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• Phase 2: USERS /concept. Service development and 
environmental and formal development
The second phase, dedicated to the development of the concept, focused 
more on the users, going down to a smaller scale of analysis.

SERVICE DEVELOPMENT / service side: students further analysed the 
actors involved according to the first hypothesis, both from the tourist 
and inhabitant sides. As for the first, students conducted interviews and 
created an expectation map - with the communication group – to define 
expectations, needs and wishes, and to chart what “customers” expect 
when interacting with a service/space. As for the second, they gained further 
insights from their contact in the Yunnan region and, together with the data 
collected in the first phase and in the expectation map, they built persona 
profiles of tourists interested in the typology of eco-tourism they were 
trying to design and of inhabitants engaged in it. The first sequencing of 
the concept idea was drawn on what was called a Seasonal Journey Map: 
journey maps exploring the different components and sides of the service 
proposed connected to the complete time range of the year, in order to 
integrate all the data from the working timeline within the system of action 
and interactions of and within the actors identified. Through those tools, 
students then upgraded the ecosystem map created during the first phase to 
have a complete system view, defining the typologies of tourism proposed, 
connecting the period of the year to its profile of visiting tourists, for what 

kind of interests and for short or long periods of vacations and receiving what 
kind of proposal in terms of activities and experiences in the village. These 
diagrams provided information about the hierarchies of relationships of the 
community activities and how they overlap with the touristic and productive 
systems. These last two were never separated: the tourism experiences 
through services and spaces was always meant to be an exploitation and a 
support for the other, towards contextualization and cultural valorisation.

Fig. 43-44 – Second Desktop Walkthrough Encounter.
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ENVIRONMENTAL AND FORMAL DEVELOPMENT / spatial side: students 
scaled down to the first design of the domes, understanding the structural 
loading, openings, connections, as well as their location on site according to 
the climate insights collected and to the insights received from the service 
groups to support the actions and interactions identified in order to spatially 
makes sense of community and of encounter.
A second Desktop Walkthrough Encounter acted as a validation test, an 
exchange of information and of influence.

• Phase 3: DESIGN /prototyping. The service design and the 
structures design
The third and final phase was devoted to the design prototyping.

SERVICE DESIGN / service side: students were asked to define the service 
components, touchpoints, sequencing and offer, and to prototype it through 
a performative act in the final and shared desktop walkthrough, as illustrated 
below.

Fig. 45 – Final Seasonal journey map by Bao Jiaqi, Cao Hongyi and Zhang Fan.

Fig. 46 – Final spatial layout: two variants for the two service proposals. By Zhao Yuanxing, Tim Schwarz and Ying Yihan 

Fig. 47 – One of the final Desktop Walkthrough Encounters.

STRUCTURES DESIGN / spatial side: students were asked to define the 
construction techniques, the spatial planning of the modules and the area 
distribution, to define the materials and to build an instruction diary for it. 

The final Desktop Walkthrough Encounter, as stated, was built to collect 
the two final designs: the service design 1 with the spatial variant 1, and the 

service design 2 with the spatial variant 2. Actually, the spatial group was able 
to design specific variations of their project according to the typologies of 
activities, experiences and services designed.
The final Desktop Walkthrough Encounter was built as a shared performative 
tool, presenting the whole system. It was implemented, progressing the Rio 
de Janeiro experimentation, with the Seasonal Journey Maps to have a final 
Spatial Storyboard Plus. 
It was built as follows:

• The spatial group provided the final plan 1:100 with topography + roads 
+ water + vegetation + catalogue of modules dimensions
• The service groups worked on their graphic refinement and they 
designed a rehearsal of the final presentation with a full narrative.
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4.3.4 Discussion

The Desktop Walkthrough Encounter acted as:
• Narrative: by performing the social roles and the hierarchies of 
relationships through the actions and the actors involved in the time-span 
selected;
• Sequencing: by narrating all the sequences of the interactions and of the 
activities in a complex view; 
• Spatial: by placing all the above in their environment, showing the 
reciprocal interaction and value influence.

Within an implemented processual tool, it has been 
tested a way to introduce the narrative dimension of 
spatial design, by performing the social roles and the 
hierarchies of relationships through the actions and 
the actors involved in the time-span selected within 
the connotation of a scenic movement.

May/June 2017
Experimentation (ch.4)
“Perma-pods
Co-creation Design Studio 
at Tongji University, Shanghai - China

multidisciplinary
approach

crossdisciplinary
approach

interdisciplinary
approach
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2.SUMMARY OF THE DESIGN PROCESS *:

3.INSIGHTS:

Students have been conducted in designing spaces through the analysis 
of the actual social dynamics; the DWE served as a processual tool to 
visualize the sequencing of the actions in the space and to affect its 
design. However, the semiotic aspect has been weak since the spatial 
side has been more focused on the design of structural and infrastructural 
components.

(* SD and SpD in brackets specify the disciplinary origin of the approach used for that method or tool.)
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5. FIELD EXPERIENCES



Chapter overview

Chapter 5 reports the two field experiences relevant for this dissertation I 
collaborated for with my research team: Final Design Studios in MSc Spatial and 

Interior Design course at Politecnico di Milano – School of Design (A.Y. 2016/17 and 
A.Y. 2017/18). These field activities included and tested the main insights gained 
from the experimentations presented above, and their analysis and comparison 
are scientifically interesting and valuable since they were developed in the same 

design university, in the same design area and addressed to students with the same 
background. Thus, this chapter provides a structured comparison, thanks to the 

similar conditions of application.

Parts of these sections have been already published in:
- De Rosa, A. (2017). Unconventional spaces for art and design: enabling community synergy. A methodological approach. In B. 
Camocini & D. Fassi (Eds.), In the neighbourhood. Spatial Design and Urban Activation (pp. 103–121). Franco Angeli Design 
International.

The first took place during the elaboration of the Ljubljana research and before Rio 
de Janeiro and Shanghai, while the second took place after all three. A comparative 
analysis of these two is scientifically valuable since they were developed in the same 

design university, in the same design area and involved students with the same 
background. Thus, this paragraph provides a structured comparison, thanks to the 

similar conditions of application.

