross-cultural education, the challenges of navigating complex cross-cultural
dynamics, and the need for ethical, sustainable engagement with Aboriginal stakeholders. This article
emphasises the importance of improving cross-cultural relations through cultural competency education.
Key findings include increased awareness among non-Indigenous academics of the complexities of cultural
competency, the necessity of maintaining ethical partnerships with Aboriginal stakeholders, and how
collaboration has enhanced cross-cultural understanding among students. To support social change in the
Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian cross-cultural context, cultural competency should be regarded
as an essential and valuable educational component that fosters improved cross-cultural understanding,
collaboration, and relationships.

Keywords: Aboriginal, Wellbeing, Cross-cultural, Cultural competency, Digital health, Design education,
Critical reflexivity, Autoethnography

Introduction

As the first peoples of Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing
outcomes are negatively impacted by colonial influences of non-Indigenous society (Sherwood, 2013).
Colonisation and colonialism have been detrimental to cross-cultural relations between Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous peoples, leading to complex challenges that inhibit opportunities
to generate social change through collective action (Maddison, 2012). For many generations, the need to
improve cross-cultural relations between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous peoples
has been recognised as essential for developing a more equitable Australian society (Herring et al., 2013).
To support improved cross-cultural relations in this context, enhancing cultural competency is key
(Maddison, 2015; Truong et al., 2014).

Cultural competency is a reflexive process that aims to foster social change by enabling ethical relationality

and collaboration in intercultural settings (University of Sydney, 2025d). Within the Australian University
sector, upskilling in cultural competency knowledge and skills is a nationwide policy strategy endorsed as
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necessary for enhanced cross-cultural outcomes to materialise (Universities Australia, 2022). At the
University of Sydney (USYD), strategic investments in cultural competency and cross-cultural engagement
through education, research, and service demonstrate that improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
and non-Indigenous cross-cultural relations is an institutional priority (University of Sydney, 2025c).
Without countering hostile cross-cultural relations stemming from colonisation and colonialism, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples will continue to experience unjust socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing
outcomes. Therefore, it is paramount that non-Indigenous peoples have meaningful opportunities to
ethically contribute towards supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, organisations,
and affairs.

This article explores the cross-cultural collaboration experiences of non-Indigenous academics who
facilitated a postgraduate design unit of study at the University of Sydney, Australia. In sharing non-
Indigenous autoethnographic reflections informed by critical reflexivity, this article provides insights into
the supportive and restrictive factors, as well as the positive outcomes, of facilitating the unit of study
IDEA9301 Graduation Studio (IDEA9301) (University of Sydney, 2025a). For non-Indigenous academics,
facilitating IDEA9301 involved multiple cross-cultural considerations. These included supporting an
Aboriginal-specific design brief focused on the use of digital health technologies to support enhanced
Aboriginal wellbeing outcomes. This required non-Indigenous academics to support IDEA9301 design
students in enhancing their personal and professional cultural competency by delivering cross-cultural
education to a cohort of mostly international students.

Before exploring autoethnographic reflections from non-Indigenous academics, this article will overview
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander concepts of social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) and cultural
determinants of health (CDH), the lead author’s (JG) digital health and Aboriginal wellbeing research
project, Aboriginal digital health research approaches and projects, and the cross-cultural collaboration
approach that informed the work of IDEA9301. This work is premised on research that shows design
education for social change in the Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian context needs to prioritise
enhanced cross-cultural understandings and relations (St John, 2016; St John & Edwards-Vandenhoek,
2021). This article aims to support these efforts by generating social change through cross-cultural
collaboration, informed by cultural competency and reconciliation. Without Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander and non-Indigenous peoples having ethical and meaningful opportunities to improve cross-cultural
relations, the complex challenges presented by colonisation and colonialism will continue to perpetuate

adverse socio-cultural outcomes.

Background

Social and emotional wellbeing and the cultural determinants of health

Improving the mental health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is a national
public health priority (Commonwealth of Australia, 2021). Through research and education, opportunities
exist to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and organisations in identifying,
developing, implementing, and evaluating initiatives that address socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing
inequities. SEWB and CDH are culturally specific concepts of holistic health and wellbeing for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples, comprising evidence-based domains that contribute to positive outcomes
(Dudgeon et al., 2014; Verbunt et al., 2021). SEWB is a holistic concept that arises from a network

of relationships among individuals, families, kin, and community. It also recognises the importance

of connection to land, culture, spirituality and ancestry, and how this affects the individual
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(Dudgeon et al., 2025).

CDH is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific model of health and wellbeing, comprising cultural
practices, beliefs, and values that inform positive health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people (Verbunt et al., 2021). Increasing investment in public health research, services, and supports that
aim to enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes is viewed as an essential reform for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities and organisations (National Indigenous Australians Agency, 2025). In an attempt to
leverage design innovation for social change, the lead author’s (JG) research explores how virtual reality
(VR) could be used to enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes for Aboriginal peoples in Sydney, New South
Wales, Australia.

The research partnership is interdisciplinary and cross-industry, involving Aboriginal and non-Indigenous
academics in public health and human—computer interaction, an Aboriginal community-controlled
organisation, and an Australian immersive-technology storytelling company. The goal of the research
partnership is to co-design, develop, implement, and evaluate a culturally tailored VR application to
support enhanced SEWB and CDH outcomes. For the research partnership, collaboration with non-
Indigenous academics and students involved in IDEA9301 was seen as a valuable opportunity to identify
additional digital health approaches that could complement the existing approach of utilising VR to
enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes for Aboriginal peoples.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander wellbeing and digital health

Approaches that leverage digital health to support Aboriginal wellbeing are an emerging field of research
(Jones et al., 2017; Puszka et al., 2016). Many opportunities exist to establish evidence that contributes
towards understanding how digital health approaches can support Aboriginal health and wellbeing
outcomes. In Australia, achieving equal digital inclusion for Aboriginal peoples is one of the 17 targets in the
Federal Government’s Close the Gap strategy (National Indigenous Australians Agency, 2025). Notable
Aboriginal digital health research evidence includes recognition of the need to develop an Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islande- specific best practice framework for eHealth interventions (Chelberg et al., 2022;
Chelberg et al., 2024), the development of culturally relevant digital SEWB resources that inform digital
SEWB training programmes through the work of WellMob (Bennett-Levy et al., 2021), and evaluation
insights from other digital health applications implemented to support a diverse range of Aboriginal health
and wellbeing challenges (Dimopoulos-Bick et al., 2023; Tighe et al., 2017; Weatherall et al., 2022).
Research involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, First Nations, Indigenous peoples and emerging
technologies, such as VR, augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality (XR), has demonstrated the use of
these technologies to specifically support cultural and wellbeing outcomes (Leavy et al., 2007; Linnaranta et
al., 2024; Seon et al., 2023; Wallis & Ross, 2020). This article contends that utilising digital health
technologies to support enhanced Aboriginal SEWB and CDH outcomes is a novel example of driving social
change through design innovation.

IDEA9301 Graduation studio

IDEA9301 is the culminating educational experience for Master of Interaction Design and Electronic Arts
(MIDEA) postgraduate students at the USYD (University of Sydney, 2025b). IDEA9301 provides students
with opportunities to support real-world projects provided by client collaborators by integrating MIDEA
knowledge and skills to create assessment deliverables. In response to client collaborators’ design briefs,
MIDEA students generate design concepts, prototypes, and reports, aiming to deliver outputs that are
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translatable and beneficial to each real-world project. In semester 1 of 2024, the lead author (JG) engaged
with IDEA9301 as a client collaborator. To complete IDEA9301, the student groups were tasked with
delivering two work-in-progress presentations, a professional design report, a digital design portfolio, and
a design prototype, showcased at the IDEA9301 student exhibition. To support the research partnership
with identifying how digital health technologies could support enhanced SEWB and CDH outcomes for
Aboriginal peoples, the students had to explore potentially beneficial digital health application designs,
concepts, and prototypes in response to the design brief question: ‘To explore how digital health
applications and experiences could be designed and implemented to enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes
for Aboriginal people’. Before the commencement of semester 1, 2024, co-design meetings with staff in
leadership positions at each research partner organisation led to the endorsement of the educational
collaboration with IDEA9301.

For IDEA9301 students and staff, it was the first time an Aboriginal-specific client design brief had been
offered. Recognising this significance, our collaboration began with several strategic planning meetings,
during which we discussed the knowledge and skills perceived as required for postgraduate students to
engage ethically and meaningfully in cross-cultural education and design work. Across meetings,
understanding cross-cultural support needs for non-Indigenous academics and students became
imperative. Collectively, our academic team established that students would consistently engage with
education focused on the fundamental concepts of cultural competency and strengths-based approaches
as they worked on the design brief. Throughout the semester, IDEA9301 students received education and
practical guidance on cultural competency and strengths-based approaches, enabling them to deliver
culturally appropriate design work in response to the design brief. The following cross-cultural and
educational support activities were embedded within IDEA9301 throughout the semester (Table 1):

Table 1: Cross-cultural and educational support activities.

Week 1: Cross-cultural education activity

1. 2-hour client collaborator presentation with Q&A on key concepts, terminology, practices, and
challenges.

2. Provision of Aboriginal culture, health, and wellbeing academic publications and case studies.
3. Student engagement with USYD cultural competency modules.

Week 1: Cross-cultural education focus

1. Cultural competency

2. Social and emotional wellbeing

3. Cultural determinants of health

4. Aboriginal research ethics

5. Aboriginal co-design and stakeholder engagement

6. Digital health, emerging technologies, Aboriginal/Indigenous use cases.

Week 6: Cross-cultural education activity
1. Client collaborator workshop, critical discussions with Q&A on student design concepts.

Week 6: Cross-cultural education focus

1. Cultural competency

2. Social and emotional wellbeing

3. Cultural determinants of health

4. Aboriginal research ethics

5. Aboriginal co-design and stakeholder engagement
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6. Digital Health, emerging technologies, Aboriginal/Indigenous use cases

Week 8: Cross-cultural education activity
Student group consultation and support meetings with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
colleagues from the Gadigal Centre at the USYD.

Week 8: Cross-cultural education focus
1. Cultural competency
2. Aboriginal co-design and stakeholder engagement.

Arising from strategic planning meetings, our academic team recognised a unique opportunity to conduct
evaluative research exploring the cross-cultural experiences of non-Indigenous academics facilitating
IDEA9301. Critical reflexivity and autoethnography were recognised as suitable approaches to guide non-
Indigenous evaluations throughout the semester. During regular meetings, non-Indigenous academics
critically discussed their perspectives, experiences, and outcomes with the lead researcher (JG), based

on observations and written documentation of their experiences throughout the semester. This allowed
evidence to be generated that examined the non-Indigenous academics’ experiences of delivering cross-
cultural education in IDEA9301.

Methods

Critical reflexivity and autoethnography

Critical reflexivity acknowledges that individuals and groups innately possess subjective biases that
influence research (Coburn & Gormally, 2017). As a research method that supports evaluation, critical
reflexivity emphasises the importance of understanding how research design and activities are influenced
by the intentions of individuals, interpersonal relationships, power dynamics, positionalities, and subjective
cultural worldviews (Francisco et al., 2022). Whether positive or negative impacts occur, critical reflexivity
can help facilitate evaluative processes that make sense of how biases influenced these impacts. For
individuals and groups involved in research, critical reflexivity reinforces that social, cultural, and
professional identities are influential factors that can support or restrict the integration of specific
worldviews, knowledge, and practices into research design (Cary, 2006). When embedded in research,
critical reflexivity processes can help ensure that outcomes consider the diversity of stakeholder
perspectives, expectations, and contributions during research facilitation (Gemignani, 2017). Rather than
focusing on outcomes that arise from traditional data collection and analysis, critical reflexivity encourages
the documentation of subjective insights, enabling evidence that reflects on the experiences of researchers
to be privileged.

Autoethnography is a research method that engages researchers in critical analysis of specific phenomena
(Denshire, 2014). This method involves systematically documenting, reflecting on, and evaluating personal
experiences, observations, and outcomes throughout the research process. When used by researchers,
autoethnography can generate subjective insights that explore the social, cultural, and ethical contexts
relevant to the research (Hernandez-Carranza et al., 2021). Sharing autoethnographic data provides value
to researchers and research communities, enabling subjective insights to guide the evaluation of research
experiences, practices, and outcomes. Critical reflexivity and autoethnography methods were employed in
this research to guide non-Indigenous academics’ evaluations of cross-cultural experiences during the
educational facilitation of IDEA9301.
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Data collection and analysis

Critical reflexivity was leveraged to identify and understand individual researcher positionalities, variations
between interdisciplinary approaches to education, cross-cultural support needs for students, and key
themes of inquiry that would inform the framework of researcher evaluations. Autoethnography was used
to inform the documentation of key experiences aligned with the reflexive themes of inquiry established
during regular meetings. Regular virtual conferences were held throughout the semester to discuss the
experiences of non-Indigenous academics and to iteratively establish the autoethnographic evaluation
framework. Each virtual meeting was recorded and reviewed by the lead author (JG), who documented
cross-cultural observations, reflections, and outcomes provided by the non-Indigenous academics. Key
insights and emerging themes of relevance were shared with the research team at each meeting,
prompting critical discussions that explored cross-cultural experiences during the educational facilitation
of IDEA9301. During this process, our research team identified that specific cross-cultural factors became
the primary focus of discussions. Iteratively, our research team established three reflexive research
questions that served as the guiding framework for autoethnographic reflections (Table 2). The lead author
(JG), as an Aboriginal (Darkinjung/Ngarigo) Australian academic, was responsible for independent analysis
of the non-Indigenous autoethnographic reflections, tasked with evaluating cross-cultural experiences and
structuring the results. Each researcher provided evaluation feedback on the data analysis and results,
ensuring that the discussion was structured to incorporate any contrasting views. The reflexive questions
based on key themes resulting from discussion during meetings are provided in Table 2.

Table 2: Cross-cultural reflexive themes and questions.

Cross-cultural themes

1. Cultural competency education

2. Cross-cultural considerations

3. Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement

Reflexive questions

1. What was your experience delivering education focused on Aboriginal culture and wellbeing?
2. How did cultural competence influence staff and student work?

3. How did different cultural perspectives and values influence staff and student work in
IDEA9301?

4. How did the involvement of Aboriginal stakeholders influence staff and student work

in IDEA93017?

Results

Cultural competency education

For non-Indigenous academics, providing foundational cultural competency knowledge and skills to the
IDEA9301 cohort was integral. With minimal prior experience in Aboriginal-specific education and design
work, the non-Indigenous academics reported multiple tensions. Facilitating cross-cultural education from
non-Indigenous positionalities on complex cultural issues, such as colonisation, colonialism, and
paternalism, was emotionally and professionally challenging. Although cultural competency education was
provided to the students in various modes, including the USYD cultural competency online module, client
collaborator presentations on Aboriginal culture, health, wellbeing and ethics, and tutorial activities
targeted towards developing strengths-based co-design approaches, the non-Indigenous academics
reflected on the need to engage more deeply with other supports from a more diverse range of resources.
Student progression in cultural competency was viewed by the non-Indigenous academics as an ongoing
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process rather than solely through structured educational activities. Engagement with cultural competency
education focused on developing student awareness of how colonisation and colonialism influence
Aboriginal socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing outcomes. Table 3 presents non-Indigenous academics’
reflections that provided critical evaluations of this approach, sharing insights into the perceived outcomes
of facilitating cultural competency education.

Table 3: Cultural competency education.

Restrictive factors

Personally, | often experience a mix of excitement and trepidation when delivering
education focused on Indigenous issues. There is a tension. It is a balance between
wanting to engage and contribute to the space and to wellbeing but also recognising
that this is a different cultural space to my own, and one where there is historical and
current paternalism and colonisation. (Author, Rohan)

Whenever | am teaching or working on a project that involves cultural competence,

| feel somewhat anxious. This situation was no different. The reason for this feeling of
anxiety is the sense that students perceive my authority or expertise as a teacher and
conflate my knowledge in design with expertise in Aboriginal culture and wellbeing.
It felt essential for me to highlight that as educators, we are experts in stewarding

a process (design) in new, complex, and socially impactful contexts. (Author, Mariana)

The challenges in delivering the subject stemmed from my limited knowledge and the
lack of resources on cultural competency. Early on, | began to question my position
and role in teaching cultural competence within this subject. At times, | was careful in
delivering sensitive content around Indigenous knowledge. However, learning about
all global Indigenous (and non-Indigenous) cultures from students helped provide
the subject. (Author, Rully)

Supportive factors

| found that engaging with cultural competence that was free and accessible was

a lot harder. | was relieved that the university had a free course that students (and
teachers) could enrol in. Still, the cost of additional external cultural competency
opportunities often served as a barrier to entry for upskilling. What the barrier
meant, though, was that we got creative with our research and were able to find
engaging resources like the many Aboriginal-designed/created documentaries and
shows on SBS (SBS On Demand) and looking at Councils for their free community
engagement activities with Elders and Aboriginal communities (e.g. La Perouse
festival). It highlighted for me that cultural competence is more than training; it’s the
consistent and persistent engagement (the wanting to learn) with all different forms
of culture (smoking ceremonies, music, pop culture, reading Aboriginal news, and not
being afraid to interact with the Aboriginal community). (Author, Mariana)

Positive outcomes

For my students, this emphasis on cultural competence broadened their perspectives
and enhanced their engagement with the material. One student, reflecting on the
stigma surrounding mental health in East Asian countries, found the topic of
Aboriginal SEWB both challenging and enlightening. As someone of Asian descent,

| can personally attest to the pervasive stigma surrounding mental health within Asian
communities. This taboo creates substantial barriers to seeking help and
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understanding these crucial aspects of wellness. Mental health problems are often
seen as weaknesses, discouraging openness and seeking professional help,
exacerbating isolation and hindering support system development. Delving into
Aboriginal SEWB confronted these preconceptions and introduced new perspectives
on holistic health. This exploration broadened her understanding of holistic health
practices and inspired her to prioritise her own mental wellbeing. (Author, Shirlene)

| believe that cultural competence — and increasing it — was a key learning outcome
achieved through this unit. The Aboriginal focus creates a necessarily challenging
brief that requires students to reflect and develop their understanding. However,
there was a sense among the students and studio teaching staff that many had
successfully navigated the brief and produced respectful responses, in several cases,
insightful. (Author, Rohan)

Cross-cultural considerations

IDEA9301 comprised a mostly international student cohort, presenting unique cross-cultural education
requirements. One key challenge for the non-Indigenous academics was providing education that helped
students understand how socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing inequities stem from colonisation and
colonialism. Navigating deficit discourses, biased stereotypes, and misguided student perspectives were
consistently identified as uncomfortable cross-cultural experiences that, while confronting, were also
significant opportunities to engage in critical discussions that supported the development of improved
cross-cultural perspectives among the cohort. Rather than viewing ill-informed cross-cultural
misunderstandings as problematic or intentional, one non-Indigenous academic reflected on the supportive
approach of an Aboriginal colleague from USYD, who collaborated with IDEA9301 to give feedback on
student design concepts.

