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Abstract
Territories located in inland areas, marked by natural or 
artificial fortifications, are often a focus of attention because, 
despite their immense cultural, historical, and natural her-
itage, they are frequently in a state of abandonment and 
depopulation. Many disciplinary fields are involved in the 
reactivation, regeneration and enhancement of these areas. 
This research aims specifically to investigate, map and ana-
lyze case studies in which design has played an active role in 
these types of contexts. 150 case studies, from 28 countries, 
were collected and catalogued. The data was then pro-
cessed and made usable through data visualizations. Finally, 
a summary framework identifies the three main categories in 
which design-driven actions have fostered the reactivation of 
these places.
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Introduction

In Politics of the Everyday, Ezio Manzini (2018) introduces certain 
descriptive models of reality, arguing that in a fluid society “social 
forms require the creation of conditions favorable to their inception 
and then that they be taken care of”1 (ibid., p. 22). Such ‘social forms’, 
when related to a place, can be considered as the triggering pro-
cesses that animate a territory: making it favorable to inhabitation, 
work, and social life, shaping its appearance to meet the needs of 
communities.

The territories covered in this research are particularly 
recognizable and ‘bounded’. They are in fact small walled towns (by 
the acronym SWaT) (Celaschi et al., 2005), located in inland areas, 
characterised by natural (rivers, mountains), artificial (defensive 
walls) or even allegorical (referred to social or cultural constructs) 
fortifications. The specificity of such an area highlights how the 
favorable conditions that in the past proved to be essential for the life 
and survival of the local community, are now in many cases outdated, 
leaving these places in a state of abandonment and depopulation. 
Regardless, these are territories often marked by an intrinsic rich-
ness defined by a strong identity, historical significance and the 
presence of cultural heritage or natural beauty.

The importance attributed to these places is also highlighted 
by the numerous national and international projects, the calls and 
funding related to their redevelopment, regeneration or reactiva-
tion — the most recent of which include the Italian ‘PNRR Borghi’, a 
call published by the Italian Ministry of Culture in 2022, the Creative 
Europe programme aimed at architectural works, the recovery of 
heritages or the organization of cultural initiatives, or even the Rural 
toolkit2, a “complete guide to EU funding and support opportunities 
for rural areas”. Among the proposed research studies and projects, 
some focus on the importance of tourism (Scorza & Gatto, 2023), for 
example, while others develop strategies to boost the local economy 
(Salvia et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2021), to preserve and enhance tangi-
ble and intangible heritages (Sánchez-Martín et al., 2020; Sardaro et 
al., 2021), but also to foster bottom-up initiatives and services desired 
and shared by local populations (Annibal et al., 2013; Li et al., 2016).

Analyzing the multiple sources on the topic and narrowing 
the scope to areas regarding the design disciplines, the topic is over-
whelmingly addressed in the fields of social innovation, architecture, 
and urban planning (Richards & Palmer, 2010; Balestrieri et al., 2018; 
De Rossi, 2019; Trombadore, 2020). Design, which is correlated to 
a myriad of disciplinary fields (Yee et al., 2014), and can rely on its 
many tools, has also addressed the topic of reactivating and enhanc-
ing territories, supporting local communities, designing identities, 
recovering artisanal knowledge, proposing cultural itineraries and 
exhibitions (Trocchianesi & Cleaschi, 2004), or even developing 
services that promote local transportation.

Examples referred to Italy are the extended museum Sci-
acca, città dei 5 sensi3, which enhances the local naturalistic, histor-
ical and culinary peculiarities of Sciacca through a service-design 
project characterized by a distinctive visual identity, a strong grass-
roots involvement of the local community and a multifaceted and dif-
ferentiated tourist offer; or even the Piccolo Museo del Diario4 which, 

 1 
The original text, in Italian, 
is as follows: “le forme 
sociali richiedono che si 
creino le condizioni favor-
evoli alla loro nascita e 
che poi se ne abbia cura”.

 2 
https://funding.rural- 
vision.europa.eu/?lng=it

 3 
http://sciacca5sensi.it

 4 
https://www.piccolo 
museodeldiario.it/
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thanks to multimedia and interactive devices, attracts thousands of 
tourists every year to the town of Pieve Santo Stefano, which has now 
become famous for hosting this National Diary Archive.

Further examples include the Farm Cultural Park5 in Favara, 
one of the most successful demonstrations of the reactivation of an 
inland territory, built around distinctive territorial branding driven by 
the organization of artistic events; or Lanificio Leo6 a company that 
promotes Soveria Mannelli in Calabria by rediscovering traditional 
weaving techniques, innovating production processes and character-
izing them with a distinctive design that evokes the territorial identity.