2014/16
Supportive Case (ch.3)
“campUS . Incubation and 
settings for social practices” 
research project
at Politecnico di Milano 
Design Department

2015/18
Supportive Case (ch.3) 
“Human Cities / 
Challenging the city scale” 
research project
at Politecnico di Milano 
Design Department

2016/17
Field experience (ch.5)
“Arnold. Art in NoLo Social 
District” Design Studio, 
MSc Interior & Spatial Design 
at Politecnico di Milano 
School of Design

2017/18
Field experience (ch.5)
“Design+Eat = Spaces” 
Design Studio
MSc Interior & Spatial Design 
at Politecnico di Milano 
School of Design

November 2016
Experimentation (ch.4)
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BA Interior Design 
Workshop 
at Faculty of Design, 
Ljubljana - Slovenia 

March/April 2017
Experimentation (ch.4)
“Opportunities by design”
MSc Management 
Engineering Studio 
at Universidade Federal do 
Rio de Janeiro - Brazil 

May/June 2017
Experimentation (ch.4)
“Perma-pods
Co-creation 
Design Studio 
at Tongji University, 
Shanghai - China
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approach

crossdisciplinary
approach

interdisciplinary
approach

Fig. 48 – Experimental phase: highlight on the two field experiences presented in this chapter.
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Field experiences5.1

Field experiences data:
• Title: “Arnold – Art in NoLo Social District”
• Duration: 180 hours (October 2016 - January 2017)
• Beneficiaries: MSc Interior Design, second year students

• Title: “Design+Eat=Spaces”
• Duration: 180 hours (September – December 2017)
• Beneficiaries: MSc Interior Design, second year students

The two relevant field activities that are part of this dissertation took place in 
the in the academic years 2016/17 and 2017/18. 
They are both Final Design Studios in the MSc Interior and Spatial Design at 
the School of Design, Politecnico di Milano. 
The first was held by Davide Fassi, Laura Galluzzo, Anna Meroni and Xiaocun 
Zhu; the second, by Davide Fassi, Laura Galluzzo and Anna Meroni.
The academic staff is part of the Polimi DESIS Lab (see Introduction).

5.1 The methodological approach

In the methodological process of the studios there was the possibility to 
integrate interior design, urban space design and service design, by having 
the chance to approach the projects in a holistic way and by nurturing the 
design steps with key aspects borrowed from social science methodologies 
and interlacing them with specific approaches and design tools to develop an 
educational process based on a contextual design approach. Key concepts 
from Ethnography, Grounded Theory and Participatory Action Research have 
been reframed into interior and service design approaches and tools: from 
the needs of the research to the design opportunities; from the preliminary 
proposals to the technical executive ones; from the understanding of the 
“personas” to their involvement in the prototyping activities; and from 
concept to the final settings. During the research, the continuous relationship 
with the stakeholders and the citizens has been maintained through on-
site co-design processes, by the integration of the service perspective and 
by prototyping the ideas. The output can be linked to the discipline of 
landscape design, intended as design of complex urban landscapes where 
design for social innovation and participatory design play a crucial role. 

These theoretical notions have been reframed into interior and service design 
tools through desk and field analysis. The design outputs required and the 
tools provided aimed at supporting a data collection that varied according 
to the approach to the context (desk and field-based) and for the typologies 
of midway assessment; students were encouraged to implicitly systematize 
the data during the collection, to help their interpretation of a multifaceted 
environment and to validate the data themselves from the source’s point of 
view thanks to a human-centred design approach and qualitative inquiries. 
The design process has been based on contextual factors, not only in the 
research phase but also during development and prototyping. The human, 
social and cultural environment has been deconstructed and understood in 
order to develop context-based design solutions (interactions between users 
and environment), with input from the local stakeholders and inhabitants who 
have provided data, creativity and suggestions.

Grounded Theory is a strategy of inquiry for qualitative research and consists 
“of systematic inductive guidelines for collecting and analysing 

data to build middle-range theoretical frameworks that explain the 

collected data” (Charmaz, 2005, p. 509). 
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It relies on two main principles: a context is not static but continually 
changing in response to prevailing conditions; and the responses to these 
contextual factors depend on people, who have the means to be influenced 
by them and to influence them (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 419). For that, the 
approach is far from formulaic; instead, it is sequential and flexible since it is 
framed through the flow of data, it is durable since it accounts for variation 
and it is open to refinement. With a constructivist approach, the strategy

“assumes the relativism of multiple social realities, recognizes 
the mutual creation of knowledge by the viewer and the viewed, and 
aims toward interpretative understanding of subjects’ meanings” (both 

respondents’ and researchers’ meanings) (Charmaz, 2005, p. 510). 

An ethnographic approach has also been fundamental to an in-depth 
study about groups of people by observing uses and habits and with 
fieldwork research that gave students the possibility to understand the social 
environment and the interactions taking place, engaging with the community 
and identifying key informants through semi-structured interviews, focus 
groups – in some cases – and structured oral history interviews.

Co-design and co-creation processes have been fundamental components 
of the courses, which have sought to design spatial solutions considering 
the users and their interactions in the spaces with a holistic and systemic 
approach. The courses were characterized by a continuous relationship with 
the stakeholders and the citizens, achieved via on-site co-design processes, 
the integration of the service perspective and a hands-on approach to 
prototyping. The theoretical notions from the previously presented Grounded 
Theory and Ethnography have nurtured these field activities, from the 
preliminary preparation, the planning and the execution to the conclusion.

Thus, the contextual factors referred to three environments to be taken into 
account within a users/interactions/settings triangulation: the natural-physical 
environment, the human socio-cultural environment – concerning two specific 
communities (local artists and shop owners in one case and the Public Market 
shop owners in the other, and a wider one of the neighbourhood inhabitants) 
– and the artefact’s techno-physical environment, where the design is a 
considered process in which the socio-cultural and natural environments are 
translated into a techno-physical environment (Rosenman & Gero, 1998).

As reported in Fig. 48 at the beginning of this chapter, the “Arnold” 
field experience is positioned in the crossdisciplinary area, close to the 

turning point into interdisciplinary. In fact, the Spatial design approach 
is predominant both in the process as well in the outcomes. This is not 
due to the fact that the course is part of the MSc programme in Interior 
Design; it is partially but, this is not the case of the “Design+Eat=Spaces” 
field experience where the methodological process was based on 
interdisciplinarity between Spatial and Service design, building a more 
structured coordination between them. 

The relationship between theory and practice was explored on two 
levels: at the researchers’ level by avoiding an arbitrary division between 
research and didactics, which becomes a field of experimentation for 
topics and methodologies in design education, and which nourishes the 
very development of theoretical research; and at the didactics level itself, 
where the link between theory, research and practice is taught. The design 
education approach employed between the university environment and the 
societal one is a strategy that enables community synergies. By breaking the 
silos of design approaches and connecting through the use of all the tools 
presented “what people say and do” (contextual design) and “what people 
make” (participatory research, co-design and event design), this diversity 
adds perspective and a cross-pollination and communication among different 
fields of study.
The systemic approach has been essential in the two processes as well as 
in the final design output. The studio process supported the idea through 
an interdisciplinary and qualitative approach to a design project, which is 
not unsystematic compared to more traditional and quantitative methods; 
indeed, it is a structured foundation for integrated solutions, which require 
multiple and associated inputs and a systemic view.