During the cross-cultural experience of facilitating this feedback, the importance of maintaining strengths-
based approaches in challenging moments was identified as a valuable educational lesson and practical
opportunity to counter negative cross-cultural perspectives. The non-Indigenous academics’ reflections
valued the process and outcomes of witnessing international students becoming more familiar with a
foreign culture for the first time. During student support experiences, the non-Indigenous academics
reported that they, too, benefited from opportunities to re-engage with their own subjective beliefs in the
cross-cultural context of Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australia. The non-Indigenous academics reported
that education on the impacts of colonisation and colonialism in the Australian context prompted cross-
cultural reflection among international students, who identified similarities in the effects of colonisation
across other countries in the Asia-Pacific region. This was a significant cross-cultural outcome, with the
student recognising how broader socio-cultural experiences have led to collective negative impacts for
many cultural groups in society (Table 4):
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Table 4: Cross-cultural considerations.

Restrictive factors

| think as a non-Indigenous teacher involved in this space, we can get overly
critical/reactive when students may do something we feel is paternal or
disrespectful, rather than focusing on it as a learning and cultural competency
opportunity. (Author, Rohan)

Supportive Factors

One aspect of the teaching | facilitated early in the unit was consulting with a staff
member from the Gadigal Centre [at the USYD]. | recall feeling uncomfortable with
some students’ comments, but the Gadigal staff member remained focused on
learning, supportive, and non-reactive. One of the groups | felt uncomfortable with
developed a project where the final artefacts were impressive in their cultural
competency. The students were learning about culture and how to interact in an
Aboriginal-focused space through the process. (Author, Rohan)

Having an Indonesian background was insightful, as it allowed me to view other
cultural perspectives and values through this lens. | used this perspective as an
opportunity for students also to embrace their cultural backgrounds in the subject.
For example, the importance of their own values, belief systems, minority groups,
rituals/celebrations, religions, and alternative medicines. Students began to develop
a deeper understanding through this lens, drawing on their own experiences and
knowledge. There was high interest and opportunity for international students to
learn more about Aboriginal culture during their time living and studying abroad.
(Author, Rully)

Positive outcomes

Our international students demonstrated that reflecting on their individual culture
and story when connecting with a new culture helped Australians engage with our
own Aboriginal history in fresh ways — as if it were a new cultural experience. It
makes me think of travelling and tourism as a metaphor: anyone can visit a place but
not engage with the culture. These students have gifted us ways of travelling within
our history, in ways that are deeper and more meaningful than the transactional
approach often found among tourists. The learning for me here is that foreign
cultural experiences can help us see our own cultural/historical roots in new ways.
(Author, Mariana)

The power of storytelling has been a significant theme in our discussions. One

student reflected on Korea’s historical colonisation by Japan and explored storytelling
as a means of cultural preservation and emotional release. Students acknowledged
that while these stories might not alter their daily lives, they emphasised the
universal need for cultural expression and the healing potential of narratives.
(Author, Shirlene)

Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement

Ethical engagement with Aboriginal stakeholders, who could provide cross-cultural support to the non-
Indigenous academics and students, was considered integral to the collaboration. However, the
consultation and engagement processes also presented challenges. Aboriginal stakeholders included the
lead author (JG) and staff from the Gadigal Centre, who are responsible for providing cultural and
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educational supports to all Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students at the USYD. The non-
Indigenous academics frequently expressed concerns that Aboriginal stakeholders engaging with the
collaboration faced the risk of culturally inappropriate experiences occurring. These risks were associated
with low levels of cultural competency knowledge and skills among the cohort, which could increase the
likelihood of adverse cross-cultural outcomes for Aboriginal stakeholders. The non-Indigenous academics
reported on this tension, reflecting that they always strived to avoid positioning Aboriginal stakeholders in
culturally inappropriate situations. Yet, at the same time, as non-Indigenous academics, they did not feel
comfortable providing certain views and information that should be from an Aboriginal person’s lived
experience and positionality.

For the client collaborator and Gadigal Centre staff, the non-Indigenous academics explained that their
involvement was essential for providing cross-cultural support to the non-Indigenous academics and
IDEA9301 students. From the perspective of a non-Indigenous academic, this was a practical cross-cultural
experience that reinforced the need to establish, maintain, and strengthen cross-cultural and professional
relationships with Aboriginal stakeholders, both at the USYD and externally. One non-Indigenous academic,
who learnt that students had taken the initiative to engage with external Aboriginal cultural and
community experiences not offered within IDEA301, reported that this undoubtedly enhanced the abilities
of the students to deliver culturally appropriate and meaningful design concepts, prototypes, and reports in
response to the client design brief (Table 5).

Table 5: Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement.

Restrictive factors

| think we should have done a better job of involving Aboriginal stakeholders. What
it revealed for me is how disconnected we are from our Aboriginal community on
campus. | do know it was important to us to involve the Aboriginal community, and
I’'m glad we worked hard to find stakeholders in our own community to engage.

It was gratifying to have Gadigal Centre staff join us (from a teaching perspective), as
| could see how much the students gained from their presence. Still, equally at the
Exhibit where we had Gadigal staff attend, they seemed to get a lot from it too! It
was gratifying to hear the positive feedback. Personally, | felt a sense of relief that
we were entering the space with good intentions and following through on those
aspirations. (Author, Mariana)

Learning and understanding Indigenous culture and SEWB simultaneously was a lot
to absorb within a short period of time. Students struggled to engage with
Indigenous support from both the community and its leaders. Learning about
foreign cultures through text can be dry and often too broad. In this case, it would
be great for students to engage with their audience. (Author, Rully)

Supportive factors

In the context where the project’s Aboriginal focus created tension for non-
Aboriginal teaching staff, Jasper’s buy-in, presence, and leadership were key to
enabling staff to remain in the Aboriginal space rather than retreat. Jasper was not
in class or on site often, but we had regular check-ins for this paper, which were
opportunities to reflect and process. It provided a mechanism for us to have an
Aboriginal elect, with us and supported by us, in this place. He was both a client and
a mentor to the teaching team in some respects. This worked well, | think —in that it
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meant Jasper didn’t need to be front and centre with the associated cultural load
himself but could instead support us in exploring the space with the students.
(Author, Rohan)

The feedback and guidance from Aboriginal stakeholders helped my students

develop deliverables that were not only academically sound but also culturally
appropriate and impactful. It was gratifying to see students grow in their cultural
competence and to witness their projects evolve, with a genuine understanding and
appreciation for Aboriginal perspectives. (Author, Shirlene)

Positive outcomes

For my students, direct interaction with Aboriginal stakeholders added profound
depth to their learning experience. Hearing firsthand about the challenges and
strengths within Aboriginal communities enriched their understanding and informed
their project work in ways | could not have anticipated. This involvement encouraged
students to approach their projects with greater sensitivity and respect for
Aboriginal culture. One student group sought authentic Aboriginal experiences by
attending the ‘Bush Tucker Explorer Tour’ to learn about native Aboriginal plants and
cooking practices. Another group watched and learnt Aboriginal dance for their
project. These immersive experiences allowed students to gain a deeper
appreciation for the cultural significance of these practices and incorporate that
understanding into their work.

These experiences provided them with a tangible connection to Aboriginal culture,
which they creatively integrated into their projects. Students also represented their
learning journey about Aboriginal culture and SEWB through their design projects.
Many created VR games that were both adventure-based and educational, reflecting
their personal exploration and understanding of these concepts. This approach not
only made their work more engaging but also highlighted the academic potential of
combining traditional knowledge with modern technology. (Author, Shirlene)

Discussion

Based on the reflections and experiences of non-Indigenous academics, this research highlights the
importance of incorporating cultural competency and strengths-based approaches in cross-cultural
education. Using critical reflexivity and autoethnography enabled consistent evaluation throughout the
collaboration, leading to the identification of meaningful cross-cultural outcomes. From the perspective
of the non-Indigenous academics who led the educational facilitation of IDEA9301, possessing sufficient
cultural competency was a critical supportive factor. Despite being aware of this, the non-Indigenous
academics reported that at times, their personal expertise regarding cultural competency and cultural
safety felt insufficient. Making use of available cultural resources at the USYD, publicly available resources
external to the USYD, and encouraging IDEA9301 students to be proactive in ethically engaging with
external Aboriginal cultural and community events helped mitigate this perceived shortfall. Notably, the
non-Indigenous academic perspectives indicated that within their own academic work (IDEA9301) and
more broadly across the USYD, there was a need to reaffirm and enhance commitments to embedding
cultural competency and cultural safety education. These findings suggest that if Aboriginal education and
research are to be supported by non-Indigenous academics and students, cultural competency and cultural
safety must be incorporated. Non-indigenous academic reflections support this outcome, suggesting that

37



regardless of discipline, cross-cultural context, or scope of work, cultural competency is beneficial to
all educational experiences that aim to foster enhanced cross-cultural relations.

Although the collaboration aimed to embed meaningful cross-cultural opportunities with Aboriginal
stakeholders to support students, the non-Indigenous academics reported that this did not adequately
occur. Barriers that inhibited this process stemmed from the need to balance cross-cultural tensions. These
tensions arose from working with a student cohort with limited cultural competency, from ethically
engaging Aboriginal stakeholders to support students in developing enhanced cross-cultural perspectives
without causing adverse outcomes, and from the complexity of leveraging misguided cross-cultural
perspectives as strategic learning opportunities. While challenging, the non-Indigenous academics justified
that working with an Aboriginal-specific design brief did lead to positive outcomes for IDEA9301 students.
These included engagement in discussions that correlated cross-cultural experiences and impacts of
colonisation in the Asia-Pacific region, and how IDEA9301 led to enhanced student understanding of the
importance of connecting with components of personal and cultural wellbeing.

Working with an Aboriginal-specific design brief allowed the non-Indigenous academics to reassess the
need for and importance of genuine partnerships with Aboriginal communities and organisations. The non-
Indigenous academics shared that it was a pivotal learning experience, realising that much work was
required to establish and maintain mutually beneficial relationships and partnerships with Aboriginal
communities and organisations. While the involvement of the lead author (JG) and Gadigal Centre staff was
positive, it became evident that there was a further need for non-Indigenous academics and IDEA9301 to
ensure that other Aboriginal stakeholders could assist with future cross-cultural work. For the IDEA9301
students who took the initiative to engage with external Aboriginal cultural and community opportunities,
the non-Indigenous academics identified noticeable benefits, as evidenced by more successful outcomes

in culturally appropriate and relevant student assessments in the SEWB and CDH domains. This represents
a promising outcome of the collaboration, demonstrating that engaging students in cross-cultural
education can inspire them to pursue real-world cross-cultural experiences that are personally, socially,
culturally, and educationally enriching.

Conclusion

This article offers insights into the supportive and restrictive factors, as well as the positive outcomes, from
the IDEA9301 cross-cultural collaboration. Overall, this research identified meaningful cross-cultural
outcomes that are conducive to supporting social change in the Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian
context. The on-indigenous academic reflections demonstrate an increased awareness of the necessity and
complexities of cultural competency and cultural safety, the need to engage with Aboriginal communities
and organisations more ethically, and that, despite challenges, enhanced cross-cultural understandings of
students and culturally appropriate student assessments did eventuate. To foster social change in the
Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian context, ethical education and research partnerships must exist
with Aboriginal communities and organisations, cultural competency must be further incorporated into
staff and student education, and misguided cross-cultural perspectives must be leveraged as critical
educational opportunities that can help facilitate positive social change in cross-cultural contexts. Moving
forward, we intend to use these cross-cultural outcomes to enhance our own engagement with cultural
competency and strengths-based approaches in supporting cross-cultural education and research. By doing
so, we will be better positioned to drive social change through innovative educational approaches that
improve cross-cultural relations.
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Abstract

This reflection focuses on an academic project oriented towards social innovation that involved a
partnership between the University of Beira Interior and Craft Lab Fundao, entities located in low-density
Portuguese territories marked by problems such as demographic decline, population aging, and the
consequent concern with the continuity of certain artisanal practices. A methodology was designed based
on participatory creative processes, on the learning of ancestral knowledge from artisans, on experimental
prototyping shared by these masters and future designers, and on the development of products with
emotional value, bearers of meaning and of collective memory. The same exercise implied an initial
reflection on techniques that, over time, have been applied in the production of artifacts at the service

of agriculture or the kitchens of rural houses and that can be continuously reinvented in response to the
problems of our time, considering the natural resources and cultural values of the context. On the other
hand, it was intended to deconstruct a creative process inherent to the area of industrial design,
recurrently based on standardization/serial production, and to stimulate other perspectives for future
designers focusing on the development of identity products which can contribute to the resilience of the
most isolated territories whose subsistence so often resides in the small-scale economy. The final
prototypes and creative processes were presented to the public in the “Matéria Prima é a Gardunha”
exhibition at Moagem, Fund3do, demonstrating that craft can be reinvented through crossing with design
methodologies consisting of a more critical attitude that considers contemporary society and its needs, and
that design can be humanized as a result of a more intense relation with handicrafts considering memories
and rich processes present in a heritage of vernacular objects.

Keywords: Craftsmanship, Product design, Collaborative processes

Introduction

In the 19th century, a fervent collective of artists and architects joined the Arts and Crafts movement,
which held that Art is Beautiful when it serves the people. They criticized the quantity and poor quality of
production in the Victorian period that resulted from the new industrial processes, and they worked as a
team according to what we would now call co-creation. The manual and artisanal value was exalted; each
product would have its own identity, however, resulting from a context, so there was an understanding of
design as a cultural value and a transforming instrument of society. Morris’s line of thought, like Ruskin’s,
was dominated by the idea of Art and Beauty, which both would discover in the works of the past and link
to a social theory. The Arts and Crafts movement sought to provide an alternative grounded in artisanal
production and the model of medieval guilds, and its motto was: “Let us convert our artists into artisans
and artisans into artists” (Campi, 2007, p. 110).
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After more than a century, it is undeniable that there is a growing interest in the revitalization of traditional
techniques such as basketry, pottery, weaving, and crafts that still exist throughout Portugal despite
adversity, framed in an activity that can be determinant for rethinking design, considering challenges such
as the Sustainable Development Goals. We aim to explore the possibilities raised by design for social
innovation and methods of greater community involvement in design understood as a process.

In the framework of the University of Beira Interior (UBI) Industrial Design course, we developed a project
in partnership with Craft Lab Fundao that was contextualized in the DES’SIDE iLab. This project was based
on unique learning with artisans and the exploration of the intersection of basketry and pottery, in addition
to digital fabrication. The fundamental objectives were as follows:
e todemonstrate to future designers that the answer to a problem does not always lie in industrial
production and high technology
e to make them aware of the role of design as a catalyst for change in society and in the world
through participatory methodologies and co-creation
e to understand that the practice of design is inscribed in a territory and must consider its
particularities, its production resources, and identity.

Providéncia and Silva highlight the fact that a wide range of professionals and agents is progressively
involved in the discussion of the future of production in a post-industrial economy: “An economy in which
massification becomes obsolete and unsustainable, and the surplus value of the product lies in its
provenance and the relational dimension it establishes with the consumer. An economy in which small-
scale businesses and experimentation around more sophisticated materials and processes can generate
innovation, and in which a dynamic network of small producers replaces large monolithic companies.”
(Albino et al., 2016, p. 11). In his most recent work, Walker (2023) underscores the importance of small
producers for greater social, economic, and environmental sustainability. Supported by the contribution of
E. F. Schumacher with his work Small is Beautiful: A study of economics as if people mattered, he notes that
smaller-scale businesses are better for people, place, and the creation of resilient economies and
emphasizes that small-scale, relatively nonaggressive technologies can give people the chance to enjoy
their work.