Such case studies identify a very broad, layered field of 
research marked by numerous approaches and interlocutors in 
which the designer is sometimes a process activator, a mediator 
among different fields of knowledge (Celaschi, 2008), at other times 
a facilitator of co-design activities, and others yet an experimenter or 
a designer-producer. If we wanted to use a metaphor, design in this 
context could be compared to a cogwheel, a component of a com-
plex gear that only through the interaction with other parts produces 
movement. As Parente and Sedini (2017) argue, speaking of design 
for territories: “The designer can focus on any of the following: the 
initial discovery and envisioning phase; the activation of empower-
ment processes; the identification of more efficient ways of commu-
nicating the identity of a place; or can even be the director to reinvent 
a specific place according to its needs. The designer could perform 
all those duties based on a different breadth of knowledge and depth 
of expertise.”

Starting from these premises, in a complex and articulated 
scenario, the research project titled Stretch the Edge aimed, through 
the tool of case study mapping (Brignoni et al., 2023), to make a clas-
sification and provide a consequent interpretation of the role played 
by the discipline of design in the process of enhancing and reactivat-
ing small walled towns by collecting, clustering and analyzing data 
visualized in maps and infographics.

Methodology

The research was carried out through consecutive and concatenated 
steps based on a collaborative approach. In the first stage, case stud-
ies were collected through a web survey and desk research. In the 
second stage, a database was compiled with all the collected pro-
jects. Finally, the data was analyzed, and infographics were designed 
as a tool to investigate the analyzed phenomenon Fig. 1.

 5 
https://www.farmcultural 
park.com/

 6 
https://www.lanificioleo.it

 Fig. 1 
Visual synthesis of the 
methodological process, 
by Silvia Gasparotto. 
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With the purpose of collecting qualitative and quantitative data from 
multiple types of actors, a web survey (Gasparotto et al., 2024) was 
developed. The questionnaire, in English, was promoted through 
a call for case studies nationally and internationally and shared 
through direct — contacts of research teams and indirect social 
networks, distribution email lists — channels.

The survey was aimed in particular at designers, academics, 
agencies or members of local communities who have taken part in a 
project on the topic presented here.

The questionnaire was divided into four main parts:
• The first part (Reference Contact) is meant to collect data 

from the case study reporter. This figure is important as it 
allows for subsequent insights into the presented case study. 
In addition, the reporters constitute a potential network of 
people interested in the topics, who can be activated over 
time for specific research actions.

• The second part (Project General Data) allows the collection 
of data regarding the main characteristics of the case study. 
In this section, information is requested about the type of ter-
ritory in which the project is located, the timeframe marking 
the actions, and the human resources that were deployed.

• The third part (Project description) requires a reflective type 
of intervention. The questions, which are mainly open-ended, 
ask for an indication of the project’s impact on territories and 
communities.

• The last section of the questionnaire (Role of the design 
discipline in the project development) is structured in a way 
similar to the third but places greater emphasis on the roles 
that design disciplines have played in the projects.
The questionnaire ends with the possibility of attaching 

images and pdf documents, as well as the acceptance of privacy 
policies in relation to the collected data.

In parallel with the web survey, a desk survey was conducted 
relying on the major online search engines. The combined action of 
the two research activities allowed us to collect, between November 
2022 and April 2023, about 150 international case studies (seventy 
by web survey and eighty by desk research).

To map real and representative experiences, case studies 
related to student works or projects with little relevance to the field of 
research were excluded.

After collecting all the case studies, we began the transcrip-
tion of the data within a relational-type database previously used for 
other case study mapping projects in the field of design (Zannoni et 
al. 2022). The database allows for the creation of case study tabs in 
which images, tags, links and descriptions can be linked and viewed. 
The system of categories and tags enables cross-sectional and mul-
tilevel searches.

The complete database was finally shared online Fig. 2 with 
the aim of making the contents available to the scientific community 
and creating a repository of shared references.

The tabs contain all the information that was collected. The 
fields left blank reflect the challenges often encountered in finding 
accurate data on certain aspects of the projects.
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Finally, the analysis phase was conducted by systematizing the data 
on spreadsheets and creating data visualizations using the open-
source system ‘Rawgraph (Mauri et al., 2017).