A description of the two processes is developed below.
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5.2 The common context and the topics

The contexts of analysis and application of the courses were similar: the 
neighbourhood recently named as NoLo (North of Loreto) is an area, north of 
Piazzale Loreto in the city of Milan that includes the districts of Pasteur and 
Rovereto on the east side, and extends as far as the Central Station on the 
west. This acronym was created by chance at the beginning of 2016, when 
the advertising agency La Tigre pinpointed a portion of urban space that 
still had a weak identity and was affected by the nearby area of via Padova. 
In 2016, the “D - la Repubblica” magazine published an article on NoLo, 
highlighting the phenomenon of urban transformation happening in the area. 
NoLo is characterized by the existence of many associations and a social 
district, which was a social street that became extended to a larger portion 
of territory. Social streets have become a consolidated reality in the city of 
Milan and are recognized and registered by the municipality. The changes 
include not only the opening of several art galleries and the conversion of 
the Public Market into a food court, but also the spontaneous gathering of 
the inhabitants around online and offline processes: “NoLo Social district”, 
the Crespi District Committee, YoLo in NoLo, NoLo, the Città del Sole 
Association for the valorisation of the Trotter Park, etc. The attention of the 
national media was accompanied by intense activity among the inhabitants, 
focused on collaboration and meetings: the picnic in the park at via 
Sammartini; brunches at the Trotter Park; Saturday morning breakfasts on the 
sidewalks of via delle Leghe; the “pizzica” in piazza Morbegno; and the film 
club at Cinema Beltrade, to mention a few. 

The two design processes focused on public spaces, both indoor and 
outdoor, by establishing connections and relationships with the local citizens 
– connected to shops, associations, informal groups and neighbourhood 
committees. The first course dealt with the whole neighbourhood dimension 
and with a specific local community composed of contemporary artists who 
own their art gallery, exhibition and work spaces in the Milan NoLo District; 
the second was focused on the Public Market of NoLo and its surroundings 
with the communities of users and shopkeepers.

Food and art were the axes on which to identify actors, places and cultural 
aspects to be explored and implemented through an integrated service, 
systemic and spatial design approach. The focus of the studios resonates 
with the most advanced fields of research and experimentation the European 

Commission is now fostering through research and innovation programmes. 
More specifically: 1) how “public spaces” both shape, and are shaped, 
by cultural activity, including food and art, and how this can bring about 
integration of people, including at the political and economic levels; and 2) 
how the co-creation of public goods (services, spaces and strategies) can 
actually become a way to engage citizens and stakeholders of all kinds in 
shaping the European identity. 

The connection between large cultural elements and the bottom-up 
transformations of urban spaces has a multi-faceted role in establishing brand 
new social innovations and place-making processes. The key point of this shift 
is the active engagement of local actors; the studios enhanced this concept 
in their process.

The topic of Arnold, Art in NoLo Social District
The course dealt with the whole neighbourhood dimension and with a 
specific local community composed by contemporary artists who own their 
art gallery, exhibition and work spaces in the Milan NoLo District. The main 
goal was to (co)design spatial solutions for exhibitions of local artists in 
unconventional spaces for art. Each design team was teamed with two artists 
and two locations. Twenty-two unconventional places (piano shop, butcher’s 
shop, cinema, co-working space, tavern, etc.) and their owners and twenty-
two local artists were introduced by the research team leaders to work and 
co-design the spatial solutions with the Master’s students. 

The topic of Design+Eat=Spaces
This course was focused on the indoor public space of the Public Market in 
the NoLo neighbourhood, a commercial gallery used as a municipal market. 
It was designed by the engineers L. Secchi and L. Massari, built in 1933 by 
the Municipality of Milan. At the time of construction, its surface covered 
1322 square metres. The building is one of the first covered markets created 
in the city, which until then had only temporary and small local markets. It is 
constructed entirely of concrete, with a rectangular shape and consisting of 
a single floor. The vaulting in the ceiling is very interesting because it brings 
to mind the large metal roofs of the 19th-century railway stations. The space 
inside was not divided into separate stalls; it was originally conceived as an 
“open space”. The current false ceiling was installed in the 1960s, which 
means that the beautiful vaulted ceiling is no longer visible. The market could 
accommodate 140 linear metres of stalls, and was designed in such a way 



214 | PART 2 / EXPLORATORY RESEARCH | CHAPTER 5: Field experiences  Annalinda De Rosa | S+S: Dialogues on the relationship between Spatial and Service design | 215

that, with small structural changes, it could be transformed into a public car 
park or an entertainment space. 

Students were required to develop seven visions for the future of the 
Public Market: the main topic of the course is Food & Design, using food 
as a means to connect the different cultures within the (migrant + local) 
communities living in the area, and as a way to activate co-designed activities 
for spatial solutions. The studio investigated, imagined, experimented and 
prototyped innovative spatial solutions for market stalls, street food structures 
and temporary stalls in connection with the Public Market. By designing an 
innovative scenario for the Public Market, the course used the urban spaces 
as experimental hubs for social interactions by making the spaces the central 
focus of a neighbourhood community built around food. Food was therefore 
at the centre of a set of scalable and systemic activities and related spaces, 
bringing together multiple stakeholders. 

5.3 “Arnold – Art in NoLo Social District”: 
the methodological process

The design process of “Arnold – Art in NoLo Social District” was structured in 
three phases:

• Investigation: it embraced notions of Constructivist Grounded Theory 
as a qualitative strategy of inquiry together with an in- the-field approach. 
A dialectic in the data collection was effective in opening a range of 
design possibilities;
• Designing Concept: it was based on Participatory Action Research and 
Co-design tools to iterate the design process;
• Prototyping: it saw a cross-pollination and communication among 
different fields of design for the project definition and final event.

• Phase 1: INVESTIGATION, a contextual design
The exploration of the context is fundamental during the design process 
because it inspires and informs the creative team. The context awareness 
doesn’t only concern the designer (i.e. the students), but contributes to the 
growing awareness in the local inhabitants of specific problems. Notably, the 
methods applied in this phase required the students to immediately interact 
with the physical and human-socio-cultural environment: contextual factors 

need to be holistically explored by designers in the front-end of any design. 
At this stage, a collection and simultaneous analysis of data was essential 
for the students to lay the foundations for a comparative investigation of 
concepts.
This phase aimed to allow the students to become familiar with the area 
through field research so as to map out the existing system of indoor and 
outdoor art-related spaces within an understanding of the neighbourhood 
through:

a. Spatial representation
Freehand drawings event during a one-day flash mob action, a 
“Sketchmob”; 1 

b. Experiential maps
A personal and physical exploration of the district without any particular 
goal or time constriction to deconstruct and communicate the inner 
perception of it through a map of experiences: Experiential maps (related 
to the Situationist approach). It is a way “to study the precise effects of the 
geographical environment, consciously or not provided, which acts directly 
on the affective behaviour of individuals”. 2 This exploration enhances the 
correlations between psyche and environment, contrasted with classical 
geography, putting at the heart of its purposes the re-creative definitions of 
urban spaces;

c. Video-interviews 3 
A first direct contact with the local inhabitants is a way to deeply engage 
with and learn from people to get a rich understanding of their thoughts 
and behaviours through a scheduled meeting. The video-interview tool is a 
reprocessing of on-the-spot filming and interviews to present an initial vision 
of selected interpretations of the social environment and in which most of the 
concepts are gathered and elaborated during the collection itself. In fact, the 
filming needs to be designed: the physical and conceptual point of view; the 
video frames; the location atmosphere; the questions and ways to enrich the 
conversation. 4 Then, after the post-production process, the final output is a 
sort of recreation and communication of an experience to enable reflections, 
and to present research questions, topics and findings to be explored in 
later design phases. The videos were not only a description of the artists’ 
works and approaches, but they disclosed their reflections and thoughts 
towards their relationship with the workspace and with the city as a source of 