Handicrafts are part of a universe of small family businesses often integrated in low-density territories.
According to Albino (2017), “the concept of sustainability is also implicit in artisanal production processes,
shaped by a great and continuous care for the territories — the sustainability of the territories also depends
on the sustainability of their modes of production — assuming an ecological commitment” (p. 45). Given the
cultural, human, and sustainable dimensions of handicrafts and the risk of some ancestral knowledge being
lost, the industrial design degree from UBI established a partnership with Craft Lab Fund3ao that enabled
the development of experimental projects in search of shared and humanized solutions that value the
territory, its people, its natural resources, and its cultural values. This article presents a pedagogical project
in industrial design. In the same course, this challenge ran in parallel with developing a proposal for glass
packaging for an international competition in partnership with a company. In this sense, it demonstrated
that industrial design aims to address various problems that, in some instances, require solutions supported
by serial production through machining and other technological manufacturing processes. In contrast, in
others, solutions involve artisanal processes and the production of unique pieces or limited series.
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Design in context

In Portugal, events involving craft and design are multiplying, such as the creation of the Biennial of Arts
& Crafts | New Design in 2024. The work developed under the Saber Fazer Program, which aims to
preserve and enhance traditional arts and crafts in Portugal through the recognition of the importance of
artisanal production in contemporary society, responsible consumption, and sustainable development, is
well known. Other initiatives, such as Passa ao Futuro, Loulé Criativo, and Art(e)facts biennial have proven
the benefits that come from the (re)connection of design with craftsmanship.

In the context of the territory covered in this article, we must emphasize the Art(e)facts biennial in 2021.
This project was part of the program for Guarda’s Candidacy for the European Capital of Culture Region
2027, under the theme “Supernatural Togetherness”, which aimed to address the transmission and
renewal of priceless cultural heritage in the fields of pottery and basketry. We also highlight projects such
as the panels developed by Fernanda Fragateiro and the artisan Alberto Carvalhinho and the project “Wet
grafts; for the end of the concept of nature” by the artist Nuno Vicente and the ceramist Catia Pires, which
consisted of the development of an irrigation system and preservation of ecosystems in dry regions using
the technique of pottery to build “devices such as troughs or water tanks, suitable for various species to
survive in rural and urban spaces, free of ‘human action’, part of the Third Landscape, concept proposed
by Gilles Clément” (Duarte, 2021).

In artisanal products, native materials are preferred, techniques transmitted from generation to generation
are applied, and each product has an identity; we will hardly find two identical ones. Collective memories
are perpetuated, and feelings of affection or nostalgia are also awakened. In the case of Beira Interior, a
context explored in depth in this article, we speak of a territory marked by a tradition of simple and
functional objects linked to agriculture, as described in the work Popular Architecture in Portugal that
would systematize the results of the Survey of Portuguese Architecture (1955-1961) promoted by the
then National Union of Architects: “There are few industries in Beira and, even so, largely subsidiaries of
agriculture. The pitchers, the barrels and vats, the axes and hoes, the ploughs, the oxcarts, and a large
number of objects essential to the inhabitants of Beiras, serve the farmer, are manufactured in small
rudimentary workshops, traded mainly at fairs, and repeat centuries-old models, whose manufacturing
technique has been transmitted from generation to generation” (Lobo et al., 1998, p. 8).

The sense of resilience has always been part of the essence of Beira Interior and its low-density territories:
“In this region of the country, there is a proliferation of tough and brave people, whose epic has been the
millennial struggle to wrest scarce sustenance from the ungenerous soil. Men in whom such a struggle has
generated habits of work without truce or fainting, of sobriety, of economy and a deep-seated love for the
earth that resists them, but that feeds them and reveals to them the measure of their creative forces”
(Lobo et al., 1998, p. 8). Considering low-density territories as the context for this project, we started from
knowledge and experimentation with materials and techniques that form part of cultural heritage, such as
chestnut wood, used in the production of basketry typical of the village of Alcongosta, Fundao, among
other vegetable fibres.

Identity and memory are crucial qualities, meaning that the design project is not reduced to a merely
utilitarian response. On the other hand, the national and international context has changed, as have

behaviors and experiences, which means that some functions considered “utilitarian” in the past can
continue to be relevant, namely in the field of furniture and products for the table and kitchen, while
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others can be rethought. However, “some resist in their functionality: in the furniture, from the benches to
the chairs; in the kitchen, from objects for cooking, serving, transporting and preserving food, to jars for
containing and refreshing water; and even in the winery, in the use of amphorae for the production and
storage of wine. Food is one of the areas where there is a greater longevity of some utensils” because “they
result from a wise refinement of the alliance between function, form and material, developed by practical
experience over time and which can continue to have its relevance and relevance” (Ferreira, 2024, p. 68).
Handicrafts link cultural values and throughout history have played an essential role as autonomous
activities and as fundamental elements of the identity of multiple works of design and architecture.

Definition of the problem and objectives

The exercise “A matéria prima é a Gardunha” aims to provide a project experience to 3™-year industrial

design students that would allow an incursion into the territory of Beira Interior through the knowledge of

its cultural legacy and on-site learning with artisans who seek to perpetuate ancestral techniques in the
context of a residency promoted by Craft Lab Funddo. The project we present below focused on the
dialogue between future designers and artisans in the search for new formulas in response to changes in
society and the world. The project’s methodology continues to consider some industrial design strategies
even when applied to single products or limited series, although it is open to the particularities of craft
production — namely, asymmetries from piece to piece. Ancestral knowledge intersects with design;
techniques have been reinterpreted and rethought, and new responses to the needs of today’s society
have been developed through product projects on the hand scale, namely products for the home and
office, toys, accessories, lamps, acoustic modules, etc. The same project challenge would be contextualized
in the industrial design curricular unit 6 and in DES’SIDE ilab activities, under the supervision of Mdnica

Romaozinho and Cldudia Pedro. In the briefing, four general outcomes were outlined:

e Identifying, understanding, and valuing the primary native vegetable fibres and traditional techniques
used in basketry.

e Approaching the basketry heritage and possible intersection with traditional pottery of Beira Interior,
namely the typical cracked wooden technique of Gardunha, an objective proposed by Craft Lab Fundao
that we embraced with enthusiasm.

e Constructing a storytelling that is not exhausted in a simplistic and commercial formula that promotes
consumption for consumption’s sake but that brings us closer to the territory, nature, and
communities.

e Acquiring ancestral knowledge through collaborative processes with artisans that can be integrated
into their future professional design practice or research through design.

Collaborative processes and co-creation

At the beginning of the semester, the university team sought to outline the creative process together with
the Craft Lab Fund3o partners. The objectives to be achieved and standard rules were established, as were
the students’ presentations of intermediate results. In addition, a briefing was designed with an open
drawing containing a guiding schedule for all those involved in the process (teachers, students, and Craft
Lab). This was open to adjustments depending on group dynamics or critical factors. According to Masferrer
(2024), the basic requirement for a group to create together is a process that enables them to do so.
Therefore, it is essential to have a methodology, as there may be a well-defined objective with no clear idea
of how to achieve it. Sequential phases were developed, such as synchronic and diachronic research,
conceptualisation through sketches and mood boards, development of exploratory drawings, and
prototyping in approximation materials such as cardboard and other flexible options to simulate crisscross.
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This also included 3D printing and elaboration of the first elementary technical drawings that would enable
the prior production of components to be produced in pottery that would have to be finalized before the
residency. In May 2025, there was an apprenticeship in artisanal basketry techniques, rooted in the
weaving tradition, with experimental prototyping using real materials and adjustments to projects and
construction options. During the residency at Craft Lab Fundao from May 22 to 23, the students had the
opportunity to learn from Portuguese and Spanish artisans and to use local raw materials.

From this perspective, the idea of design as an isolated, individual creation is contradicted. Masferrer
(2024) shows that in creative processes, responsibilities can in fact be shared, ideas flow from one to the
other, processes are open, and they even take place in spaces without walls and in the same reflection. He
points out factors that favor the passage from solitary creation (the creative genius) to co-creation (the
multidisciplinary team creating in plain sight): high competitiveness in the creative industry, the need to be
constantly producing ideas, the global and inclusive approach that any idea must have nowadays, the
complexity of projects, which require the intervention of multiple disciplines, and the challenge of keeping
talent in companies. The same author also mentions that where previously we had a rigid categorization of
who was considered creative and who was not, nowadays we have teams that can be made up of
designers, strategists, creatives, and even programmers, accountants and CEOs, also highlighting the fact
that it is even becoming customary to include customers and users in the creation process.

Our methodology placed its primary focus on this experience and the knowledge of the artisans invited by
Craft Lab Fundao. The design of the products themselves served only as a starting point for the designer—
craftsman dialogue. A designer must know the materials and techniques and truly grasp them through
continuous experimentation. This knowledge contributes to the power of dialogue with artisans who hold
artisanal knowledge. Looking back at the example of Carlo Scarpa, Italian architect and designer, we
understand that the activity of a designer is not limited to the utilitarian response to a program; it is
fundamental to integrate the identity of places and communities into things and objects,

to imbue the project with a sensitive, humanistic vision. Scarpa combined brilliantly traditional materials
and construction solutions with reinforced concrete and iron. Above all, he was known for the way he
worked as a team with his carpenter friends in the company according to a relationship of respect and
humility. He spent long hours drawing and communicating his ideas, listening, arguing, and adapting
solutions according to the experience of those professionals. He knew the materials and knew how to
communicate and listen, having established a relationship of true friendship with some of his collaborators,
namely with Giovanni Anfodillo & Sons, the carpenters, who remarked: “Well, Professor Scarpa came to our
workshop and explained to us what to do and which materials to use. From the very beginning, | did not
doubt that he had an extraordinary understanding of our craft. He knew all the materials he wanted to use.
And he also knew all there was to know about wood. He sometimes even told me that he wanted to see a
piece of wood used in a certain way, and when | did not completely agree with him because it was
impossible to observe his suggestion, he listened to reason” (Cantz, 2003, p. 98). In the national context,
Coutinho (2015) refers to the way in which authors such as Raul Lino and Fernando Tdvora have defended
an approach to place and to knowledge of traditional materials and solutions as a basis for learning and
reference. Tavora, who participated in the Survey of Popular Architecture in Portugal (1955), valued the
integration of artisanal knowledge and the materials characteristic of each region, combining the
fundamentals of modernism with context and place.
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In the dialogue underlying the project “Matéria Prima é a Gardunha”, we found that design and exploratory
prototypes are fundamental as a means of communication between designers and artisans, not as an
imposition of preconceived ideas. Fortunately, the understanding of design today is increasingly moving
away from the solitary act of inventing objects or artifacts, the so-called author's design, and a progressive
focus on the impact of design at the economic and social level is envisaged, based on the idea of
participatory design that streamlines the dialogue between creators, community, entities, companies, and
industries: “A new design discipline is emerging. It builds traditional design skills to address social and
economic issues. It uses the design process to enable a wide range of disciplines and stakeholders to
collaborate. It develops practical, desirable solutions. It is an approach that places the individual at the
heart of new solutions and builds the capacity to innovate into organisations and institutions”

(Burns et al., 2006, p. 6).
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Figure 1: Organizational chart representing the creative processes. Credit: Monica Romdozinho.
The creative process included steps such as the initial delimitation of the problem through dialogue and

joint reflection within the partnership, ideation, and synthesis (Figure 1). But as Masferrer (2024) explains,
the creative process is also emotional, so it is important to include a star or activation phase that can be
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alternated with other phases that the author systematizes in his work, such as the circle (initial reflection
around the problem), the square (synthesis of information), the open triangle (creation), or the closed
triangle (filtering), and which corresponds to a breath of fresh air for the team or an injection of energy in
their heads in case of mental exhaustion. The lunch break was the activation phase of this project, fostering
conviviality among the students, artisans, university professors, and partners of Craft Lab Fund3do. The
benefits of this type of participatory research can be summarized as follows: “Involving others in your
research project will let you: Learn from other people’s stories and experiences; Add to the information
you’ve found in ways you can’t imagine yourself; Test an application, a design, a workshop or a show; Put
yourself in a new environment and listen; Meet new people and have fun; Engage with the unexpected”
(Rasch et al., 2024, p. 39). Basically, it is a research process in design characterized by the so-called
iteration, which means that we repeat specific actions and that each new cycle of actions is based on the
findings of the previous one: “The iterative steps can simply involve testing a prototype and reflecting on
the results, then moving to a new variation of the prototype that can be tested again. Or it can be more
extensive, like designing a process that involves different collaborators, response groups or public
moments” (Rasch et al., 2024, p. 13).

Between pottery and basketry: Development of exploratory projects

Viewing the students’ final videos, which portray the process, it is evident that the emphasis is on this
dialogue rather than on the final product. The programs were defined and substantiated by the students,
grouped into the following typologies resulting from the interpretation of everyday needs and linked to
leisure and contact with nature: bowls, baskets for transporting flowers, suitcases, coverings, and screens.
In this article, we focus on case studies that reflect a diversity of scales and typologies — from furniture

or lighting solutions to hand-scale products such as handbags. The same examples also reveal distinctive
attitudes and points of view about the artifacts’ history, denoting in some cases a more faithful application
of traditional techniques in prototyping although applied in innovative products, and in others an
intersection between pottery and basketry that implied greater intermediary experimentation and risk, the
crossing of the same ancestral techniques with structures machined in CNC, or even the exclusive use of
basketry combining different fibres and sewing or weaving processes.

Santamaria, following a first synchronic analysis of typologies in basketry, decided to develop a product for
pets, considering his previous experience of contact with dogs, namely a bed, given the need to fill some
usual gaps in this typology, such as the use of materials that are not always recyclable and have little
durability (Figures 2-4). The concept was explored through sketches, and a mood board emerged from
interpreting the ritual of dogs’ circular movements before bed. Two clay bowls were also considered,
produced on the potter’s wheel: one with more capacity for water and the other for food. Catia Pires, the
Craft Lab designer, previously executed the bowls, which the student finished after the initial natural
drying, while the pieces were still malleable, improving the finish with a damp sponge. In the context of the
residence, wicker (Salix viminalis) was chosen for the bed due to its flexibility. After a first meeting with the
artisan Alberto Carvalhinho from Gongalo, adjustments to the design were decided in terms of
dimensioning the structure and simplifying the form, mainly due to the reduced time of the residency and
the fact that the artisan was supervising the execution of projects by other students from Fundao High
School and the Autonomous University of Madrid. Carvalhinho felt challenged by the project's function and
scale, and the student learned to execute the crucial steps, namely the cross with wicker rods (radiant ray
base), that is, the structure in which the wicker fibres are later intertwined while still wet (Ferreira,

2024, p. 395).
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Figures 2-3-4: “Gardunha & Pet”. Credit: Alberto Santamaria.

Other solutions resulted in the same way from a functional reinvention of the historical legacy but
considering the possibilities of fusion between pottery and basketry traditions. After an investigation
focused on basketry techniques (fibres and methods), pottery in its traditional and contemporary
perspectives, and the cultural analysis of Serra da Gardunha and its symbolic dimension, Quintans chose
the song “I have to shake” as a reference. For the same purpose, she used the Renderforest platform to
extract the sound waves of the same music, which she converted into circular shapes to be applied in the
lighting design to evoke that nostalgic melody symbolizing the end of a training path and the feeling of
“departure”. The production of ceramic bases was not linear. In this case, the student chose the technique
of basketry made from cracked chestnut wood (Castanea Sativa) typical of Alcongosta products
traditionally used for cherry picking. According to the textual content of the exhibition “One Hundred
Baskets” (Popular Art Museum, 2025, Lisbon), cracked wood basketry corresponds to the technique that
requires the largest number of utensils, followed by wicker, cane, giant feather grass, giant needle grass,
golden oats, rye straw, and palm.

Regarding cracked wood basketry, after the tree felling, a sickle is used to split the branches, as well as
metal and wooden wedges that, together with the hammer, allow the trunks to split. Then, the craftsman
prepares the wooden splints sitting on an easel, and secures them with a wedge carved with the quitelo or
cleaver, also called ferro de unha (nail iron). At Craft Lab, similar cutting equipment was built to mark the
desired splint width, a low-tech solution that contributed to greater accuracy. In the next step, the basket is
usually woven into the floor on a measuring base. In Alcongosta, the starting point is a checkered
perpendicular bottom, and the vertical planes are then traditionally finished with a wrapped rim; however,
in this project, the student opted for the folded-and-tucked solution. A knife was used to make cuts in the
splints, tapering their finish to bend them and finish the rim. After the artistic residency, the 3D modulation
of the objects and the visual communication of the products integrated in domestic environments were
carried out. The base was produced with the support of the Craft Lab ceramist previously referred to.
During the intermediate drying period, the student also made some adjustments to the modelling and
drilling (Figures 5-7).
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Figures 5-6-7: “Tenho de abalar”. Credit: Mariana Quintans.