The visualizations thus obtained were then graphically 
re-elaborated to share the research results during the international 
symposium Stretch the Edge. Design driven processes for reactivat-
ing small walled towns and inland areas7, organized at the University 
of San Marino on June 22 and 23, 2023.

Data Analysis 

This section of the article presents the visualizations of the data 
extracted from the database, following the sequence of the sections 
in the web-survey. 

Project General Data

During the mapping process, we collected case studies from 28 
countries. Excluding Italy, China and San Marino, the partners in the 
project, it is evident that most of the case studies were located within 
the European continent. The map below Fig. 3 shows the global distri-
bution of the case studies.

While we are aware that the network provides only a par-
tial result considering the global extent of this topic, the broad 
representation of territories, even very different ones, indicates the 
permeability of the research topics in different cultures and regional 
morphologies. The territory that provided the largest number of case 
studies is Italy. The large amount of data that has emerged is com-
mensurate with the real configuration of the inland territory, dotted 
with small walled villages that are still home to a significant percent-
age of the population.

 7 
https://stretchtheedge.
unirsm.sm

 Fig. 2 
Case study collection 
published on the Stretch 
the Edge website. https://
stretchtheedge.unirsm.
sm/explorer/
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From a perspective of time, two considerations emerge Fig. 4. Most 
of the case study activities were activated after 2014. Nevertheless, 
this data could be affected by the period in which the research was 
launched. Furthermore, 63,71 % of the activities were repeated over 
time, each with their own periodicity. The timeframe of the case 
studies, together with the public funding, demonstrates the recent 
attention to this kind of project. Periodicity and/or cyclicality emerge 
as an obvious factor in planning the project interventions.

The following data visualization Fig. 5 relates four specific spatial 
characteristics: the protective element separating the local commu-
nity from surrounding areas, the visibility of the fortification — natural 
or artificial —, the number of inhabitants, and the distance from 
other population centers. Most of the collected case studies show 

 Fig. 3 
Geographical distri-
bution of case studies 
collected. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.

 Fig. 4 
Temporal distribution of 
collected case stud-
ies. Data analysis by 
Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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a predominance of natural fortifications where the barriers are still 
visible and recognizable. Artificial walls, when present, are not deci-
sive elements for isolating the town. The distance between the place 
under analysis and the nearest town is in most cases between 6 and 
50 km. The size of the communities is divided into about 40 percent 
under 500 inhabitants and 60 percent between 500 and more than 
2,000 inhabitants.

The graph below Fig. 6 shows that the beneficiaries of the projects 
are predominantly local communities. The involvement of outsid-
ers is minimal. Two main groups emerge in the target audiences: 
those that consider age and those that take work professions into 
account. The first audience group places a greater focus on children 
and young people, while in relation to the professions, it is evident 
that Cultural and Creative Industries (CCI) are those most involved. 
Additional frequently-mentioned target audiences include tourists 
and local communities.

With respect to the funding of the projects, the information collected 
is meager and often generic for the case studies collected both by 
web-survey and desk research. Such information emerges mainly 
when the sources are national or European public funding (PNRR, 
Interreg, etc.). In general, we can observe a predominance of public 
grants, although activities often raise funds from individuals and 
businesses as well.

 Fig. 5 
Characteristics of the 
places in the case 
studies. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.

 Fig. 6 
Characteristics of the 
case studies’ benefi-
ciaries. Data analysis by 
Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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The projects are carried out involving a limited number of human 
resources. In fact, for the most part, the activities are carried out by 
fewer than 10 people. Less frequently, groups are formed with nuclei 
of under 50 people. Finally, the projects expressing a higher number 
of human resources are residual in number. The reported data shows 
that the balance between volunteers and paid staff is equivalent.

Project description

Responding to a multiple-choice question, observers were asked 
to provide indications about the impact of the projects. Specifically, 
four main areas were singled out: environment, culture, economy 
and society. The responses showed a tendency to identify multiple 
impacts with the cultural factor as the predominant element. Both 
economic and environmental impact were indicated less frequently.

 Fig. 7 
Funding agents support-
ing projects. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.

 Fig. 8 
Human resources 
involved in the case 
studies. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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The following visualization relates project impacts to spatial charac-
teristics such as population numbers and distance from other urban 
centers Fig. 10. Each impact is represented equally across all spatial 
characteristics, the sign of a natural synergy between the impacts.