1 In collaboration with www.
sketchmob.it
A sketchmob is an informal 
meeting of 2/3 hours 
between people (architects, 
designers, artists, students, 
design enthusiasts in general) 
who gather in a special 
place to draw. The sketch is 
a tool to look at, understand 
and (re)discover the space 
around.

2 First issue of International 
Situationist bulletin, 1958.

3 In collaboration with 
ImagisLab, Design 
Department, Politecnico di 
Milano. imagislab.it

4 See also: IDEO (2015). 
The field guide to human-
centered design: Design kit. 
San Francisco. p.39.
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inspiration.

d. Critical essay
Analysing the district around some given topi¬¬cs (such as commerce, 
associations and third-sector organizations, social inclusion, cultural life, 
newcomers, sharing economy, etc.) and having the whole city of Milan as a 
point of comparison. 

These first outputs required a conceptual analysis to generate ideas and the 
comparison of the data collected, which is a way for students to sample and 
refine the emerging theoretical ideas step by step. Through these context-
based tools, the students have been able to explore a set of spatial-temporal 
elements related to the physical area and the human interaction with it, in 
order to get inspiration in the early phases of the design. 

“Deconstructing or understanding the context layer is fundamental 
to the design process to characterise the product-user interactions as a 
pre-cursor to developing a design solution. The context layer does not 
describe the technical dimensions of a product, but rather contains ideas, 
views or other considerations about people, their lives, culture, nature, 

society and technology” (Aranda Jan et al., 2016, p. 44). 

Thus, users have been involved with an increased level of connection since 
the beginning in the process. 

“Studying the context of product use helps designers to gain 
empathy with users, to avoid fixation on pre-set assumptions about the 
user or the product, and to create innovative concepts on how a product 

can be experienced” (Visser et al., 2005, p. 121).

• Phase 2: DESIGNING CONCEPT, co-design
Students were required to do:
a. Spatial diagrams
A background analysis of the spaces through diagrams (2D/3D/models), 
study of spatial flows, dimensional drawings, space visualizations and mock-
ups;

b. Co-creation and co-design
A “getting to know” process through video-interviews of owners and artists 
and co-design activities with artists, owners and communities.

c. Concept definition
A consequential concept definition of the exhibition through diagrams 
(2D/3D/models), study of spatial flows, dimensional drawings, space 
visualizations, mood board /colour board /material board /tech board and 
mock-ups.

In the designing phase, the idea generation occurred as well with a 
methodological dialectic: the findings of the investigation phase informed 
first the objective spatial analysis, then the critical representation of the 
spaces with interpretive diagrams, expanded by the spatial experience 
with the owners and the artists. All of this was supported by the design of 
co-design activities based on Participatory Design (PD): direct involvement 
during the design process of the users, i.e. those who will be affected by the 
design output. PD is a qualitative research method aiming at contributing 
to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation: 
it studies a system and concurrently it collaborates with members of the 
system in changing it in what is together regarded as a desirable direction 
(Gilmore et al., 1986, p. 161). The students hoped to make contact with 
users and other stakeholders by setting co-design activities, a design process 
within the iterative design cycle leading to getting insights, to revealing 
needs and to building awareness and capacities in the participants by 
making them “agents” of the change. Sanders and Stappers (2008, p. 6) 
define co-design as “to refer to the creativity of designers and people not 
trained in design working together in the design development process”. 
It aims at including users-citizens in the design process, because they 
are “experts of their experiences” and therefore they can be part of the 
solution. Co-design activities are planned meetings in which the designer 
uses open-ended artefacts (such as issue cards, scenarios, brainstorming 
games, conceptual mock-ups) to represent, visualize and focus on a specific 
topic or challenge. These then allow for reflections and idea exchanges. The 
collected outcomes are then conceptualized and reported through photos, 
diagrams or videos that inform the conceptual definition of the spatial 
solution. Users are therefore fundamental resources in the design process and 
co-design activities trigger a growing awareness of specific problems in the 
citizens. Thus, this methodology, together with the dialectic data collection 
of the investigation phase, expanded the generation of ideas throughout 
the process, avoiding preconceptions and embracing iteration and self-
correction. 



218 | PART 2 / EXPLORATORY RESEARCH | CHAPTER 5: Field experiences  Annalinda De Rosa | S+S: Dialogues on the relationship between Spatial and Service design | 219

Interior design students tackled the project by taking into account the soft, 
strategic and systemic components of service, event and communication 
design. The aim was to come up with outputs to prototype and to test 
solutions intended to be hybrid artefacts, “made up of things, places, 
systems of communication and interactions, human beings and their 
organizations” (Manzini in Meroni & Sangiorgi, 2011, p. 1). Thus, they are 
flexible and open-ended, and with a focus on a service design approach 
for spatial design. These components are the guidelines for a systemic and 
integrated approach, which is essential for the final course phase.

• Phase 3: PROTOTYPING, event design
Being systemic means having a complex vision of interacting components, 
put together in a structured way and influencing each other. During the 
whole course, students observed, interacted and became inspired with and 
by a complex system – the human-socio-cultural environment of the district – 
approaching step by step many of its parts, so as to define a design solution 
fully integrated with its hard and soft components. 

In the prototyping phase, students were asked to start approaching the 
event from the vision/perspective of the district, which was to be developed 
after the course. The last phase was to design the final event of the course: 
a travelling exhibition for all the district’s inhabitants and stakeholders to 
explore the twenty-two projects through drawings, visualizations, diagrams 
and mock-ups displayed in their twenty-two locations. Students were asked 
to design the set- up itself, and the interactions with the visitors through the 
space experience and specific activities to get to know the project and the 
wayfinding system throughout the district. 
The didactic outputs also included: 

• the definition of a general concept of the event; 
• the definition of the “offering map” (a visual tool representing what the 
service offers to the users), “personas” (the archetypes built from the very 
close observation of the actual potential users) and the user experience (a 
journey of the user across the service);
• the definition of the timeline of the set-up and dismantling of the event;
• the design of an info-point and of the so-called “totem” (a display 
system to advertise the exhibition on the front of the locations).