Considering the thermal properties of the pottery and the resistance of the chestnut tree splints, Lopes’s
project consisted of the design of a wine cellar (Figures 8-10). The “S” shape represents the movement of
the hands intertwining fibres and shaping the clay in a dialogue between tradition and creativity. The
student communicated on his mood board that, more than a functional object, this wine rack is a tribute to
manual knowledge, to connection to the earth, and to the beauty of the handmade. In this project, digital
fabrication was initially used to construct the structure. The two “S” profiles were designed and cut on a
CNC machine, with perforations that allow them to relate to metal rods. Both the plywood of the profiles
and the bars are concealed by the checkered perpendicular weave made of chestnut wood. David Luenga
and Catia Pires supervised the artisanal processes. The bottlenecks are inserted in cylindrical clay modules
fitted into the “S” shape.

| Processo de producéo

Figures 8-9-10: Wine cellar. Credit: Rodrigo Lopes.

Finally, on the hybrid border between industrial and fashion design, we identify two projects. The “magic
pot”, Romdozinho’s creation, is based on experimentation around the giant feather grass from Sabugal and
techniques transmitted by Isabel Martins, one of the artisans (Figures 11-13). The giant feather grass (Stipa
Gigantea) is a filiform plant found in medium-altitude areas and on dry terrain. It has been used since
ancient times by artisans to weave and as a raw material for a variety of domestic objects, such as baskets,
mats, and brooms. Weaving began with a row of about 15 fibres, folded and sewn with 100% cotton
thread, serving as the starting point for defining an ellipse that generates the base using the coiled
technique, then sewn with whip stitch. The first, less firm stitches gave way to more defined, obstinate, and
parallel lines that united the rows. The desire to design and to create was strong. Still, a human experience
of rapprochement with nature, the textures and smell that the giant feather grass emanates, the tranquility
of an unhurried gesture, is also revealed. The student started prototyping in parallel with the design in
synergy and according to a cyclical creative process. The magic pot would, from the semantic point of view,
result from the attempt to fuse imagery with the archetype of a honey pot and a mountain or volcano
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erupting in the landscape. The handle, produced in chestnut wood and with its wrapped rim according to
Gardunha’s basketry traditions, would work as an asymmetric in the piece with its organic language and
apparently uncontrolled design.

Figures 11-12-13: “Magic pot”. Credit: Mdnica Roméozinho.

In the last project, developed by Barros with the support of Cristina Fonseca and Bruno Fonseca, the
intention was to create a versatile handbag that could be worn over the shoulder, vertically or horizontally,
inspired by the portable tubes used to carry sheets of paper and large drawings (Figures 14-16). Two
indigenous raw materials were crossed, the giant feather grass applied on the tops, one of them
corresponding to the opening, and the esparto on the main body. The esparto grass (Macrochloa tenacissi)
is a plant or vegetable fibre in abundance in the countryside, produced from two species of perennial grass
used in handicrafts, ropes, mats, basketry, and footwear (espadrilles, for example). The coiled-and-
whipstitch technique in warm colors was used for the giant feather grass applied to the lid and base of the
suitcase. The surface of the central cylinder was produced through the process of weaving small bundles of
esparto in a hand-woven wire loom. After the fibres were woven, the ends were hand-sewn to form the
suitcase’s cylindrical structure. However, the woven surface did not strictly correspond to the perimeter of
the previously executed tops, and this practice of sewing the central body too flexibly to the most rigid caps
imposed some constraints. The fringes of the rope used during the warping phase preceding the weaving
were intentionally preserved.

Figures 14-15-16: Bag. Credit: Christian Barros.
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Conclusions

Collaborative processes, such as those described in this article confirm that craft and design fields are not
hermetic and that design can be framed in a hybrid interval between rationality and emotion, between
foresight through design and the acceptance of deviation and imperfection. The artisans involved in the
residency demonstrated not only the added value of their technical knowledge, but, in some instances,
namely Chema (José Maria Gil Martin) and Pires, and Pires, deepened functional and ergonomic issues in
their handicraft production and highlighted handicrafts as an intellectual activity that requires a capacity
for constant renewal, as in the design field. The same event culminated with a talk promoted by Craft Lab
Funddo that sparked this debate, and all those days were a lesson in loco. The exhibition that opened on
July 11 was a result of a dedicated and serious initiative undertaken by Craft Lab Fundao, which has
invested in educating and raising awareness of new generations for the inestimable value of our collective
heritage, of which handicrafts are part, and the area of industrial design has decided to join this line

of research.

This collaborative pedagogical experience allowed us to systematize some fundamental observations:

e Knowledge of traditional techniques can contribute to the development of more sustainable design
projects in terms of autochthonous materials that reconnect the public with nature and territory,
avoiding long-distance material travelling and embracing solutions without cultural value.

e Understanding the impact of climate change on quantity and quality, the precarious conditions
of artisans’ professional practices derived from the political and financial framework, and the urgency
of a business model approach in this practice.

e Artisans and designers must reflect on and improve the best engagement model, considering that real
teamwork results from a balanced approach and assumed co-creation, and, consequently, a possible
co-authorship that is sometimes not transparent.

e Designers can contribute to the continuity of cultural legacies through the study of the artifacts and
archetypes of design evolution, the dialogue with master craftsmen, the rethinking of product types
considering contemporary society’s needs, innovative production processes, and improving the fusion
between these ancestral practices and design principles such as functionality, ergonomics, and
sustainability goals, among others.

e Crafts rely on unique products that can contribute to a more humanized design practice that values the
product construction of identity and storytelling.

A dialogue was established between craftsmanship and design, based on a relationship of equality and
respect, and not seen as another fashion or a passing trend, because it is grounded in effective knowledge
of the territory. As Daciano da Costa would say, “The designer must unveil and value the technician/artisan
(spontaneous designer) of the company, calling him to participate in the project, if he wants to value his
final product, which must be the mediator between all producers and final consumers (...) through a
comprehensive and open project methodology, with better results for all, eliminating rivalries to increase
the gap. The social cost of memory waste, as a component of corporate culture, is very high. Without the
accentuation of identity, the results derive from an impoverished Design” (Costa, 1998, pp. 44-45). In the
same way, Paoliello (2021) reflects on the dialogue triggered by a multidisciplinary team and two possible
scenarios of interaction: a team that is governed by a vertical hierarchy, “a power of those who give over
those who receive” or a more horizontal and open model, of sharing “collective responsibility for the well-
being of all”, of reciprocity on which her line of research is based: “It is about the invitation to do the work
with another, the inexistence of a single authorship, the discussion about the relevance of the gesture of
doing and thinking, the evaluation of the works that are presented as collaborative. This last point brings
with it the concept of collective, teamwork, responsibility, and participation” (pp. 16-17).
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There is a cultural heritage to preserve in Beira Interior, and, in this context, design must play a structural
role in perpetuating this legacy, reinterpreting and rethinking techniques, and equating new functional and
emotional responses to the needs of today’s society in the same way that handicrafts ensure the continuity
of ancestral techniques and the use of indigenous materials: “Designers need to make things that satisfy
people’s needs, in terms of function, in terms of being understandable and usable, and in terms of their
ability to deliver emotional satisfaction, pride and delight. In other words, the design must be thought of as
a total experience” (Norman, 2013, p. 293).
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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

LONG-TERM TEMPORALITY

third place

ENABLING STANCE OF THE FACILITATOR

“VLI9IA IHL OL SSINNILO TWNAYHD

~ translational function
prototypical nature

infrastructural value

1X3LNOD QIIVN LIS ANV TYIWHOANI SdIHSNOILY13Y ONILSNYL

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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Abstract

This article presents preliminary research into emergency design in low-density territories, focusing on rural
and mountain regions exposed to wildfire risk. It argues that in these contexts, an emergency should not be
understood as an isolated event but as a condition embedded in everyday territorial, social and
infrastructural dynamics. Based on a narrative review of selected precedents, the study identifies four main
areas of design intervention: product, communication and information, system and social or service design.
The analysis highlights the role of design in making vulnerabilities legible, supporting prevention and
preparedness, and enabling locally grounded responses under conditions of limited accessibility,
infrastructural fragility and communication constraints. The study proposes a provisional framework
structured around systemic, temporal and epistemic dimensions, emphasising the need for approaches that
connect technical systems with local knowledge and territorial conditions. By doing so, it contributes to
placing emergency design within a situated practice concerned with mediation, prevention and collective
capacity to act. It concludes by positioning emergency design for low-density territories as a
transdisciplinary field of inquiry and outlines directions for future empirical research.

Keywords: Emergency design, Low-density territories, Rural wildfire, Territorial vulnerability, Provisional

framework

Introduction

Emergency design has emerged as an increasingly visible field within contemporary design discourse,

yet its conceptual boundaries remain unstable (De Angelis, 2024). Recent work has attempted to define its
scope, limits and possibilities, often by relating it to broader questions of fragility, uncertainty and the role
of design in crises. In this debate, design is understood not merely as the formal shaping of objects but

as a cultural and operational practice capable of engaging with real needs under conditions of urgency,
instability, and social vulnerability (De Angelis, 2024; Giraldi, 2022; Piscitelli, 2019). This perspective
becomes particularly relevant in territories where emergency is not an exceptional interruption but

a recurrent or latent condition embedded in everyday socio-environmental structures.

This study addresses that problem through the lens of low-density territories (LDTs). These territories are
often marked by dispersed settlement, ageing populations, limited infrastructure, poor connectivity and

a strong dependence on natural resources. In Portugal, many inland and mountain regions also face
heightened exposure to rural fire, a risk intensified by climate change, land abandonment and the
weakening of local support systems. In such contexts, emergency design is not peripheral. It may contribute
to how risk is communicated to communities, how preparedness is organised, how information circulates
between residents and institutions, and how tools, services and interfaces are configured to support local
action (Autoridade Nacional de Protecao Civil, 2018; Moreira, 2001).
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This article aligns with the scope of design for social change by addressing how emergency design can
support vulnerable rural communities exposed to environmental risk. It is particularly connected to
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11, Sustainable Cities and Communities, and SDG 13, Climate Action,
as it examines territorial vulnerability, wildfire preparedness, and locally grounded collective action in rural,
low-density contexts.

The objective of this study is not to claim an exhaustive theory of emergency design nor to offer

a comprehensive empirical account of all relevant case studies. Instead, the article seeks to clarify the
topic’s relevance, identify a provisional conceptual framework and examine selected precedents that help
position emergency design as a field of inquiry for vulnerable rural territories.

This study adopts an exploratory qualitative approach, grounded in a narrative review of selected projects
and related literature. The cases were selected for their relevance to environmental stress, emergency
response and infrastructural fragility, with particular attention to their applicability to low-density, wildfire-
prone territories. Rather than aiming for exhaustiveness, the review seeks to identify recurring patterns to
understand how emergency design operates across different risk contexts, enabling a comparative
interpretation of design contributions. The selection of cases was guided by purposive criteria. Projects and
references were included according to the following criteria: a) when they addressed contexts of risk,
emergency response, environmental stress or infrastructural fragility; b) when they were relevant to
dispersed territories or vulnerable communities; c) when they represented different scales of design
intervention, from products and interfaces to services and systems; d) and when they offered critical
transferability to rural wildfire preparedness. The sample is therefore illustrative rather than exhaustive,
aiming to identify recurring design logics that may inform a situated framework for LDTs.

The article is organised in five parts. First, it briefly frames LDTs as emergency-prone environments rather
than neutral geographical backgrounds. Second, it reviews the emerging literature on emergency design,
framing it as a strategic and transdisciplinary field. Third, it discusses a set of reference projects that
demonstrate different ways in which emergency design has operated in conditions of risk, conflict,
environmental stress and response. Fourth, it offers a comparative overview of these cases organised by
type of design contribution. Finally, it proposes a preliminary interpretation of emergency design for LDTs
as a situated practice of preparedness, mediation and mitigation.

Low-density territories as emergency conditions

LDTs are frequently characterised through demographic or economic indicators. From a design research
perspective, however, they are more productively understood as relational contexts in which remoteness,
limited service provision, fragile communication infrastructures and environmental exposure converge to
shape conditions of everyday vulnerability. In this sense, susceptibility to risk emerges not only from
ecological factors but from the interplay between social, spatial and infrastructural configurations that
can intensify the impact of crisis.

The Portuguese context offers a particularly pressing framework for examining these dynamics. Rural
wildfires have become one of the most visible and destructive manifestations of climate-related
emergencies, especially in inland regions marked by depopulation, ageing populations, limited accessibility
and infrastructural fragility. In such territories, risk is compounded by structural conditions that hinder both
prevention and response. As Moreira (2001, p. 123) noted, many of these regions remain economically
dependent on primary-sector activities and natural resources. Consequently, environmental disruption
extends beyond ecological damage, affecting social reproduction, territorial continuity and local

economic stability.
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This condition is particularly evident in the central region of Portugal, including the Schist Villages territory,
which has been repeatedly affected by large-scale wildfires. The fires of June 2017, for instance, impacted
villages, river beaches and mobility routes, leaving long-lasting effects on the landscape and local
communities (Xistopedia, 2023). More recent data confirm the persistence and scale of the problem.
According to the Institute for the Conservation of Nature and Forests (Instituto da Conservacdo da Natureza
e das Florestas [ICNF], 2024), among the 5,177 rural fires with completed cause assessments in 2024, the
most frequent causes were intentional fire-setting (35%) and burning of agricultural or forest residues
(11%). By August 2025, the total burned area in mainland Portugal had already reached 254,296 hectares,
the highest figure recorded for the same period since 2015 (ICNF, 2025). These figures reinforce the need
to understand wildfire not as an isolated event but as a structural and recurring condition that requires
long-term preparedness and adaptation.

Within this framework, wildfire in LDTs cannot be reduced to a mere natural hazard. It is entangled with
broader territorial dynamics, including fragmented land ownership, complex topography, reduced mobility
networks, limited digital coverage and seasonal occupation patterns. During the summer months, the
combination of high temperatures, prolonged drought and accumulated vegetation significantly increases
the likelihood of ignition, while communication breakdowns and access constraints may delay detection,
evacuation and coordinated intervention. Emergency, therefore, extends beyond the moment of crisis,
encompassing the pre-existing conditions that shape both vulnerability and recovery.

It is precisely at this intersection that a design perspective becomes critical. When emergency is framed
exclusively as an operational matter for civil protection systems, the material, communicational and service
environments through which risk is experienced tend to be overlooked. In remote contexts, factors such as
the clarity of evacuation messages, the legibility of risk information, the design of safe meeting points and
the accessibility of support services can significantly influence outcomes. Design in this sense operates not
only in response to disaster but in the anticipatory configuration of the conditions through which
inhabitants interpret, negotiate and act upon risk.

Such an approach also challenges reductive narratives of innovation. LDTs are often positioned either as
technologically deprived spaces awaiting external intervention or as passive recipients of policy measures.
However, design research points to resilience as a property of relationships between communities,
infrastructures, institutions, local knowledge and designed artefacts (Baek et al., 2015). Addressing
emergencies in these contexts, therefore, requires a multi-scalar perspective, capable of articulating
products, communication systems, service ecologies and territorial networks as interdependent
components of a broader design strategy.

Emergency design as a strategic and transdisciplinary field

The consolidation of emergency design as a field reflects a broader transformation in the role of design
itself. Piscitelli (2019) suggests that emergency should no longer be understood as a temporary suspension
of normality but rather as a fragile and often permanent condition that characterises contemporary
societies. This shift is crucial, because if any emergency is perceived as structural, then design must also
move from reactive problem-solving to a more anticipatory, relational and process-oriented mode of
action. De Angelis (2024) similarly frames emergency design as a field capable of investigating future needs,
re-reading risk and proposing responses appropriate to critical contexts. This position also resonates with
Papanek’s (2005) understanding of design as a practice oriented towards real human needs, particularly

in situations in which social and environmental conditions demand concrete and responsible responses.
Together, these perspectives point to a concept of design that is less object-centred and more concerned
with systems of relations, vulnerabilities and adaptation.
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Giraldi (2022) deepens this argument by describing design for emergency as a new area of development
and application, one in which the discipline’s central value lies in its adaptive capacity and its ability to
synthesise heterogeneous forms of knowledge. In disaster scenarios, design is not merely an aesthetic or
technical layer added to a predefined system. It becomes a mediating discipline that can connect actors,
translate requirements, organise information and reduce conflict among stakeholders. For Giraldi (2022),
this is especially important because emergency management necessarily involves actors and forms of
knowledge that are usually addressed separately, including sociology, psychology, law, geology,
information technology and engineering, among others. In such contexts, design contributes not simply
by ‘solving’ the emergency but by making collaboration operable.

This transdisciplinary role is particularly relevant to wildfire scenarios, where the complexity of risk exceeds
the jurisdiction of any single field. Fires are simultaneously environmental, territorial, infrastructural,
political, communicational and social events. Their management depends on forecasting, land
management, evacuation planning, communication systems, logistics, training and post-event recovery.
Emergency design is therefore best understood not as a specialised subfield producing one type of object
but as a broad project culture capable of working across scales — from information graphics and warning
interfaces to service blueprints, community protocols, wearable systems, shelters and distributed
monitoring tools.

Giraldi (2022) also identifies four interrelated areas of intervention in emergency scenarios: prevention,
training, monitoring and active response. Prevention involves preparing strategic plans and infrastructure
before a disaster. Training concerns the communication of knowledge and the development of awareness
and behavioural readiness among communities and professionals. Monitoring concerns the capacity to
track anomalies and critical changes in real time. Active response concerns the tools, services and
operational systems that support intervention during the emergency. Read together, these four areas
suggest that the core of emergency design lies not in a single final artefact or operation but in the
orchestration of multiple touchpoints, actors and temporalities.