The data displayed in Figg. 11, 12 and 13 was extracted and reprocessed 
from the textual descriptions entered by the observers. The objec-
tives Fig. 9 of the case studies were collected into 5 macro-sets, 
respectively: Involvement and Engagement, Promotion and Hospi-
tality, Education and Research, Planning and Strategy, Conservation 
and Enhancement Fig. 11, with a prevalence of ‘preservation and 
enhancement’, followed by ‘involvement and engagement’. As for 
individual goals, heritage enhancement, promotion of cultural events, 
and strategic planning stand out in particular.

 Fig. 9 
Main impacts of the case 
studies. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.

 Fig. 10 
Relationship between 
the impact areas and the 
characteristics of the case 
study areas. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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Two macro-categories were identified for vulnerabilities Fig. 12: the 
first concerning the place, the second concerning the case study. In 
the first case, depopulation and lack of services are denoted among 
the major vulnerabilities. In the second case, emphasizing the scar-
city of data, problems are highlighted in the use of technologies.

Finally, the challenges encountered Fig.13 in carrying out the activities 
were grouped together following the same indicators as those used 
for the impacts, although it should be underscored that the largest 
set pertains to management and logistics, due first and foremost to 
transport and travel-related difficulties and the interaction with public 
institutions. 

 Fig. 11 
Descriptors of the goals 
stated in the survey. 
Data analysis by Giorgio 
Dall’Osso and Silvia 
Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.

 Fig. 12 
Descriptors of the 
vulnerabilities stated in 
the survey. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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The Role of the Design Discipline  
in Project Development

The role of design within the submitted projects is often nuanced 
and overlaps with other disciplines. The graph below Fig. 14, shows 
that the role of design is most recognizable when linked to tasks 
such as promotion, showcasing content, and the cross-cutting nar-
ratives of territories. Among the many design disciplines, the most 
widely used is visual design, followed by exhibit, interaction design, 
and close behind, the disciplines in which design is used as a strate-
gic tool (design for social innovation and design strategy).

 Fig. 13 
Descriptors of the 
challenges stated in the 
survey. Data analysis by 
Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.

 Fig. 14 
The design disciplines 
involved in the submitted 
projects. Data analysis 
by Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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The analysis brought to light other disciplines involved in reactiva-
tion activities. The following image Fig. 15 shows the predominance 
of planning and creative disciplines such as architecture, art and 
urban planning. 

Finally, the tools most frequently used in design to support, promote 
and enhance reactivation processes were explored. Two main cate-
gories were identified: practical tools and methodological tools. For 
the practical tools used in the design activities, there is a noticeable 
prevalence of those with a visual output, while for the methodological 
tools, the preference is for those involving participation processes.

 Fig. 15 
Other related disci-
plines. Data analysis by 
Giorgio Dall’Osso and 
Silvia Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.
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Discussion 

To develop a comprehensive analysis, the case studies were plotted 
on a Cartesian axis diagram, based on two intersecting variables: 
‘temporality’ and ‘community involvement’, identified from both sci-
entific literature and case studies analysis. On the temporality axis, 
design actions are categorized as either short-term and sporadic, 
typical of transient populations, or aimed at long-term residents. 
On the second axis, the involvement factor highlights social and 
relational characteristics, distinguishing between design actions 
involving outsiders (visitors, tourists or guests) and those targeting 
resident communities.

A preliminary analysis of case studies (Brignoni et al., 2023), 
useful for testing the framework and guiding the positioning of the 
cases, made it possible to identify four trends wherein design cul-
tures can influence local resources to enrich territories and their 
communities Fig. 17:
• ‘Inheriting and belonging’ encompasses case studies that 

nurture the tangible and intangible values of an area through 
projects aimed at enhancing employment opportunities and 
livelihoods.

• ‘Transferring and connecting’ features case studies where 
local communities extend beyond their territory to re-estab-
lish connections, both physically and metaphorically.

• ‘Discovering and enjoying’ highlights case studies where 
visitors encounter unique aspects of the area.

• ‘Searching and retrieving’ comprises case studies where 
external visitors either stay for extended periods of time or 
recurrently return to the area.
To assist in reading the data, each case study has been 

marked with a distinctive icon indicating its number, the protective 
element that characterizes it — walls, rocks, water, or other natural 
elements — and the repetition of the activity over time. Proximity 
between case studies emphasizes a thematic nearness.