Students were asked to concentrate specifically on the following aspects:
• components (What are the elements of the activity? Do they have a 
cost? How to store them during the activity?);
• timing (How long does it take to prototype the idea? How long are 
people engaged in the activity?);
• number of elements (How many people are supposed to be involved? 
How many pieces are prototyped?). 

The final event was a way to prototype some components of the designed 
project, and to test its interaction with the space in a real-life situation. 
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5.4 “Design+Eat=Spaces”: 
the methodological process

The design process of “Design+Eat=Spaces” was structured in three phases:
• The market scale, research and analysis: the goal was getting to know 
the area through site visits, interviews and through desk research on 
communal markets. Students were required to do functional diagrams 
and visualizations of spatial interactions; spatial and service maps of the 
characteristics of the market; investigation about food shop typologies 
(market stalls, street food devices and temporary food shops).
• The market scale, co-design and concept generation: development 
of the overall strategy for the spatial concept of the project together with 
specific insights from the service design discipline, strengthening the 
systemic view of the food network and system hosted in the Public Market 
space.
• The booth scale, project development: managing the exchange with 
local actors through presentations and co-design activities; concept 
validation; detailed definition and final exhibition.

• Phase 1: THE MARKET SCALE, research and analysis
The guiding question of this phase was: 

Do human behaviours shape the environment or does the environment 
constrain human actions and interactions? 

By focusing directly on this question, the aim was to put spaces and uses in 
relation to see spatial interactions, problems and opportunities: who (action) 
is involved, when (time) and where (space). This phase was based on a 
fast-ethnographic research, in order to guide students to gather insights into 
how people live, what people do, how they use things, and what they need 
in their everyday or professional lives. This methodology was matched with 
co-design as a source of these insights: inputs from the users and interactions 
with the users in a bounded context, in a short time and with a selected 
group of people is a fast way to conduct a fast-ethnography and to become 
immersed in the context. 5

The analysis of multiple levels of space – action – time was developed as 
follows:

• People + time: observation of what people do and how they interact in 
the market;
• Actions + time: observation of the logistics and position of goods– 

5 The co-design activities are 
not presented and analysed 
in-depth for the purpose of 
this dissertation.

variety, storage in the single stand according to the interaction with 
clients to critically analyse how the space is used (both for storage and 
interactions with the client);
• Space + people: understanding of the social insights related to the 
place such as people’s stories, expectations and needs

actions/interactions

time

space

Fig. 49 – Scope of Phase 1. Diagram of the analysis on multiple levels: space – action – time.

To achieve this, students were required to develop diagrams reporting and 
analysing space + service insights:

• 2D and 3D survey
• spatial analysis: context, building, exterior, entrances, interiors, details, 
food flows
• people flows: shop-owners, clients (time and fruition typology), food 
suppliers 
• video-interviews about the shopkeepers’ stories (see previous 
paragraph)
• photography, interviews, current mood board

In the “Arnold” field experience, Phase 1 required the students to get in 
touch with the physical and human-socio-cultural environment immediately 
and to collect simultaneous analysis of qualitative data to lay the foundations 
for a comparative investigation of concepts. The exploration of the spatial-
temporal elements related to the physical area and the human interaction 
with it, however, was done by setting a coordination of investigation and 
data gathering in both directions between the disciplinary methods and tools 
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employed. In “Design+Eat=Spaces”, by never isolating the observation of 
the complementary environments to be explored, transferred an integrative 
method from the only data comparison to the data gathering itself, trying 
to test how the theoretical exploration of breaking silos between disciplines 
could be put in place already in the on-site research and not only in the 
merging of design tools by the educators. This shift was fundamental, 
because the attention was focused more on the complex nature of the 
process than on the construction of the tools to simply observe the final 
results. Furthermore, it transferred the reflection on the potentiality of 
structures owned by the nature of a service (Shostack, 1982) into the 
preliminary research process of the spatial potentialities.

• Phase 2: THE MARKET SCALE, concept generation and co-
design
The guiding question of this phase was: What is your systemic view of the 
design of a food network and system hosted in the Public Market space? 
with the aim of developing the spatial concept of the market. In this phase, 
students were provided with specific insights from the service design 
discipline and guidelines to act as co-design activities to exchange with 
local actors. The process was set with parallel actions, to make visible the 
coordination of the components for the design development. 

After the systematization of the inputs gathered from the Phase 1, design 
tools were matched around the multiple levels space – action – time for 
the concept generation and adding the visuals of service and of space for 
the concept representation. Even if some tools were more suitable for the 
initial stage of concept generation and others for an advanced stage of it, 
they were intentionally provided in terms of theoretical explanation and of 
outcomes required at the same moment, to allow students to build their 
process-sequencing by understanding step by step what data and research 
actions were needed to go further.

a. Who?
The levels of action – time have been isolated and added along with the 
interaction component. The tools employed were:

• System map: a visual description of the service technical organization 
was necessary to define the different actors involved, their mutual links 
and the flows of materials, energy, information and money through the 

system;
• Personas: building archetypes of the potential users after previous 
observations helped to focus on particular and existing social groups 
based on their shared interests. 
• Spatial Journey Map: while in the previous experimentations, the 
Spatial Storyboard Plus tool was tested for the final representation of 
the design process (to provide an overall vision of the project combining 
the narrative of the performance, the sequencing of interactions and the 
spatiality of the place), in this last experimentation the tool was reset to 
be more process-oriented and less representation-oriented. To do so, 
it was implemented with components from the customer journey map, 
the touchpoints, from the disciplined method of the scenario and by also 
adapting the sequencing, typical of service, to spaces.

INPUT

WHERE?WHO?

SCENARIO & CONCEPT

HOW?

Select and systematize the input from phase1

• Spatial Action Strategy
• Spatial Distribution Approach

• System Map
• Personas

• Spatial Journey

• Volumetric model

• Moodboard
• Title / Claim

• Vision IN
 P

A
RA

LL
EL

actions/interactions/time space

Fig. 50 – Process of Phase 2. Coordination of the multiple levels space – action – time for the concept generation.
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The Spatial Journey Map was defined as the journey 
(experience) of a user in a service and developed in 
a space, described through a chronological sequence 
of actions and through corresponding spatial 
touchpoints. 
The spatial touchpoint is the way in which the user 
interacts with the space and how (s)he perceives 
it, since the space influences human actions and 
interactions. It is the spatial interface of a product, 
a service or a brand. It enables the identification of 
both problem areas and opportunities for innovation 
and the focus on specific touchpoints allows the 
experience to be broken down into individual stages 
for further analysis. The aim of creating and testing 
this tool was to process in the same moment the 
actions, who makes them and where they happen.

chronological 
sequence

A A A A

SDA SDA SDA SDA

VISION

space
A= actions  |  SDA= spatial distribution approaches

Fig. 51 – The Spatial Journey Map process.