This interpretation resonates with Manzini’s (2016, p. 53) argument that contemporary design increasingly
operates through methods, dialogues and enabling conditions rather than through the isolated production
of finished objects. In an emergency, such a shift becomes even more significant. Design is valuable not
because it can eliminate risk but because it can render relations visible, organise shared understanding and
shape conditions for action. In other words, the discipline contributes by structuring intelligibility and
preparedness in circumstances marked by uncertainty. This is why Giraldi’s notion (2022) of design

as a mediator and interpreter is especially productive for territories where vulnerability is embedded

in everyday life rather than limited to the moment of disaster.

Reference projects and lessons for low-density territories

Faced with this emergency scenario in LDTs, the scientific community has contributed with innovative
proposals in agronomy and informatics (Casau et al., 2022), geography (Bergonse et al., 2022) and tourism
(Kastenholz & Salgado, 2023). In the design domain, a first set of references addresses interventions in
environmentally stressed territories. Vasconcelos and Cruz (2022), working on the Portuguese municipality
of Mértola, proposed social innovation strategies that value community interaction, culture and the local
landscape. In low-density regions, this matters because preparedness cannot be reduced to emergency
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equipment. It also depends on the social infrastructures through which people recognise one another,
exchange knowledge and sustain collective agency.

A related example is the Wet Grafts project for the end of the concept of nature, presented within the
Art(e)facts Biennial and discussed by Duarte (2021). The project developed pottery-based irrigation and
water support devices to preserve ecosystems in dry regions. At first sight, such an initiative might seem
distant from emergency design. Yet it is significant because it addresses environmental precarity through
situated material experimentation. Rather than importing a generic technological fix, it explores how design
can generate locally legible devices that mediate between ecological stress and forms of inhabitation. For
fire-prone territories, this indicates that emergency-oriented design may also involve preventive
environmental care and support systems operating before an acute crisis emerges.

The international Regreening Africa project provides another reference. As described in Designing Peace
(Smith et al., 2022), the initiative employed digital tools to inform farmers about sustainable cultivation
methods, soil restoration and nursery geolocation. The importance of this example lies in its informational
architecture. In conditions where ecosystems are degraded and communities depend on land-based
livelihoods, access to clear, actionable knowledge becomes a design issue. For LDTs facing fire risk, the
same logic applies. Interfaces, mapping systems and locally accessible information services can be decisive
in helping residents interpret environmental conditions and act accordingly.

A further relevant precedent is the Farm MAPPER system and its augmented reality extension, developed
to support emergency responders in agricultural settings (Weichelt et al., 2018). The project addresses

a specific rural problem: unlike industrial sites, private farms are rarely mapped in advance, so responders
often arrive without prior knowledge of hazards such as fuel storage, access points, water sources and
electrical systems. Farm MAPPER uses geolocated hazard maps, while its augmented reality version
overlays this information onto the physical environment through mobile devices. Its relevance for LDTs lies
in its combination of spatial data, interface design and situated visualisation to improve preparedness and
response. At the same time, the project also reveals key limitations of mobile emergency technologies in
rural areas, particularly weak connectivity and variable GPS accuracy.

A second group of precedents comes from humanitarian and post-conflict contexts. The Ideas Box,
developed by Bibliotheques Sans Frontieres with Philippe Starck, is a portable multimedia and library
infrastructure designed for refugee camps and other vulnerable communities (Smith et al., 2022). Although
not specifically conceived for wildfire or rural emergencies, it demonstrates that design can provide rapid,
mobile and culturally meaningful access to information, education and communication in disrupted
settings. Its relevance to LDTs lies in recognising that emergencies are not only logistical events but also
informational and psychosocial conditions. Communities under stress need ways to remain informed,
connected and capable of collective interpretation. The Ideas Box was also mobilised in contexts linked to
peacebuilding and demobilisation processes, illustrating how design can support conditions for trust,
learning and social continuity. This broadens emergency design beyond life-saving equipment alone. It
suggests that design interventions may contribute to rebuilding social relations, public culture and everyday
continuity after disruption. In territories repeatedly affected by wildfire, where trauma, loss and
abandonment can erode confidence in collective futures, such dimensions should not be ignored.

A third group of precedents concerns explicit emergency response systems. The European educational
project EINSTUDIO (Kutbay & Yavuzcan, 2024; Yavuzcan & Kutbay, 2024) generated design proposals for
humanitarian shelters and modular emergency wards, showing how product design can respond to
conditions of displacement, care and rapid deployment. These proposals highlight the spatial and material
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dimension of emergency design. Objects and environments must often be portable, modular, quick
to assemble and be adaptable to shifting contexts. For LDTs, similar principles may inform the design of
temporary support infrastructures, local refuge points and mobile service units.

The Horizon 2020 Search and Rescue project offers a more technologically integrated example. It
developed a communication and monitoring system that links professionals and victims through a shared
platform, along with alert sensors, wearables, and other rescue-support devices (Cintora et al., 2023). Here,
design operates at the level of systems integration. The issue is not only the form of an individual product
but the orchestration of multiple devices, data flows and user interactions. This case is especially instructive
for rural emergencies because response in dispersed territories depends on the timely circulation of
reliable information among heterogeneous actors. When terrain is steep, settlements are distant and
infrastructure is uneven, system design becomes as important as object design.

Portuguese wildfire governance also offers instructive examples. The programme Aldeia Segura, Pessoas
Seguras (Safe Village, Safe People) provides implementation guidance for communities exposed to rural
wildfire, aiming to protect people and property through locally organised actions that complement national
measures (Autoridade Nacional de Protecdo Civil, 2018). Although fundamentally a public policy
instrument, the programme has strong design implications; it depends on clear communication, procedural
legibility, local participation and the spatial organisation of preparedness measures. Its value lies in showing
that emergency design can operate through frameworks, instructions and collective routines, not only
through standalone artefacts.

Similarly, the CICLOPE wildfire monitoring system (Gongalves et al., 2024) illustrates the role of surveillance,
early detection and decision support in emergency management. With observation and datato-acquisition
towers linked to control and management centres, CICLOPE demonstrates how infrastructural and
informational design intersect in anticipate fire events. Yet systems of this kind also reveal a limit.
Detection alone does not ensure an effective local response. Without accessible communication channels,
trust in alerts, territorial knowledge and routes for coordinated action, technical information may remain
operationally incomplete.

Comparative overview

The reviewed cases suggest that emergency design cannot be reduced to a single design domain. Instead,
it operates across at least four recurrent forms of contribution. First, product design appears in portable
libraries, modular emergency shelters, wearable devices, irrigation artefacts and immobilisation
equipment. In these cases, design addresses material interaction, ergonomics, deployment and adaptation
to harsh conditions. The key concern is often usability under conditions of stress.

Second, communication and information design are central in warning systems, guidance frameworks,
maps, interfaces and educational platforms. This dimension is particularly relevant in LDTs, where poor
connectivity, ageing populations and fragmented institutions can compromise how information is received
and interpreted. Designing for legibility, redundancy and contextual relevance becomes crucial.

Third, system design emerges whenever multiple actors, technologies and services must be coordinated.
Search and Rescue (Cintora et al., 2023), CICLOPE (Gongalves et al., 2024) and wildfire preparedness
programmes (Autoridade Nacional de Protecdo Civil, 2018) all demonstrate that emergency design often
takes the form of integrated socio-technical systems rather than isolated products. Here, design
contributes by structuring relationships, protocols and data flows.

Fourth, social and service design shape participation, community interaction and organised routines of
preparedness and recovery. This dimension is visible in local resilience strategies, policy implementation
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guides and mobile cultural infrastructures such as the Ideas Box (Smith et al., 2022). It reminds us that
emergencies unfold socially as much as operationally. Table 1 summarises this comparative reading.

Table 1: Comparative overview of reference projects and dominant design contributions.

Project Main orientation ~ Dominant design Relevance for LDTs
contribution
Mértola Territorial Social and service design Strengthens community
strategies resilience interaction and place-based
adaptation
Wet Grafts Environmental Product design Preventive ecological support

resilience

through situated material
devices

Regreening Africa

Environmental
resilience

Communication and
system design

Supports land-based action
through accessible information
tools

Farm MAPPER /

Rural emergency

System, interface and

Geolocated hazard mapping and

MAPPER:AR preparedness information design AR visualisation to support
responders in dispersed rural
environments

Ideas Box Humanitarian Product and service design Mobile infrastructure for

access and social information, education and
continuity psychosocial continuity

EINSTUDIO Emergency Product and spatial design  Portability, modularity and rapid

proposals shelter and care deployment for emergency
support

Search and Operational System and interface Integrated communication

Rescue response design across responders, victims and
devices

Safe Village, Community Communication and Local routines, guidance and

Safe People wildfire service design procedural legibility

preparedness

CICLOPE Early wildfire System and infrastructural  Surveillance and decision

detection design support in fire-prone territory

Rethinking emergency design for low-density territories

What, then, distinguishes emergency design in LDTs from emergency design in general? The answer
proposed here is that in these territories, emergency is shaped by the specific spatial, social and
infrastructural conditions of the place. Vulnerability is not only produced by sudden events but by the
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everyday distribution of people, services, infrastructures and resources across space. As a result, design
cannot intervene effectively if it addresses only the dramatic moment of crisis. It must also engage with the
slower conditions that make certain emergencies more severe and certain populations harder to protect.

In this sense, emergency design in LDTs requires a shift in perspective. Rather than treating an emergency
as an episodic event, it must be understood as a condition structured by everyday territorial dynamics.
Building on existing discussions of emergency design as a transdisciplinary and process-oriented field
(Giraldi, 2022), this study proposes a reframing grounded in the specific realities of wildfire-prone rural
regions. The following three implications outline a provisional conceptual framework (Table 2) for
understanding emergency design in these contexts. Their contribution lies not in introducing entirely new
categories but in articulating them through the specific territorial conditions of low-density regions:

e The first implication is systemic. Emergency design must operate across interconnected levels,
from artefacts and interfaces to services and territorial infrastructures. Interventions cannot be
conceived in isolation. A warning device depends on the clarity of the service it activates.
Monitoring systems rely on residents’ capacity to interpret and act on information.
Preparedness plans must account for embodied conditions such as age, mobility and access.

e The second implication is temporal. Emergency design must address the continuity between
preparedness, response and recovery. These are not discrete phases but interdependent
processes that unfold over time, requiring coordinated strategies that anticipate, support and
extend beyond the moment of crisis.

e The third implication is epistemic. Effective intervention depends on integrating multiple forms
of knowledge. Emergency design in these territories requires collaboration between design
researchers, civil protection actors, municipalities, technologists, social scientists and local
communities, as well as the incorporation of situated and experiential knowledge that is often
absent from standardised frameworks.

Table 2: Provisional conceptual framework.

Relevance for LDTs’ wildfire

Dimension Design concern
preparedness
) Artefacts, interfaces, services, Coordination across dispersed
Systemic .
infrastructures actors
Continuity before, during and
Temporal Preparedness, response, recovery .
after crisis
) ] Technical, institutional and local Situated decision-making and
Epistemic
knowledge trust

From this perspective, the contribution of design lies less in solving risk definitively than in configuring
conditions for understanding and action. Design can make relationships visible between landscape and
settlement, between hazard and communication, between data and decision and between institutions and
residents. It can also expose mismatches, where official procedures do not correspond to lived geographies,
where interfaces assume levels of literacy or connectivity that are absent or where technologies privilege
central monitoring over local usability. A critical emergency design practice should therefore not simply add
more devices to vulnerable territories. It should ask what kinds of mediation are needed by whom and
under what territorial conditions.
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This is why the notion of situatedness is decisive. LDTs are not homogeneous, and a deeper understanding
of these territories is essential. Mountain villages, dispersed agricultural zones, peri-forest settlements and
inland municipalities differ in morphology, access, demographics and institutional support. Emergency
design must therefore be adaptable without becoming abstract. It should generate frameworks and tools
capable of local translation. In practical terms, this may involve co-designed communication protocols,
intelligible risk maps, mobile information infrastructures, distributed warning interfaces and service models
tailored to seasonal population fluctuations and variable network coverage.

The preliminary review presented here also points to a methodological agenda for future research.

More empirical work is needed on how residents of LDTs perceive and use emergency information, how
designed systems perform under real conditions of stress, how preventive programmes are adapted to the
profiles and needs of local communities and how design can mediate between advanced technological
infrastructures and everyday territorial practice. Case study research, participatory design methods and
post-event evaluations would all be valuable in deepening our understanding of this field.

Conclusion

In line with its objectives, this article has clarified the relevance of emergency design in LDTs, outlined

a provisional conceptual framework and examined selected precedents that position the field within

a broader design discourse. Rather than proposing a general theory of emergency design, the study argues
for a territorialised interpretation in which vulnerability is embedded in everyday spatial, social and
infrastructural conditions.

The analysis shows that design contributes not by eliminating risk but by structuring conditions for
understanding, prevention and effective action across multiple levels. In this sense, the main contribution
of this article lies in reframing emergency design through the specific realities of LDTs, in which
preparedness, communication, and response are inseparable from territorial conditions.

The proposed framework, organised around systemic, temporal and epistemic implications, repositions
emergency design as a situated and transdisciplinary practice. Further empirical research is needed to
understand how residents, institutions and designed systems interact under real conditions of risk.
Emergency design for low-density territories should therefore be understood as a critical field of inquiry
concerned with preparedness, mediation and collective capacity to act.

Declaration on the use of Al

Generative artificial intelligence tools were used to support the translation of the manuscript into English
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the responsibility of the author(s).
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Abstract

This paper addresses the role of beauty in contemporary public space, proposing a shift from an object-
based, formal conception of aesthetics to a relational, experiential, and process-oriented framework.
Although recent policy initiatives, such as the New European Bauhaus, have positioned beauty alongside
sustainability and inclusion as a key dimension of urban transformation, its integration into design and
evaluation practices remains limited. Responding to this gap, the paper develops a theoretical and
framework-building contribution aimed at operationalising beauty as a relational and experiential
dimension of public space. The paper introduces the “Beauty for All” model, developed through design
research experimentation in the Milano Innovation District (MIND), a large-scale urban regeneration area
characterised by ongoing urban transformation. Grounded in philosophical aesthetics, urban studies, and
relational design approaches, the “Beauty for All” model is articulated as a conceptual and operational
framework to strategically orient urban public space design, placing beauty at the centre of the process.

In particular, the model describes beauty in terms of emotionality, conviviality, plurality, and equity. These
dimensions constitute the qualities of public space in terms of experience and relationality. The framework
contributes to current debates on urban evaluation by moving beyond exclusively KPI-based approaches
and by promoting a conceptual shift in design and strategic processes, integrating the environmental,
social, and experiential dimensions of beauty. Its primary contribution lies in reframing beauty as an
experiential and relational dimension for urban transformation, capable of supporting designers,
policymakers, and stakeholders in discussing and orienting public space development.

Keywords: Beauty, Placemaking, Urban transformation, Design evaluation, New European Bauhaus

Introduction

The notion of beauty in design has progressively shifted from a purely formal and aesthetic conception
towards a more complex, relational, and experiential dimension (Koskinen & Meroni, 2024). Contemporary
urban transformations require approaches that not only optimise functionality and efficiency but also
integrate social, cultural, and environmental dimensions, including inclusion, well-being, a sense of
belonging, and sustainability (Gehl, 2010; Montgomery, 2013). This shift is particularly relevant in the
context of public space, where aesthetic quality cannot be understood solely as visual order or formal
coherence but must be interpreted as a situated condition that emerges through use, interaction,
accessibility, affective attachment, and collective meaning-making. From this perspective, beauty becomes
a relational quality of urban experience: it is produced through encounters among spatial configurations,
everyday practices, social relations, and the symbolic meanings attributed to places.

The recent New European Bauhaus initiative has explicitly repositioned beauty as a fundamental value

of urban development towards sustainability, alongside participation and inclusion (European Commission,
2021). This perspective interprets beauty as a dimension of social relations and environments rather than
confined to artistic expression or visual quality (Al-Azzawi et al., 2025). Nevertheless, beauty is difficult to
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evaluate. While quantitative indicators are fundamental for measuring quantitative outcomes, they do not
capture, for instance, the experiential, relational, and symbolic dimensions of urban experience, which are
more closely aligned with qualitative measurement. Although relational and experiential interpretations
of aesthetics have been widely discussed in philosophy, urban studies, and design research, these
perspectives have rarely been translated into operational frameworks that support urban transformation
processes and evaluation practices.

For instance, liveability frameworks frequently prioritise measurable indicators such as safety, walkability,
environmental comfort, and service provision, while paying limited attention to the experiential and
symbolic dimensions through which people emotionally relate to places. Similarly, accessibility assessment
tools often focus on technical and functional parameters, including mobility, connectivity, and barrier-free
access, without fully addressing how different groups subjectively experience inclusion, comfort, or
belonging within space (Carmona, 2019). For example, in contemporary smart cities and key performance
indicator (KPI)-driven urban governance models, increasing reliance on quantifiable metrics privileges the
measurement of dimensions such as footfall, green surface ratios, transport efficiency, and economic
performance (Kitchin et al., 2015). Certification systems and urban rankings, including frameworks such

as LEED for Neighbourhood Development (https://www.usgbc.org/leed/rating-systems/neighborhood-

development) or Global Liveability Indexes developed by institutions such as the Economist Intelligence
Unit (https://www.eiu.com), frequently reduce urban quality to sets of standardised indicators, leaving

little room for the subjective, affective, and culturally situated aspects of urban experience (Sharifi

& Murayama, 2013). As a consequence, dimensions such as atmosphere, a sense of belonging, symbolic
meaning, or the capacity of space to generate everyday encounters often remain marginal in evaluation
processes, despite being central to how people perceive and experience the beauty and quality of public
space (Berleant & Carlson, 2007).