 Fig. 16 
Design tools. Data anal-
ysis by Giorgio Dall’Osso 
and Silvia Gasparotto. 
Graphic design by Giulio 
Urbini.
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Sub-sets have also been identified to bring out three  
macro-categories: 

The first (highlighted in red and violet in Fig. 18), and titled 
‘Activate the Edges’, showcases initiatives in which design triggers 
processes of claiming and preserving the essence of a place and 
its identities. This category is well represented by the concepts of 
place-making (Pierce et al., 2011; Granata, 2021) which encour-
ages individuals to collaboratively envision and transform public 
spaces into the focal point of each community — and place-keeping 
(Dempsey & Burton, 2012) — which aims to involve and empower 
residents to preserve the place where they live–. Activities more 
oriented towards placemaking are: community-built archives, work-
shops on local issues with residents or vice versa workshops led 
by outsiders on local themes, permanent workshops, art or design 
residencies and design concepts. Activities in the area of place-
keeping include: urban regeneration strategies, public green space, 
micro-mobility, site-specific art or design works focused on local 
themes, and educational projects. A virtuous example of the ‘Activate 
the Edges’ category is Archivio Atena, created in Atena Lucana in the 
province of Salerno. Through multiple participatory actions, the com-
munity archive collects personal materials on a digital platform to 
‘activate’ the local cultural heritage. Participation expressed through 
the sharing of personal photos, videos or recordings, for example, 
allows the inhabitants to act directly on the memory of the commu-
nity and makes them pro-active stakeholders in the preservation of 
the identity of the place.

 

 Fig. 17 
Stretch the Edge. Data 
analysis by Giorgio 
Dall’Osso and Silvia 
Gasparotto. Graphic 
design by Giulio Urbini.



72 Giorgio Dall’Osso, Silvia Gasparotto, Michele Zannoni

The second category (marked in yellow in Fig.18), titled ‘Join the 
Edges’, gathers case studies that facilitate new links between people 
and places. Design in these contexts is an action that serves to unify 
small communities and create connections between neighbouring or 
more distant places. Grouped into this category are festivals, digi-
tal experiences, installations, services, conferences, and strategic 
projects. Among the case studies belonging to this category, Ghost 
‘n Found developed by We Are Muesli is an emblematic example of 
how game design can be an effective tool for sharing the memories 
of a place, ‘joining’ the resident community with tourists passing 
through. In particular, the project involves an augmented reality 
guessing game in which visitors to the village of Staffarda (Piemonte, 
Italy) meet imaginary characters from the place.

Finally, the third category (marked in blue in Fig. 18), titled 
‘Enhance the Edges’, collects projects in which design is an ele-
ment that enhances the tangible and intangible heritage of the 
place. This subset includes activities that concern: the narration of 
a place conveyed by digital platforms and other media, game design 
and gamification, local crafts, archives, natural resources, content 
highlighting local topics, local production promoted by new media 
and exhibitions. Architect Anna Herringer and tailor Veronika Lena 
Lang conceived the Dipdii Textiles project: a significant example of 
a craft that enhances the place of origin. Based on the tradition of 
many Bangladeshi families to create blankets by layering old cloth-
ing they no longer use, the designers have created a line of clothing 
using fabrics made with this technique. Production is carried out by 
craftswomen in rural Bangladesh, particularly in Rudrapur in Udham 
Singh Nagar.

Conclusion

Activate, join and enhance are three verbs that identify purposeful 
actions through which design can interpret and suggest solutions for 
the reactivation of inland areas characterised by natural or artificial 
fortifications. These terms emerged from the systemic reading of 
the case studies and their subsequent analysis. The clusters thus 
identified were used to distinguish the contributions for the three 
tracks of the Stretch the Edge symposium, held at the University of 
San Marino on June 22-23, 2023.

The research, albeit with some limitations dictated by the 
spatial nature of the data collection field, has shown the wide range 
of activities and areas in which design has been able to make a 
contribution.

The use of data visualization tools in the investigation made 
it possible to explore the collected dataset seeking specific vertical 
insights. Through these elaborations, common trends may be rec-
ognized that further research and projects can explore with greater 
awareness.

Future actions in this regard could be comparing the peculi-
arities of reactivating inland areas with other similar activities con-
ducted in different territories (e.g., city suburbs), or more in-depth 
studies of particular design-related data. In particular, project scenar-
ios may be developed based on these premises, in which design-re-

 Fig. 18 
Stretch the Edge. Mac-
ro-categories. Data anal-
ysis by Giorgio Dall’Osso 
and Silvia Gasparotto. 
Graphic design by Giulio 
Urbini.
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lated methodologies and processes will guide the development, 
enhancement, and promotion of inland areas. These scenarios will 
act as catalysts for multi-stakeholder discussions aimed at future 
co-design actions, such as drafting funded projects dedicated to 
specific fortified villages.
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