This process helps the definition of the spaces through the typology 
of actions. The definition of the space, in fact, has been paired with a 
chronological sequence of the actions of the service outlined. Starting with 
the “spatial elements” cards tested during the Ljubljana experimentation (see 
Section 4.1.3), these have been reframed to build a toolset defined as Spatial 
Action strategy with Spatial Distribution approaches, which has been 
systematized in the Where? parallel section.

b. Where?
Here, students were required to understand their spatial strategy of the 
Public Market space. At first, they had to fix their overall spatial strategy 
around two general possibilities:
1. doing a tabula rasa of the existing physical elements;
2. keeping (almost) all and operating a more adaptive design.
Then, the first level of categories proposed three kinds of approaches to 
deal with the general distribution: these were hierarchical (with a central 
focal point), distributed (with a grid composition), or based on a perimetral 
distribution and a centre.

Fig. 52 – First step of the Spatial distribution approach: understanding the spatial action strategy and the general approach.
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Then, students had to operate one stage at a time, defining how the space 
is, according to actors, actions and perceptions. The other levels could 
have been applied to parts of the space, where some actions and functions 
would have been located. These were organized into four levels: elements 
– attention on the visible and invisible planes; development – the unfolding 
of the elements and their density; crossing – the way in which all the single 
space components are crossed; and observation – the way in which all the 
single space components are perceived. 
All these levels were translated into three main coordinates – horizontal, 
vertical and multiple:

• element / horizontal: plane. A portion of the space read as a flat 
surface, more in its bi-dimensional aspect: this space is inhabited in a way 
to highlight this characteristic; i.e. to be read as a square
• element / vertical: multilevel. A portion of the space read as a 
superposition of surfaces
• element / multiple: wall, partition. A portion of the space where 
the horizontal and the vertical components have the same level of 
importance.
• development / horizontal: courtyard. The unfolding of a space around 
a primary, or secondary, flat area with a different function or purpose.
• development / vertical: monolith. The unfolding of a space around a 
denser component.
• development / multiple: combined. A combined development around 
bi- and tri-dimensional primary components.
• crossing / horizontal: height difference. It stresses the attention on 
different and flat passages.
• crossing / vertical: ramp, stairs. It stresses the attention on ramps and 
stairs as passages.
• crossing / multiple: corridor, door. It stresses the attention on the 
corridor dimension of a physical or a visual passage, creating a more focal 
movement.
• observation / horizontal: frontal. When a component is perceived from 
the ground as a display, a façade, a scene.
• observation / vertical: from the top to the bottom and vice-versa. 
When a component is perceived on the vertical axis, generating a 
bijective hierarchical relationship.
• observation / multiple: through an opening. When a component is 
perceived through a frame.

Fig. 53 – Second step of the Spatial distribution approach: understanding the spatial coordinate levels.
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Each level determines a consequential impact on, and need for, the following 
one in terms of design decision.
It is important to underline that these cards were not meant to actually 
set the interior design with fixed categories, but to investigate the space 
understanding, definition and design according to the service understanding, 
definition and design with abstract categories. This tool guided students in 
breaking down the space into pieces, into smaller components, to design 
the specific spatial requirements in terms of a human-centric view according 
to physical components, service requirements and values of perceptions, by 
always having the big picture as a reference.

c. How?
Students were also required to start defining how these actions, interactions 
and spaces would have been in terms of mood board, with a title and a claim. 
A vision would have suggested the visual and poetic ideas of the spatial and 
chronological sequencing designed and then turned into an overall scenario 
of the possible future imagined and a volumetric model.

• Phase 3: THE BOOTH SCALE, project development 
The final phase was devoted to the project development through the 
detailed definition of the spatial journey map, of the material- and tech-
boards, the drawing of plans and elevations, and the realization of physical 
models on different scales. This phase no longer required a processual 
methodology to be presented and explored. 

Some of the final outcomes are presented here to document the design 
results but, in reality, it was especially through the students’ oral presentation 
that the integration of the process was also evident in the results.

Fig. 54 – “Schisciamo” spatial strategy. Project by Ambra Borin, Michela Funari, Laura Marien, Margherita Rasio.

Fig. 54 – “Inshide” spatial strategy. Project by Celina Broekmans, Davide Rizzetto, Salomeeh Kataee Tabrizi, Alessandra 
Troisi, Marco Zucchelli.
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4.5 Discussion

The “Arnold” field experience has had a strong 
polarization with regard to the Spatial design side, 
and is only supported by the Service design side, 
which is predominant both in the process as well as 
in the outcomes. 

The educational process of “Design+Eat=Spaces” 
combined in all the steps the narrative of the 
performance, the sequencing of interactions and 
the spatiality of the place, testing tools not in 
a representation-oriented way but in a process-
oriented one, always merging the spatial-temporal 
elements of the design with the human-socio-cultural 
dimension of the context of research.

Anyway, the boundaries of the two disciplines were 
still evident.

2017/18 - Field 
experience
“Design+Eat = Spaces” 
Design Studio
MSc Interior & Spatial 
Design at Politecnico di 
Milano School of Design

It has been therefore positioned as a crossdisciplinary test, where it is 
evident that the seminal shift into a more interdisciplinary one in the final 
phase is devoted to the event design, where the 1:1 scale prototyping 
of the set-up faced the timing and the interactive part of the action. The 
service has not yet been a focal interest, either in the goals to be achieved, 
or in the main tools employed, but it has informed the educational 
process and enabled the context-based process. In fact, starting from the 
two basic meanings of “service” researched in Elena Pacenti’s doctoral 
dissertation (1998, p. 6), i.e. service as the nature of the final design object 
and service as the characteristics of the work, while Arnold’s methodology 
tried to isolate one side of the service nature, the attention to the process, 
“Design+Eat=Spaces” also included the other side, the attention to the final 
result and to the performance. 

multidisciplinary
approach

crossdisciplinary
approach

interdisciplinary
approach

1.POSITIONING IN THE PROGRESSIVE EVOLUTION OF 
THE EXPERIMENTAL PHASE:

2.SUMMARY OF THE DESIGN PROCESS *:

3.INSIGHTS:

Students have been conducted in designing spaces while designing 
the plot of the interaction scene. The physical evidence, constituted by 
the scenography and the props, is seen as one possible mises en scène, 
integrated in the narration of the journey [percorrenza] into spaces.
Despite intentions, the “Spatial Journey Map” was used more as a 
representational tool than as a processual one. For this reason, the analysis 
of its effectiveness failed. However, it pushed the students’ attention towards 
a more integrated approach between environmental, temporal and social 
aspects for the design of innovative spaces.

(* SD and SpD in brackets specify the disciplinary origin of the approach used for that method or tool.)