In this context, this paper proposes the “Beauty for All” model, which supports decision-makers,
policymakers, and designers in considering experiential outcomes when designing and evaluating the
quality of public spaces, while putting the concept of beauty at the centre of the process.

The contribution of the paper is not merely to discuss beauty as an abstract aesthetic category but to
conceptualise beauty as a relational and experiential condition that can orient urban transformation
processes. The framework advances existing placemaking and urban quality approaches by integrating
aesthetics, inclusion, participation, and evaluation into a unified interpretative and operational structure.
The Milano Innovation District (MIND) serves as the empirical reference context. The MIND is a large-scale
urban regeneration project developed on the former Expo 2015 site, characterised by continuous
transformation and by the involvement of a plurality of actors. In this environment, which may be defined
as one of “permanent temporariness” (Bishop & Williams, 2012), public space does not appear as a stable
configuration but rather as a continuously evolving relational field.

In evolving contexts, beauty must be understood as an emergent phenomenon arising from the interaction
among spatial configurations, social practices, and processes of appropriation. Consequently, the
evaluation of initiatives tested over time can also be reconsidered, no longer as an ex post measurement
of stabilised results, but as a continuous process of interpretation and orientation of transformation.

Starting from these premises, this paper is articulated around two main research questions: (1) how can
beauty be understood as a relational and experiential dimension of urban public space? (2) how can this
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dimension be operationalised within a framework for design and evaluation, integrating inclusion and
sustainability? This paper should therefore be interpreted primarily as a theoretical and framework-
building contribution. It aims to articulate a conceptual framework that supports future experimentation,
contextual adaptation, and reflection on the role of beauty in contemporary urban transformation, without
considering the model as a validated assessment tool.

Philosophical aesthetics

In philosophical aesthetics, the concept of beauty has historically been associated with formal properties
and universal judgments. In Critique of Judgment, Kant (1790/2000) defines beauty as a disinterested
pleasure grounded in a form of purposiveness without purpose and frames aesthetic experience as
contemplative, autonomous, and separate from the practical dimension. This position has exerted a long-
standing influence on Western thought, contributing to the consolidation of a view of beauty as an intrinsic
quality of objects and as the object of universalisable judgments.

Subsequent interpretations progressively challenged the separation between subject and object,
reconnecting aesthetic experience to everyday life, embodied perception, and situated interaction with the
environment. In the field of art, Stroud (2014) proposes linking the beauty of art to its experience, arguing
that aesthetic value does not reside in an artefact’s properties but emerges from the interactions among
individuals, artefacts, and the environment. This perspective connects to what Berleant (2018, 2025)
describes as aesthetic engagement, in which aesthetic perception is intertwined with the environment
itself. This perspective is also connected to Dewey’s pragmatist aesthetics, according to which aesthetic
experience emerges through active engagement with situations and environments rather than through
detached contemplation (Dewey, 1934/2005). From this standpoint, beauty is understood as a condition
that arises from lived, meaningful experience. Aesthetic experience is, therefore, inseparable from action,
participation, and social interaction, becoming embedded in ordinary practices and everyday
environments. Aesthetic experience is, therefore, considered immersive and is built through a continuous
relationship between the subject and the context. Similarly, Carlson (2005) argues that understanding the
natural and built environments directly influences the quality of aesthetic experience, which is shaped by
cognitive and contextual dimensions.

Expanding the boundaries of aesthetics to everyday life, beauty is no longer limited to artistic objects and
artefacts but manifests in daily interactions and in how individuals inhabit spaces within ordinary
environments, practices, and routines (Di Stefano, 2017). This implies that aesthetic value is deeply
situated and relational, shaped by habits, cultural contexts, and social practices (Granger, 2003).

This theoretical transition from an object-based to an experiential conception of beauty represents

a fundamental step in the present contribution: beauty is understood as a situated, processual
phenomenon that emerges through relationships among subjects, environments, practices, and symbolic
meanings. Aesthetic quality is, therefore, not fixed or universal, but continuously negotiated through lived
experience and social interaction.

A further development can be seen in the field of the aesthetics of interaction, focusing on the use of

products and services (M&ttus & Lamas, 2015). This perspective emphasises that beauty arises from the
experience of use and from interactions with systems and environments.

78



Taken together, these contributions enable the construction of a theoretical framework in which beauty
is understood as a situated, relational, and processual phenomenon. This position constitutes the
conceptual foundation of the “Beauty for All” model, in which experience becomes the primary unit of
analysis and relationality the generative principle by which aesthetic value is constructed and transformed
in public space.

Aesthetics and the quality of public space

In urban studies, the aesthetic dimension has historically been addressed through concepts such as urban
quality, liveability, sense of place, and the image of the city (Lynch, 2013). In these approaches, attention

is mainly focused on the legibility of space, its formal organisation, and its capacity to orient users’
experience. Although aesthetics is not always explicitly addressed in these approaches, it implicitly emerges
from the relationship among spatial configuration, perception, and everyday urban experience.

The quality of public space depends on its capacity to enable relationships, enabling diverse uses, and
structure experience around the human scale (Gehl, 2010; Whyte, 1980). From this perspective, beauty
cannot be reduced to formal or stylistic properties but emerges as a relational quality grounded in lived
experience, social interaction, and processes of appropriation. Public space is then perceived as
aesthetically meaningful when it supports encounters, coexistence, accessibility, and collective forms of
urban life. Accordingly, aesthetic quality depends not only on how spaces appear but also on how they are
inhabited, interpreted, and collectively experienced over time. Besides, beauty is closely connected to the
quality of environments; in this regard, Bohme’s (2013) concept of atmosphere is particularly relevant,
emphasising how environments generate emotional and affective conditions that shape how spaces are
perceived and inhabited. Consequently, places may be perceived as aesthetically rich or poor not
exclusively because of their formal characteristics but because of their ability to sustain meaningful uses,
emotional attachment, and forms of social recognition. This interpretation shifts the understanding of
beauty from the domain of representation to that of lived urban experience. This interpretation also
resonates with placemaking approaches, which emphasise participation, social interaction, and collective
appropriation in shaping the quality and identity of public spaces (Montgomery, 2013). Urban quality

is then conceived as an emergent and continuously negotiated process involving users, practices, and
local communities.

Experiential aesthetics and design

In the field of design, the role of aesthetics has undergone a significant transformation, shifting from a
predominantly formal and stylistic function to a strategic, relational dimension of value creation. Studies
such as those by Candi and Saemundsson (2011) demonstrate how aesthetics contributes not only to the
perceived quality of products and environments but also to their performance in terms of engagement,
meaning, and recognisability.

The design field has undergone a significant epistemological and operational shift, moving beyond discrete
solutions towards orchestration of complex socio-technical systems, services, and relational dynamics
(Buchanan, 2001). This broader understanding of design objects entails the involvement of multiple actors
and recognises value creation as a collaborative, situated process that emerges from different contributions
and interactions. Value emerges through situated processes of interaction and specific contextual
conditions. It follows that the design process becomes a practice capable of orchestrating relationships
between actors and systems, through which certain qualities, including beauty, emerge. This perspective
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is particularly relevant in contemporary urban transformation processes, in which public space is
increasingly shaped by participatory, collaborative, and multi-stakeholder dynamics. In these contexts,
design no longer acts exclusively through the production of forms or objects but through the configuration
of conditions that enable social interaction, inclusion, and collective experience. Accordingly, aesthetic
value is co-produced through situated interactions and cannot be interpreted as an intrinsic property of
space detached from its users and practices. The relational perspective on beauty, therefore, holds that
aesthetic qualities emerge from networks of relationships among human beings, artefacts, and socio-
technical systems, rather than from isolated entities (Botter et al., 2024).

Relationships between material and immaterial dimensions become central objects of design activity,
enabling experiential and relational qualities to be interpreted as meaningful dimensions of urban
transformation. Accordingly, the “Beauty for All” model is proposed as a conceptual device that connects
aesthetic theory, relational issues, and urban transformation processes. The model seeks to support
interpretative and strategic reflections on how beauty may contribute to the construction of inclusive,
participatory, and experientially meaningful public spaces, without functioning exclusively as an
evaluation framework.

Measuring qualitative outcomes

Evaluation systems in public space practices remain largely dominated by quantitative and performance-
based indicators. These models, often structured around KPls, prioritise measurable dimensions such as
density, accessibility, flows, or economic return, proving effective for comparability, monitoring, and
accountability. However, they tend to overlook or underrepresent qualitative, symbolic, and experiential
dimensions that are central to urban quality (Montgomery, 2013).

In response to these limitations, several emerging evaluation approaches have attempted to integrate
qualitative and quantitative dimensions while shifting attention from purely outcome-based measurements
toward the processes that enable urban transformation and collective value creation. In these perspectives,
evaluation is no longer interpreted exclusively as a technical procedure for measuring performance but as

a process that contributes to the construction of meaning and value within projects themselves (Foglieni et
al., 2017). Interesting examples focusing on experiences and qualitative outcomes include the Cornerstone
Indicators model developed by Dark Matter Labs (2022) and the relational approach proposed by
Vandevyvere and Wyckmans (2023), which they developed in the context of the CRAFT European project;
these emphasise the importance of incorporating experiential dimensions into evaluation systems. These
approaches are particularly relevant because they move beyond the assumption that urban quality can be
fully captured through standardised metrics. Instead, they recognise that transformation processes involve
situated experiences, relational dynamics, and context-dependent forms of value that require
interpretative and adaptive evaluation frameworks.

In this evolving debate, the “Beauty for All” framework contributes to ongoing reflections on how
experiential and relational dimensions may be incorporated into discussions on urban quality and
transformation. It is not based on a standardised assessment protocol; instead, the framework supports
the construction of situated interpretative structures through which beauty can be discussed in relation

to local conditions, collective experiences, and evolving forms of public life. In this sense, aesthetics,
participation, inclusion, and urban experience are brought together within a unified conceptual perspective

80



that supports reflection on contemporary urban transformation processes. This approach is particularly
significant in the context of the New European Bauhaus, where beauty is increasingly interpreted as

a condition connected to sustainability, accessibility, participation, and collective well-being. Consequently,
discussing beauty in urban evaluation also requires reconsidering how public value, social interaction, and
lived experience are interpreted in transformation processes.

Methodology

The development of the “Beauty for All” model is grounded in a research approach that combines
theoretical inquiry with participatory practices. The methodological framework adopts a transdisciplinary
perspective integrating contributions from philosophical aesthetics, urban studies, design research, and
social impact evaluation.

The research process was developed within the framework of the European project DESIRE — Designing the
Irresistible Circular Society, funded under the New European Bauhaus initiative between 2023 and 2025.
Within this initiative, the Milano Innovation District (MIND) functioned as an exploratory and experimental
context through which relational and experiential interpretations of beauty could be discussed and
conceptually articulated. MIND, developed on the former Expo 2015 site in Milan, is an ongoing urban
transformation area characterised by institutional complexity, temporary uses, evolving spatial
configurations, and the coexistence of heterogeneous actors and communities. In this sense, the district
offered a particularly relevant context for reflecting on beauty not as a stable formal quality but as an
emergent condition connected to interaction, appropriation, participation, and collective urban experience
(Villari et al., 2025).

The research process included participatory workshops, co-design activities, exploratory discussions, and
collective reflection sessions involving designers, institutional actors, MIND operators, citizens, students,
and public space users. These activities contributed to the interpretative construction of the framework
by enabling the emergence of situated understandings of beauty connected to public space experience.

The framework development process was articulated through three interconnected phases. The initial
phase focused on reviewing the literature on aesthetics, public space, urban quality, and evaluation
approaches to identify the main conceptual tensions surrounding beauty in contemporary urban discourse.
This analysis highlighted three main issues: the persistence of object-based interpretations of beauty; the
limited integration of experiential and relational dimensions in urban evaluation systems; and the growing
need for frameworks that connect aesthetics, participation, inclusion, and sustainability.

The second phase consisted of exploratory and participatory activities developed in the MIND context. The
research adopted a qualitative, interpretative logic to identify recurrent experiential patterns, shared
perceptions, and situated meanings associated with public space quality. The materials collected included
workshop outputs, observational notes, visual mappings, and qualitative feedback generated throughout
the participatory process.

The third phase involved a process of conceptual synthesis through which the emerging reflections were

reorganised into four interconnected interpretative dimensions: emotionality, conviviality, plurality, and
equity. These dimensions constitute the conceptual structure of the “Beauty for All” framework. These
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dimensions operate as interpretative lenses through which beauty can be discussed in relation to urban
transformation processes, public space experience, and collective forms of inhabitation.

The “Beauty for All” model: Towards an accessible and equitable beauty of public space

The “Beauty for All” model has been developed in the Milano Innovation District (MIND) to support a long-
term transformation that makes public space accessible, inclusive, and meaningful to a plurality of users.
In line with the principles of the New European Bauhaus (European Commission, 2021), the framework
positions beauty as an integrative dimension that connects inclusion and participation to support
sustainable transitions. The framework is conceived as a relational and operational structure composed

of four interconnected levels: (1) interpretative dimensions, (2) observable experiential factors, (3)
contextualised evaluation criteria and metrics, and (4) transformation scenarios. This articulation allows

a theoretical notion of beauty to be translated into an operational device for designing and evaluating
public space outcomes.

The model is structured around four interpretative dimensions — emotionality, conviviality, plurality, and
equity — which articulate a contextualised concept of beauty for the MIND public space (See Figure 1).
These dimensions do not function as isolated categories or fixed indicators but as relational lenses through
which public space can be interpreted in experiential and social terms. Each dimension highlights specific
aspects of urban experience, such as affective attachment, sociability, coexistence, accessibility,
participation, and collective recognition. Within the exploratory reflections developed in the MIND, these
dimensions informed the imagining of possible trajectories for transforming public space in ways related
to collective well-being, participation, accessibility, and urban coexistence.

Indeed, the framework does not merely describe the current state of space but supports the identification
of priorities, actions, and intervention strategies. For instance, in the MIND district, the dimension of
emotionality was associated with perceived comfort, environmental recognisability, and a sense of safety,
while conviviality was associated with the frequency of informal interactions, collective activities, and
opportunities for spontaneous encounters. Plurality was understood as the coexistence of diverse
practices, user groups, and forms of spatial appropriation, whereas equity was linked to accessibility,
inclusion, and opportunities to participate in decision-making processes.

In this sense, the “Beauty for All” model does not propose a standardised system of indicators but a
transferable approach to constructing situated evaluation systems, in which beauty is defined and assessed
through collaborative processes. Accordingly, the framework should not be interpreted as a universal
assessment protocol but rather as an adaptive, context-sensitive structure that supports urban
transformation processes through locally situated interpretations of beauty.

Beauty as emotionality

Emotionality connects beauty to the experiential perceptions of public space. From this perspective,
aesthetic quality is related to the capacity of public spaces to create specific conditions during experiences,
such as feeling safe, comfortable, and familiar, and to foster a sense of belonging, thereby supporting
people to feel comfortable, recognised, or engaged. In this perspective, elements often interpreted
exclusively as functional, such as safety, comfort, accessibility, and environmental recognisability, become
central components of aesthetic experience and perceived spatial quality. This concept is linked to place
attachment in environmental psychology, which considers the emotional bonds between individuals and
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places central to well-being and identity (Scannell & Gifford, 2010).

Within the “Beauty for All” framework, emotionality, therefore, functions as an interpretative dimension
through which beauty can be understood as emerging from lived experience, affective attachment, and the
capacity of public space to sustain meaningful relationships between individuals and environments.

Beauty as conviviality

Conviviality interprets beauty as a relational phenomenon emerging through social interaction. From this
perspective, aesthetic value is not located in space itself but in the practices it enables and the relationships
it facilitates. Public space is therefore perceived as aesthetically meaningful when it is collectively
experienced, socially activated, and capable of supporting spontaneous encounters and shared practices
(Koskinen & Meroni, 2024). Conviviality thus describes the extent to which public space can sustain forms
of sociability, collective participation, and informal interaction. Botter et al. (2024) introduce the concept of
convivial aesthetics, according to which aesthetic value emerges around shared practices and the collective
use of space. In the “Beauty for All” model, beauty combined with conviviality translates into opportunities
for encounters that public space creates, the ability to enable different uses, and the favouring of informal
interactions. In the MIND context, this dimension was associated with the activation of common spaces,
the coexistence of formal and informal activities, and the capacity of public environments to facilitate
interaction among heterogeneous communities and users.

Beauty as plurality

In public spaces, plurality is closely related to the ability to include a multiplicity of users, uses, and
meanings, fostering social interaction, empathy, and community cohesion. From this perspective, plurality
enhances the relational and experiential quality of public space by enabling coexistence among different
practices, identities, temporalities, and forms of appropriation. Theoretically, this dimension aligns with
pluralistic and decolonial perspectives, conceiving plurality as the coexistence of multiple worldviews and
knowledge systems (Escobar, 2018). Plurality also implies embracing polycentric and participatory design
models, decision-making protocols and inclusive forms of governance and spatial cohesion (Di Prete et al.,
2021; European Commission, 2021).