- 2d and 3d surveys (SpD)
- Spatial analysis and flows (SpD)
- Video interviews
- Moodboards

- System Map (SD)
- Personas (SD)
- Moodboards and Vision
- Spatial Journey Map (S+S)
- Spatial Action Strategy (S+S): 
definition of the space paired with 
a chronological sequence of the 
actions of the service outlined

- Plans, sections, materials and 
models (SpD)
- Final Spatial Journey Map

Phase 1
Research & Analysis

Phase 2
Co-design and Concept generation

Phase 3
Project develpment
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Lesson learnt: the Instructor Principles 
for future developments

In the actual research and in the field experiences presented here, it appears 
that new needs have been detected to approach the design of spatial 
environments and, therefore, that new approaches and new tools have 
become necessary in the design process to process and elaborate them.

Disregarding the specific issue of the design action, the design of a physical 
environment is inextricably linked to the complexity of the human and social 
environments, whose superposition, reciprocal influence and impact must 
be taken into account when dealing with the understanding and design 
interventions. A contextual-based approach is not a plus, but it is also an 
undeniable part of the research and practice. The phenomenological nature 
of design is not only a matter of its final output relationships with any kind of 
environment, but it is involved as a factor from the beginning of the process. 
That is why the applicative phase of the dissertation has increased the focus 
of the disciplinary integration in the process. That is, the attempt to answer 
the third research question:
	 RQ 3: How to validate the proposed transdisciplinary viewpoint 

Thanks to the progressive experimentation path, the weaknesses of an 
unintegrated design has been demonstrated as along with the way in which 
the two disciplines can connect to build a dialogue within design education.

Representational and generative tools from Spatial and Service design 
have been explored as possible complementary approaches, to include the 
physical evidence, the aesthetics of the relationship and the sequencing 
within the time-span: thus, by putting the visual of service into the visual of 
space.

• Criticalities on the environmental dimension:
The materiality of the relational value of services is unfolded in a 
dialectic with spaces; further exploration is needed to understand 
how to match the dialectic between human beings and places with the 
design of innovative services.

The need to represent the service material, its impact on the performance 
of spaces and on the human experience resulted in looking for visual tools 
and methods able to implement the very limited visual evidence of services 
into the essential visual evidence of spaces. The tested tools had the aim 
of making visible the material impact of the service while being defined 
in parallel with the spatial design (Spatial Journey Map), or the aim of 
highlighting the service needs and requirements impacting in the spatial 
human dimension and for its validation (Desktop Walkthrough Encounter), or 
the aim of expressing the complexity of multiple factors, its variables and its 
unfolding in space and time (Spatial Storyboard Plus). 
> Thus, an approach of the “visual” issue through these tools allowed 
the spatial dimension of human relations in their environment, their 
value influence and their reciprocal interaction to emerge. Furthermore, 
it reconsiders the tangibility of services through the spatial design 
perspective.

• Criticalities on the temporal dimension: 
The immateriality of spaces is co-produced; further exploration is 
needed to understand the impact of participatory design in designing 
spaces through the analysis of the actual social dynamics to integrate 
the narrative components.

The design of spaces has been explored and supported with the structured 
enhancement of its human-centred side by taking advantage of the 
consolidated methodological discourse of Service design on co-design 
and co-production processes. Through the added value of an ethnographic 
approach, of situativity and grounded theory, co-design actions have been 
tested in the co-creation as well as in the prototyping actions for the design 
of spaces, introducing the idea of a co-production of spaces, meaning that 
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the people engagement in the design process and the designer’s direct 
immersion and exchange with social context. This co-production takes place 
in the data collection, in the intellectual participation for the generation 
of information and in the emotional participation of the stakeholders. 
The performative dimension is part of the co-design activities and of the 
prototyping (final event) activities as well as of the Desktop Walkthrough 
Encounter and Spatial Storyboard Plus actions. 
> Thus, a way was tested to converge the endless relationships of human 
actions with spaces with the sequencing dimension of the performance. By 
overlapping its time-component with the unfolding of the actions designed 
in the space, and by narrating all the sequences of the interactions and of 
the activities in a complex view, spaces have been co-produced.

• Criticalities on the social dimension: 
The design of contextualized services can contribute to the narrative 
of social roles in a scenic movement connotation of places; further 
exploration is needed in designing spaces while designing the plot of 
the interaction scene. 

By focusing on the impact of service features in the physical dimension, 
attention has been given to design of services that have a direct relationship 
with the user. What has been demonstrated is that the spatial dimension is 
not only the place of the mise en scène, with its static connotation, but also 
of the narration, with the connotation of a scenic movement. This expansion 
of meaning concerned with the Spatial design discipline creates an analogy 
with the seminal work of Pacenti (1998), which leaned towards an approach 
that put the service aside as only an organizational and management 
structure towards the themes of the cultural qualities of design, which was a 
shift developed and understood with the added involvement of the temporal 
dimension through the concepts borrowed from interaction design and 
the design of the interfaces and the language of the performance 1 (ndr. 
linguaggio dello spettacolo).
> Thus, by matching design tools features in an implemented processual 
tool, it tested a way to introduce the narrative dimension of spatial design, 
by performing the social roles and the hierarchies of relationships through 
the actions and the actors involved in the time-span selected within the 
connotation of a scenic movement.

In conclusion, the Experimentations and the Field Experiences used as critical 
case studies for the Explanatory Framework demonstrated that an integrated 

1 In the ‘90s, Pacenti’s work 
introduced and expanded 
the design culture dimension 
of Service Design further 
than its simply organizational 
and management structures. 
The language borrowed 
from design of performance 
that highlighted the 
temporal and interactive 
dimensions of services was 
strongly connected to the 
work of Giovanni Anceschi, 
especially in: Anceschi, 
G. (1992). Choreographia 
universalis. L’oggetto della 
raffigurazione, ETAS Libri, 
Milano. 

design avoids Spatial Design development being merely a frame for Service 
Design. Moreover, through the experimentations it has progressively 
attempted to go beyond the use of tools from one discipline into the other, 
to get through the isolation of their fundamental interpretative structures. 
These have merged into the theoretical framework of the experimentations, 
into the methodological process and have been tested, combining tools 
for the specific purpose, in order to validate a strategic coordination and 
cooperation among the disciplines. By putting the visual of service into 
the visual of space it has explored the way in which the materiality of the 
relational value of services is unfolded in a dialectic with spaces; the way in 
which the immateriality of spaces is co-produced; and the way in which the 
design of contextualized services can contribute to the narrative of social 
roles in a scenic movement connotation of places.

I believe that future explorations should however go in direction set, 
that of pushing for a more and more integrated approach between 
environmental, temporal and social aspects for the design of innovative 
spaces.
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In the actual research and in the field experiences presented here, it appears 
that new needs have been detected to approach the design of spatial 
environments and, therefore, that new approaches and new tools have 
become necessary in the design process to process and elaborate them.
In the last three years, I have focused on investigating and strengthening the 
theoretical implications in design research and education in the field of S+S, 
researching a specific and unexplored gateway into SD, that of SpD. 
The thesis is a brand-new cross reading of SD and SpD.