Furthermore, plurality also implies moving beyond anthropocentric understandings of urban environments
by acknowledging the role of more-than-human relations in public space. In the “Beauty for All” model,
plurality is expressed through the capacity of public space to accommodate diverse uses, heterogeneous
communities, multiple cultural representations, and differentiated ways of inhabiting and interpreting
space. Beauty, therefore, emerges through processes of coexistence, negotiation, and mutual recognition
among different actors, practices, and perspectives. In this sense, aesthetically meaningful public spaces
are not conceived as homogeneous or fully controlled environments but as open, adaptive ecologies that
support diversity and collective coexistence. In the “Beauty for All” framework, plurality describes how
beauty can be connected to diversity, coexistence, openness, and the capacity of public space to sustain
multiple forms of collective life.

Beauty as equity

Equity can be understood as a dimension that acknowledges unequal starting conditions and seeks to
address barriers to equal access to opportunities (Soja, 2013). Equity connects the concept of beauty in
public space to issues of spatial justice, accessibility, and participation. From this perspective, aesthetic
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quality cannot be separated from the conditions that regulate who can access, use, and shape space.
Beauty is, therefore, reframed not as a privilege for a few but as a collective right that should be ensured
for all. In public space transformation processes, equity concerns the possibility for diverse communities
and users to access resources, opportunities, services, and decision-making processes under fair and
inclusive conditions. It entails, for example, the capacity to provide fair resource distribution or to foster
inclusive forms of governance. From this perspective, beauty becomes inseparable from the capacity of
urban environments to support inclusion, accessibility, representation, and shared agency. It means going
beyond physical and structural issues to include perceptions of powerlessness and the consequent
experiences of exclusion.

In the “Beauty for All” model, equity is translated into factors such as accessibility, social inclusion, and
participatory governance. The dimension of equity is explicitly related to a normative interpretation

of beauty, connecting aesthetic quality to dignity, justice, accessibility, and participation. Public space
becomes beautiful not only when it is visually or experientially appreciated, but when it enables equitable
forms of presence, use, recognition, and collective participation. In the MIND context, this dimension was
associated with the accessibility of spaces and services, the inclusion of heterogeneous publics, and the
possibility for different actors to contribute to shaping the transformation process over time.

Metric A
Metric 5

Metric 6

T b E—— :
{ Scenario Beauty for All

ooua|Ised

Figure 1: The “Beauty for All” model developed within the Milano Innovation District (MIND), illustrating the
relationship between interpretative dimensions, experiential factors, contextualised metrics, and
transformation scenarios.
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Conclusions

This paper has explored the role of beauty in public space by developing the “Beauty for All” model within
the MIND. It proposes a design and evaluation framework that integrates New European Bauhaus
principles, placing beauty at the centre of the urban regeneration process, and offers a tool to translate
these values into design practices and outcome evaluation systems.

The framework interprets evaluation as a participatory and interpretative process, and understands beauty
as a situated and relational phenomenon that emerges through social interaction, spatial practices, and
collective experience. The main contribution of this work is to propose an interpretative model that
translates beauty into an observable, designable, and evaluative dimension. The model is conceived as an
open and adaptable framework whose transferability depends on the possibility of reactivating locally
situated processes of interpretation, participation, and contextualisation. It is designed to be applied in
different urban contexts, adopting contextualised indicators.

At the same time, the framework presents some limitations. The construction of qualitative and relational
evaluation systems requires interpretative capabilities, participatory processes, and context-sensitive
research activities that may be difficult to standardise or scale within conventional urban assessment
practices. Moreover, the model should currently be interpreted as a propositional and framework-building
contribution rather than a fully validated assessment protocol.

Future developments may explore how the framework can support further discussions on urban
evaluation, participatory evaluation approaches, and public space transformation across diverse urban
contexts. In particular, further research may examine how relational and experiential interpretations of
beauty can inform urban quality, sustainability, and collective well-being, redefining measurement
approaches and decision-making tools to preserve situated, relational, and adaptive processes.
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	Abstract
	This article examines the experiences of non-Indigenous academics who provide culturally competent design education to international students, with a focus on supporting an Aboriginal digital health and wellbeing research project. Employing critical r...
	Keywords: Aboriginal, Wellbeing, Cross-cultural, Cultural competency, Digital health, Design education, Critical reflexivity, Autoethnography
	Introduction
	As the first peoples of Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing outcomes are negatively impacted by colonial influences of non-Indigenous society (Sherwood, 2013). Colonisation and colonialism have been...
	Cultural competency is a reflexive process that aims to foster social change by enabling ethical relationality and collaboration in intercultural settings (University of Sydney, 2025d). Within the Australian University sector, upskilling in cultural c...
	This article explores the cross-cultural collaboration experiences of non-Indigenous academics who facilitated a postgraduate design unit of study at the University of Sydney, Australia. In sharing non-Indigenous autoethnographic reflections informed ...
	Before exploring autoethnographic reflections from non-Indigenous academics, this article will overview Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander concepts of social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) and cultural determinants of health (CDH), the lead author’...
	Background
	Social and emotional wellbeing and the cultural determinants of health
	Improving the mental health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is a national public health priority (Commonwealth of Australia, 2021). Through research and education, opportunities exist to support Aboriginal and Torres Str...
	CDH is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific model of health and wellbeing, comprising cultural practices, beliefs, and values that inform positive health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Verbunt et al., 2021). In...
	The research partnership is interdisciplinary and cross-industry, involving Aboriginal and non-Indigenous academics in public health and human–computer interaction, an Aboriginal community-controlled organisation, and an Australian immersive-technolog...
	Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander wellbeing and digital health
	Approaches that leverage digital health to support Aboriginal wellbeing are an emerging field of research (Jones et al., 2017; Puszka et al., 2016). Many opportunities exist to establish evidence that contributes towards understanding how digital heal...
	IDEA9301 Graduation studio
	IDEA9301 is the culminating educational experience for Master of Interaction Design and Electronic Arts (MIDEA) postgraduate students at the USYD (University of Sydney, 2025b). IDEA9301 provides students with opportunities to support real-world projec...
	a design prototype, showcased at the IDEA9301 student exhibition. To support the research partnership with identifying how digital health technologies could support enhanced SEWB and CDH outcomes for Aboriginal peoples, the students had to explore pot...
	for Aboriginal people’. Before the commencement of semester 1, 2024, co-design meetings with staff in leadership positions at each research partner organisation led to the endorsement of the educational collaboration with IDEA9301.
	For IDEA9301 students and staff, it was the first time an Aboriginal-specific client design brief had been offered. Recognising this significance, our collaboration began with several strategic planning meetings, during which we discussed the knowledg...
	Arising from strategic planning meetings, our academic team recognised a unique opportunity to conduct evaluative research exploring the cross-cultural experiences of non-Indigenous academics facilitating IDEA9301. Critical reflexivity and autoethnogr...
	Methods
	Critical reflexivity and autoethnography
	Critical reflexivity acknowledges that individuals and groups innately possess subjective biases that influence research (Coburn & Gormally, 2017). As a research method that supports evaluation, critical reflexivity emphasises the importance of unders...
	Autoethnography is a research method that engages researchers in critical analysis of specific phenomena (Denshire, 2014). This method involves systematically documenting, reflecting on, and evaluating personal experiences, observations, and outcomes ...
	Data collection and analysis
	Critical reflexivity was leveraged to identify and understand individual researcher positionalities, variations between interdisciplinary approaches to education, cross-cultural support needs for students, and key themes of inquiry that would inform t...
	Results
	Cultural competency education
	For non-Indigenous academics, providing foundational cultural competency knowledge and skills to the IDEA9301 cohort was integral. With minimal prior experience in Aboriginal-specific education and design work, the non-Indigenous academics reported mu...
	Cross-cultural considerations
	IDEA9301 comprised a mostly international student cohort, presenting unique cross-cultural education requirements. One key challenge for the non-Indigenous academics was providing education that helped students understand how socio-cultural, health, a...
	During the cross-cultural experience of facilitating this feedback, the importance of maintaining strengths-based approaches in challenging moments was identified as a valuable educational lesson and practical opportunity to counter negative cross-cul...
	Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement
	Ethical engagement with Aboriginal stakeholders, who could provide cross-cultural support to the non-Indigenous academics and students, was considered integral to the collaboration. However, the consultation and engagement processes also presented cha...
	For the client collaborator and Gadigal Centre staff, the non-Indigenous academics explained that their involvement was essential for providing cross-cultural support to the non-Indigenous academics and IDEA9301 students. From the perspective of a non...
	Discussion
	Based on the reflections and experiences of non-Indigenous academics, this research highlights the importance of incorporating cultural competency and strengths-based approaches in cross-cultural education. Using critical reflexivity and autoethnograp...
	Although the collaboration aimed to embed meaningful cross-cultural opportunities with Aboriginal stakeholders to support students, the non-Indigenous academics reported that this did not adequately occur. Barriers that inhibited this process stemmed ...
	Working with an Aboriginal-specific design brief allowed the non-Indigenous academics to reassess the need for and importance of genuine partnerships with Aboriginal communities and organisations. The non-Indigenous academics shared that it was a pivo...
	Conclusion
	This article offers insights into the supportive and restrictive factors, as well as the positive outcomes, from the IDEA9301 cross-cultural collaboration. Overall, this research identified meaningful cross-cultural outcomes that are conducive to supp...
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	Dialogues between craft and design: Collaborative processes between artisans and future designers
	Mónica Romãozinho a, Cláudia Pedro b a, Alberto Santamariac, Mariana Quintansc,  Rodrigo Lopesc, Christian Barrosc
	cUBI
	Abstract
	This reflection focuses on an academic project oriented towards social innovation that involved a partnership between the University of Beira Interior and Craft Lab Fundão, entities located in low-density Portuguese territories marked by problems such...
	Keywords: Craftsmanship, Product design, Collaborative processes
	Introduction
	In the 19th century, a fervent collective of artists and architects joined the Arts and Crafts movement, which held that Art is Beautiful when it serves the people. They criticized the quantity and poor quality of production in the Victorian period th...
	After more than a century, it is undeniable that there is a growing interest in the revitalization of traditional techniques such as basketry, pottery, weaving, and crafts that still exist throughout Portugal despite adversity, framed in an activity t...
	In the framework of the University of Beira Interior (UBI) Industrial Design course, we developed a project in partnership with Craft Lab Fundão that was contextualized in the DES’SIDE iLab. This project was based on unique learning with artisans and ...
	• to demonstrate to future designers that the answer to a problem does not always lie in industrial production and high technology
	• to make them aware of the role of design as a catalyst for change in society and in the world through participatory methodologies and co-creation
	• to understand that the practice of design is inscribed in a territory and must consider its particularities, its production resources, and identity.
	Providência and Silva highlight the fact that a wide range of professionals and agents is progressively involved in the discussion of the future of production in a post-industrial economy: “An economy in which massification becomes obsolete and unsust...
	Handicrafts are part of a universe of small family businesses often integrated in low-density territories. According to Albino (2017), “the concept of sustainability is also implicit in artisanal production processes, shaped by a great and continuous ...
	Design in context
	In Portugal, events involving craft and design are multiplying, such as the creation of the Biennial of Arts  & Crafts | New Design in 2024. The work developed under the Saber Fazer Program, which aims to preserve and enhance traditional arts and craf...
	In the context of the territory covered in this article, we must emphasize the Art(e)facts biennial in 2021. This project was part of the program for Guarda’s Candidacy for the European Capital of Culture Region 2027, under the theme “Supernatural Tog...
	by Gilles Clément” (Duarte, 2021).
	In artisanal products, native materials are preferred, techniques transmitted from generation to generation are applied, and each product has an identity; we will hardly find two identical ones. Collective memories are perpetuated, and feelings of aff...
	The sense of resilience has always been part of the essence of Beira Interior and its low-density territories: “In this region of the country, there is a proliferation of tough and brave people, whose epic has been the millennial struggle to wrest sca...
	Identity and memory are crucial qualities, meaning that the design project is not reduced to a merely utilitarian response. On the other hand, the national and international context has changed, as have behaviors and experiences, which means that some...
	Definition of the problem and objectives
	The exercise “A matéria prima é a Gardunha” aims to provide a project experience to 3rd-year industrial design students that would allow an incursion into the territory of Beira Interior through the knowledge of its cultural legacy and on-site learnin...
	• Identifying, understanding, and valuing the primary native vegetable fibres and traditional techniques used in basketry.
	• Approaching the basketry heritage and possible intersection with traditional pottery of Beira Interior, namely the typical cracked wooden technique of Gardunha, an objective proposed by Craft Lab Fundão that we embraced with enthusiasm.
	• Constructing a storytelling that is not exhausted in a simplistic and commercial formula that promotes consumption for consumption’s sake but that brings us closer to the territory, nature, and communities.
	• Acquiring ancestral knowledge through collaborative processes with artisans that can be integrated into their future professional design practice or research through design.
	Collaborative processes and co-creation
	At the beginning of the semester, the university team sought to outline the creative process together with the Craft Lab Fundão partners. The objectives to be achieved and standard rules were established, as were the students’ presentations of interme...
	From this perspective, the idea of design as an isolated, individual creation is contradicted. Masferrer (2024) shows that in creative processes, responsibilities can in fact be shared, ideas flow from one to the other, processes are open, and they ev...
	Our methodology placed its primary focus on this experience and the knowledge of the artisans invited by  Craft Lab Fundão. The design of the products themselves served only as a starting point for the designer–craftsman dialogue. A designer must know...
	The creative process included steps such as the initial delimitation of the problem through dialogue and joint reflection within the partnership, ideation, and synthesis (Figure 1). But as Masferrer (2024) explains, the creative process is also emotio...
	Between pottery and basketry: Development of exploratory projects
	Viewing the students’ final videos, which portray the process, it is evident that the emphasis is on this dialogue rather than on the final product. The programs were defined and substantiated by the students, grouped into the following typologies res...
	or lighting solutions to hand-scale products such as handbags. The same examples also reveal distinctive attitudes and points of view about the artifacts’ history, denoting in some cases a more faithful application of traditional techniques in prototy...
	Santamaria, following a first synchronic analysis of typologies in basketry, decided to develop a product for pets, considering his previous experience of contact with dogs, namely a bed, given the need to fill some usual gaps in this typology, such a...
	Figures 2-3-4: “Gardunha & Pet”. Credit: Alberto Santamaria.
	Other solutions resulted in the same way from a functional reinvention of the historical legacy but considering the possibilities of fusion between pottery and basketry traditions. After an investigation focused on basketry techniques (fibres and meth...
	Regarding cracked wood basketry, after the tree felling, a sickle is used to split the branches, as well as metal and wooden wedges that, together with the hammer, allow the trunks to split. Then, the craftsman prepares the wooden splints sitting on a...
	Figures 5-6-7: “Tenho de abalar”. Credit: Mariana Quintans.
	Considering the thermal properties of the pottery and the resistance of the chestnut tree splints, Lopes’s project consisted of the design of a wine cellar (Figures 8-10). The “S” shape represents the movement of the hands intertwining fibres and shap...
	Figures 8-9-10: Wine cellar. Credit: Rodrigo Lopes.
	Finally, on the hybrid border between industrial and fashion design, we identify two projects. The “magic pot”, Romãozinho’s creation, is based on experimentation around the giant feather grass from Sabugal and techniques transmitted by Isabel Martins...
	Figures 11-12-13: “Magic pot”. Credit: Mónica Romãozinho.
	In the last project, developed by Barros with the support of Cristina Fonseca and Bruno Fonseca, the intention was to create a versatile handbag that could be worn over the shoulder, vertically or horizontally, inspired by the portable tubes used to c...
	Figures 14-15-16: Bag. Credit: Christian Barros.
	Conclusions
	This collaborative pedagogical experience allowed us to systematize some fundamental observations:
	• Knowledge of traditional techniques can contribute to the development of more sustainable design projects in terms of autochthonous materials that reconnect the public with nature and territory, avoiding long-distance material travelling and embraci...
	• Understanding the impact of climate change on quantity and quality, the precarious conditions  of artisans’ professional practices derived from the political and financial framework, and the urgency  of a business model approach in this practice.
	• Artisans and designers must reflect on and improve the best engagement model, considering that real teamwork results from a balanced approach and assumed co-creation, and, consequently, a possible co-authorship that is sometimes not transparent.
	• Designers can contribute to the continuity of cultural legacies through the study of the artifacts and archetypes of design evolution, the dialogue with master craftsmen, the rethinking of product types considering contemporary society’s needs, inno...
	• Crafts rely on unique products that can contribute to a more humanized design practice that values the product construction of identity and storytelling.
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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 awa...
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	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...
	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...
	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 s...
	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 o...
	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 “International Conference, “Shaping the Future of ...
	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 ...
	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...
	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 lo...
	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 interdepen...
	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 ...
	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 ...
	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 with...
	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 position...
	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, bas...
	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 s...
	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 ...
	- 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, ev...
	- 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 tra...
	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 paradigmatic...
	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 a...
	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 pr...
	- 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...
	- 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 ...
	- 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 s...
	- 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 ...
	- 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 necessit...
	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 proposa...
	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,...
	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 support participatory and sustainable territor...
	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 embe...
	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...
	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 charact...
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	Abstract
	This article presents preliminary research into emergency design in low-density territories, focusing on rural and mountain regions exposed to wildfire risk. It argues that in these contexts, an emergency should not be understood as an isolated event ...
	Keywords: Emergency design, Low-density territories, Rural wildfire, Territorial vulnerability, Provisional framework
	Introduction Emergency design has emerged as an increasingly visible field within contemporary design discourse,  yet its conceptual boundaries remain unstable (De Angelis, 2024). Recent work has attempted to define its scope, limits and possibilities...
	This study addresses that problem through the lens of low-density territories (LDTs). These territories are often marked by dispersed settlement, ageing populations, limited infrastructure, poor connectivity and  a strong dependence on natural resourc...
	This article aligns with the scope of design for social change by addressing how emergency design can support vulnerable rural communities exposed to environmental risk. It is particularly connected to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11, Sustainabl...
	The objective of this study is not to claim an exhaustive theory of emergency design nor to offer  a comprehensive empirical account of all relevant case studies. Instead, the article seeks to clarify the topic’s relevance, identify a provisional conc...
	This study adopts an exploratory qualitative approach, grounded in a narrative review of selected projects and related literature. The cases were selected for their relevance to environmental stress, emergency response and infrastructural fragility, w...
	The article is organised in five parts. First, it briefly frames LDTs as emergency-prone environments rather than neutral geographical backgrounds. Second, it reviews the emerging literature on emergency design, framing it as a strategic and transdisc...
	Low-density territories as emergency conditions LDTs are frequently characterised through demographic or economic indicators. From a design research perspective, however, they are more productively understood as relational contexts in which remoteness...
	The Portuguese context offers a particularly pressing framework for examining these dynamics. Rural wildfires have become one of the most visible and destructive manifestations of climate-related emergencies, especially in inland regions marked by dep...
	This condition is particularly evident in the central region of Portugal, including the Schist Villages territory, which has been repeatedly affected by large-scale wildfires. The fires of June 2017, for instance, impacted villages, river beaches and ...
	Within this framework, wildfire in LDTs cannot be reduced to a mere natural hazard. It is entangled with broader territorial dynamics, including fragmented land ownership, complex topography, reduced mobility networks, limited digital coverage and sea...
	It is precisely at this intersection that a design perspective becomes critical. When emergency is framed exclusively as an operational matter for civil protection systems, the material, communicational and service environments through which risk is e...
	Such an approach also challenges reductive narratives of innovation. LDTs are often positioned either as technologically deprived spaces awaiting external intervention or as passive recipients of policy measures. However, design research points to res...
	Emergency design as a strategic and transdisciplinary field The consolidation of emergency design as a field reflects a broader transformation in the role of design itself. Piscitelli (2019) suggests that emergency should no longer be understood as a ...
	Giraldi (2022) deepens this argument by describing design for emergency as a new area of development and application, one in which the discipline’s central value lies in its adaptive capacity and its ability to synthesise heterogeneous forms of knowle...
	This transdisciplinary role is particularly relevant to wildfire scenarios, where the complexity of risk exceeds the jurisdiction of any single field. Fires are simultaneously environmental, territorial, infrastructural, political, communicational and...
	Giraldi (2022) also identifies four interrelated areas of intervention in emergency scenarios: prevention, training, monitoring and active response. Prevention involves preparing strategic plans and infrastructure before a disaster. Training concerns ...
	This interpretation resonates with Manzini’s (2016, p. 53) argument that contemporary design increasingly operates through methods, dialogues and enabling conditions rather than through the isolated production of finished objects. In an emergency, suc...
	Reference projects and lessons for low-density territories Faced with this emergency scenario in LDTs, the scientific community has contributed with innovative proposals in agronomy and informatics (Casau et al., 2022), geography (Bergonse et al., 202...
	A related example is the Wet Grafts project for the end of the concept of nature, presented within the Art(e)facts Biennial and discussed by Duarte (2021). The project developed pottery-based irrigation and water support devices to preserve ecosystems...
	The international Regreening Africa project provides another reference. As described in Designing Peace (Smith et al., 2022), the initiative employed digital tools to inform farmers about sustainable cultivation methods, soil restoration and nursery g...
	A further relevant precedent is the Farm MAPPER system and its augmented reality extension, developed to support emergency responders in agricultural settings (Weichelt et al., 2018). The project addresses  a specific rural problem: unlike industrial ...
	A second group of precedents comes from humanitarian and post-conflict contexts. The Ideas Box, developed by Bibliothèques Sans Frontières with Philippe Starck, is a portable multimedia and library infrastructure designed for refugee camps and other v...
	A third group of precedents concerns explicit emergency response systems. The European educational project EINSTUDIO (Kutbay & Yavuzcan, 2024; Yavuzcan & Kutbay, 2024) generated design proposals for humanitarian shelters and modular emergency wards, s...
	The Horizon 2020 Search and Rescue project offers a more technologically integrated example. It developed a communication and monitoring system that links professionals and victims through a shared platform, along with alert sensors, wearables, and ot...
	Portuguese wildfire governance also offers instructive examples. The programme Aldeia Segura, Pessoas Seguras (Safe Village, Safe People) provides implementation guidance for communities exposed to rural wildfire, aiming to protect people and property...
	Similarly, the CICLOPE wildfire monitoring system (Gonçalves et al., 2024) illustrates the role of surveillance, early detection and decision support in emergency management. With observation and datato-acquisition towers linked to control and managem...
	Comparative overview The reviewed cases suggest that emergency design cannot be reduced to a single design domain. Instead,  it operates across at least four recurrent forms of contribution. First, product design appears in portable libraries, modular...
	Second, communication and information design are central in warning systems, guidance frameworks, maps, interfaces and educational platforms. This dimension is particularly relevant in LDTs, where poor connectivity, ageing populations and fragmented i...
	Third, system design emerges whenever multiple actors, technologies and services must be coordinated. Search and Rescue (Cintora et al., 2023), CICLOPE (Gonçalves et al., 2024) and wildfire preparedness programmes (Autoridade Nacional de Proteção Civi...
	Fourth, social and service design shape participation, community interaction and organised routines of preparedness and recovery. This dimension is visible in local resilience strategies, policy implementation guides and mobile cultural infrastructure...
	Table 1: Comparative overview of reference projects and dominant design contributions.
	Rethinking emergency design for low-density territories What, then, distinguishes emergency design in LDTs from emergency design in general? The answer proposed here is that in these territories, emergency is shaped by the specific spatial, social and...
	In this sense, emergency design in LDTs requires a shift in perspective. Rather than treating an emergency as an episodic event, it must be understood as a condition structured by everyday territorial dynamics. Building on existing discussions of emer...
	Table 2: Provisional conceptual framework.
	From this perspective, the contribution of design lies less in solving risk definitively than in configuring conditions for understanding and action. Design can make relationships visible between landscape and settlement, between hazard and communicat...
	This is why the notion of situatedness is decisive. LDTs are not homogeneous, and a deeper understanding of these territories is essential. Mountain villages, dispersed agricultural zones, peri-forest settlements and inland municipalities differ in mo...
	The preliminary review presented here also points to a methodological agenda for future research.  More empirical work is needed on how residents of LDTs perceive and use emergency information, how designed systems perform under real conditions of str...
	Conclusion In line with its objectives, this article has clarified the relevance of emergency design in LDTs, outlined  a provisional conceptual framework and examined selected precedents that position the field within  a broader design discourse. Rat...
	The analysis shows that design contributes not by eliminating risk but by structuring conditions for understanding, prevention and effective action across multiple levels. In this sense, the main contribution of this article lies in reframing emergenc...
	The proposed framework, organised around systemic, temporal and epistemic implications, repositions emergency design as a situated and transdisciplinary practice. Further empirical research is needed to understand how residents, institutions and desig...
	Declaration on the use of AI Generative artificial intelligence tools were used to support the translation of the manuscript into English and to assist with linguistic refinements. All conceptual development, analysis and final decisions remain the re...
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	Abstract
	This paper addresses the role of beauty in contemporary public space, proposing a shift from an object-based, formal conception of aesthetics to a relational, experiential, and process-oriented framework. Although recent policy initiatives, such as th...
	Keywords: Beauty, Placemaking, Urban transformation, Design evaluation, New European Bauhaus
	Introduction
	The notion of beauty in design has progressively shifted from a purely formal and aesthetic conception towards a more complex, relational, and experiential dimension (Koskinen & Meroni, 2024). Contemporary urban transformations require approaches that...
	The recent New European Bauhaus initiative has explicitly repositioned beauty as a fundamental value  of urban development towards sustainability, alongside participation and inclusion (European Commission, 2021). This perspective interprets beauty as...
	For instance, liveability frameworks frequently prioritise measurable indicators such as safety, walkability, environmental comfort, and service provision, while paying limited attention to the experiential and symbolic dimensions through which people...
	In this context, this paper proposes the “Beauty for All” model, which supports decision-makers, policymakers, and designers in considering experiential outcomes when designing and evaluating the quality of public spaces, while putting the concept of ...
	The contribution of the paper is not merely to discuss beauty as an abstract aesthetic category but to conceptualise beauty as a relational and experiential condition that can orient urban transformation processes. The framework advances existing plac...
	The Milano Innovation District (MIND) serves as the empirical reference context. The MIND is a large-scale urban regeneration project developed on the former Expo 2015 site, characterised by continuous transformation and by the involvement of a plural...
	In evolving contexts, beauty must be understood as an emergent phenomenon arising from the interaction among spatial configurations, social practices, and processes of appropriation. Consequently, the evaluation of initiatives tested over time can als...
	Starting from these premises, this paper is articulated around two main research questions: (1) how can beauty be understood as a relational and experiential dimension of urban public space? (2) how can this dimension be operationalised within a frame...
	Philosophical aesthetics
	In philosophical aesthetics, the concept of beauty has historically been associated with formal properties and universal judgments. In Critique of Judgment, Kant (1790/2000) defines beauty as a disinterested pleasure grounded in a form of purposivenes...
	Subsequent interpretations progressively challenged the separation between subject and object, reconnecting aesthetic experience to everyday life, embodied perception, and situated interaction with the environment. In the field of art, Stroud (2014) p...
	Expanding the boundaries of aesthetics to everyday life, beauty is no longer limited to artistic objects and artefacts but manifests in daily interactions and in how individuals inhabit spaces within ordinary environments, practices, and routines (Di ...
	This theoretical transition from an object-based to an experiential conception of beauty represents  a fundamental step in the present contribution: beauty is understood as a situated, processual phenomenon that emerges through relationships among sub...
	A further development can be seen in the field of the aesthetics of interaction, focusing on the use of products and services (Mõttus & Lamas, 2015). This perspective emphasises that beauty arises from the experience of use and from interactions with ...
	Taken together, these contributions enable the construction of a theoretical framework in which beauty  is understood as a situated, relational, and processual phenomenon. This position constitutes the conceptual foundation of the “Beauty for All” mod...
	Aesthetics and the quality of public space
	In urban studies, the aesthetic dimension has historically been addressed through concepts such as urban quality, liveability, sense of place, and the image of the city (Lynch, 2013). In these approaches, attention  is mainly focused on the legibility...
	The quality of public space depends on its capacity to enable relationships, enabling diverse uses, and structure experience around the human scale (Gehl, 2010; Whyte, 1980). From this perspective, beauty cannot be reduced to formal or stylistic prope...
	Experiential aesthetics and design
	In the field of design, the role of aesthetics has undergone a significant transformation, shifting from a predominantly formal and stylistic function to a strategic, relational dimension of value creation. Studies such as those by Candi and Saemundss...
	The design field has undergone a significant epistemological and operational shift, moving beyond discrete solutions towards orchestration of complex socio-technical systems, services, and relational dynamics (Buchanan, 2001). This broader understandi...
	is particularly relevant in contemporary urban transformation processes, in which public space is increasingly shaped by participatory, collaborative, and multi-stakeholder dynamics. In these contexts, design no longer acts exclusively through the pro...
	Relationships between material and immaterial dimensions become central objects of design activity, enabling experiential and relational qualities to be interpreted as meaningful dimensions of urban transformation. Accordingly, the “Beauty for All” mo...
	evaluation framework.
	Measuring qualitative outcomes
	Evaluation systems in public space practices remain largely dominated by quantitative and performance-based indicators. These models, often structured around KPIs, prioritise measurable dimensions such as density, accessibility, flows, or economic ret...
	In response to these limitations, several emerging evaluation approaches have attempted to integrate qualitative and quantitative dimensions while shifting attention from purely outcome-based measurements toward the processes that enable urban transfo...
	In this evolving debate, the “Beauty for All” framework contributes to ongoing reflections on how experiential and relational dimensions may be incorporated into discussions on urban quality and transformation. It is not based on a standardised assess...
	a condition connected to sustainability, accessibility, participation, and collective well-being. Consequently, discussing beauty in urban evaluation also requires reconsidering how public value, social interaction, and lived experience are interprete...
	Methodology
	The development of the “Beauty for All” model is grounded in a research approach that combines theoretical inquiry with participatory practices. The methodological framework adopts a transdisciplinary perspective integrating contributions from philoso...
	The research process was developed within the framework of the European project DESIRE – Designing the Irresistible Circular Society, funded under the New European Bauhaus initiative between 2023 and 2025. Within this initiative, the Milano Innovation...
	The research process included participatory workshops, co-design activities, exploratory discussions, and collective reflection sessions involving designers, institutional actors, MIND operators, citizens, students, and public space users. These activ...
	The framework development process was articulated through three interconnected phases. The initial phase focused on reviewing the literature on aesthetics, public space, urban quality, and evaluation approaches to identify the main conceptual tensions...
	The second phase consisted of exploratory and participatory activities developed in the MIND context. The research adopted a qualitative, interpretative logic to identify recurrent experiential patterns, shared perceptions, and situated meanings assoc...
	The third phase involved a process of conceptual synthesis through which the emerging reflections were reorganised into four interconnected interpretative dimensions: emotionality, conviviality, plurality, and equity. These dimensions constitute the c...
	The “Beauty for All” model: Towards an accessible and equitable beauty of public space
	The “Beauty for All” model has been developed in the Milano Innovation District (MIND) to support a long-term transformation that makes public space accessible, inclusive, and meaningful to a plurality of users.  In line with the principles of the New...
	The model is structured around four interpretative dimensions – emotionality, conviviality, plurality, and equity – which articulate a contextualised concept of beauty for the MIND public space (See Figure 1). These dimensions do not function as isola...
	Indeed, the framework does not merely describe the current state of space but supports the identification of priorities, actions, and intervention strategies. For instance, in the MIND district, the dimension of emotionality was associated with percei...
	In this sense, the “Beauty for All” model does not propose a standardised system of indicators but a transferable approach to constructing situated evaluation systems, in which beauty is defined and assessed through collaborative processes. Accordingl...
	Beauty as emotionality
	Emotionality connects beauty to the experiential perceptions of public space. From this perspective, aesthetic quality is related to the capacity of public spaces to create specific conditions during experiences, such as feeling safe, comfortable, and...
	Within the “Beauty for All” framework, emotionality, therefore, functions as an interpretative dimension through which beauty can be understood as emerging from lived experience, affective attachment, and the capacity of public space to sustain meanin...
	Beauty as conviviality
	Conviviality interprets beauty as a relational phenomenon emerging through social interaction. From this perspective, aesthetic value is not located in space itself but in the practices it enables and the relationships it facilitates. Public space is ...
	Beauty as plurality
	In public spaces, plurality is closely related to the ability to include a multiplicity of users, uses, and meanings, fostering social interaction, empathy, and community cohesion. From this perspective, plurality enhances the relational and experient...
	Furthermore, plurality also implies moving beyond anthropocentric understandings of urban environments by acknowledging the role of more-than-human relations in public space. In the “Beauty for All” model, plurality is expressed through the capacity o...
	Beauty as equity
	Equity can be understood as a dimension that acknowledges unequal starting conditions and seeks to address barriers to equal access to opportunities (Soja, 2013). Equity connects the concept of beauty in public space to issues of spatial justice, acce...
	In the “Beauty for All” model, equity is translated into factors such as accessibility, social inclusion, and participatory governance. The dimension of equity is explicitly related to a normative interpretation  of beauty, connecting aesthetic qualit...
	Figure 1: The “Beauty for All” model developed within the Milano Innovation District (MIND), illustrating the relationship between interpretative dimensions, experiential factors, contextualised metrics, and transformation scenarios.
	Conclusions
	This paper has explored the role of beauty in public space by developing the “Beauty for All” model within the MIND. It proposes a design and evaluation framework that integrates New European Bauhaus principles, placing beauty at the centre of the urb...
	The framework interprets evaluation as a participatory and interpretative process, and understands beauty as a situated and relational phenomenon that emerges through social interaction, spatial practices, and collective experience. The main contribut...
	At the same time, the framework presents some limitations. The construction of qualitative and relational evaluation systems requires interpretative capabilities, participatory processes, and context-sensitive research activities that may be difficult...
	Future developments may explore how the framework can support further discussions on urban evaluation, participatory evaluation approaches, and public space transformation across diverse urban contexts. In particular, further research may examine how ...
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