First of all, the research found a way to set this comparison, and the two 
frameworks by Edeholt & Löwgren (2003) and Holmlid (2009) served as 
a model to frame it and supported the understanding of how the two 
disciplines could connect.
Then, the theoretical exploration and the taxonomy proposed must be 
intended as a first step to start a S+S discussion.
The complementarity indicator for a S+S transdisciplinary approach are:

• The structured methodology of the design process of SD can expand 
the operational capacity of the one of SpD in light of the understanding 
of the common ground they share.
• If spaces are relational phenomena and are permeable platforms 
offering the material support for social practices that operate through 

flows, this permeable platform is indissolubly a complex network of 
relationships and interactions; this exists thanks to an overlapping network 
of services able to link them and, equally, thanks to spaces that are 
enablers of the service network.
• Time sequencing and spatial aesthetics should merge in a 
complementary orientation towards an aesthetics of the relationship, 
including the spatial dimension and its symbolic values as well as the time 
of the interaction, of the engagement and of the participation. This leads 
to an integrated design of spaces taking into account the narration of 
flows passing through it.
• Co-design practices should enter into the SpD towards the co-creation 
of spaces. Since processes of space ownership are constructed by the 
human action of dwelling and spaces are enactive of interaction, spaces 
enter with full rights in the reflection of design and democracy through 
agonism and infrastructuring notions.

Considering the disciplinary level of analysis of SpD and SD, and the fact that 
the experimentations were a parallel test field for the ongoing theoretical 
reflections along the doctoral path, these lasts as to be considered more as 
a supporting process than a scientific endorsement, acting as an iterative 
process within the ethnography of the research. 

From the experimentations, it emerged that:
• the deconstructed and sequential approach of SD methods and tools 
could be applied to methods and tools for the design of spaces but, 
actually, this is not enough to support the definition of a complex 
design strategy of a place;
• the experimentations have not provided a clear idea on the effective 
value of hybrid tools: the tested approaches had, unfortunately, a more 
relevant impact for representational purposes than for processual ones. 
The same happened in the bigger impact those tools had in the design 
of structural and infrastructural components, not balanced with the same 
impact on added identity values for the places designed. 

These conclusions are valid if we consider the outcomes point of view. In 
fact, the following paragraph aims at highlighting the theoretical insights 
that can be a starting point for future explorations.

Conclusions and criticalities
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The scope of framing the fundamentals of a transdisciplinary approach 
has meant drawing one of the infinite number of possible frameworks for 
a comparison of disciplines. The one emerged that explores the findings 
developed by the established Dialogues, and it aimed to highlight the areas 
in which each discipline expresses its contribution to the wider reflection on 
design research, where disciplinary coordination and cooperation should be 
further explored.

The current landscape of design related to the issue explored has been 
framed within the changes concerning the contemporary world. This has 
been useful in illustrating the widespread, multi-faceted subject matter 
of the design discipline, fundamental to frame not only the shifting from 
fixed and defined entities (technology-centred) to processes and complex 
living entities (human-centred), but also to frame the topics of the teaching 
experimentations, in order to connect the complexity of the object to the 
higher complexity of the process needed, in parallel to the Dialogues’ 
discussions. In fact, “design today is no longer about designing objects, 
visuals, or spaces; it is about designing systems, strategies, and experiences” 
(Muratovski, 2016, p. 138); that is why speaking about the main issues of the 
contemporary shifts has been considered here as a major point in framing the 
emerging S+S design approach. 

The definition process of the Qualitative Comparison and the experimental 
research arrived at these overall conclusions for the dissertation:

• Service Design and Spatial Design share the development of the design 
culture towards a direct and integrated cooperation between disciplines 
and towards a balance between socio-cultural and techno-physical 
environments;
• Adding the Service components to Spatial Design means expanding the 
systemic view, while Spatial Design contributes to design contextualized 
services;
• With an S+S approach, the service designer receives contributions to 
the materiality of the relational value of services, and the spatial designer 
makes contributions to the co-production of the immateriality of spaces, 
within a coordinated narration of actions and interactions in places 
considering both the abstract and the sequential timespan;
• The research identifies that an integrated design of all components 
avoids Spatial Design development being merely a frame for Service 
Design but being an integrated part of it, only if a transdisciplinary 

dialogue overcomes the conceptual distances.

These are based on the confrontation with the stronger challenge for a 
transdisciplinary dialogue: the translation of frameworks, concepts, logics, 
terminologies, levels of analysis and tools from a research field to another 
to overcome the conceptual and methodological boundaries from 
different ontological stances (Gustafsson et al., 2016, p. 6). For this reason, 
the Dialogues have been built upon abstract concepts and notions: in order 
to identify parallelism, comparisons and possible complementary areas to 
attempt a first joint research not yet explored.

This research fits into a “return of attention” towards the tangibility 
of services artefacts, which are no more dominant but worthy to be 
reconsidered in light of the ongoing evolutions and in light of a cultural 
discourse on research in design.

The scope of the research was certainly determined by a lack of specific 
literature on the topic, that necessitated the search for fundamentals. An 
adoption of this approach requires a better understanding of its practices and 
of methods to assess values and evaluate processes of the added diverse 
perspective, since the separation and distance in the terminology and in the 
community of reference by the two disciplines have entailed few exchanges 
so far for supportive structures.

Why a transdisciplinary approach and not a 
transdisciplinary method?

“If we understand approach as both the way of gaining access 
to a goal, such as the solution of a problem, and the process of getting 
closer to a destination, then approach may involve a whole set of 
techniques and methods plus the rules of how to use them. That is why, 
from a phenomenological perspective, approach, which always includes 
the approaching agent, that is, the researcher, may be taken as a more 
comprehensive term than method. It covers the whole rule-guided process 
of getting close to the solution of a problem, from the definition of the 
point of departure and viewpoint (perspective), to the proper way of asking 
meaningful questions, through the consideration of the relevant context, 
to the (experientially) faithful description of the phenomenon under study” 

(Graumann in Bechtel & Churchman, 2003, p. 95).



This citation is useful in the explication of why this dissertation has been 
structured towards the outline of an approach, rather than of a set of 
methods and tools, or to design guidelines. The Service Design discipline, 
with its recognized and shared toolsets, demonstrates that a proliferation 
of tools produces an outstanding number of variations with a loss of the 
overall design methodology and strategy. Even in this case, the hybridized 
tools developed within the experimentations were intended to be testing 
environments for the claims, systematized for the specific teaching contexts 
and not highlighted as the core contribution of the thesis itself. The scope 
has not been to propose a new linear thinking, but to attempt a seminal 
work towards an approach that enables the evolution of complex skills 
that are capable of adapting to dynamic contexts.

The overall methodology of the thesis connected the specific approaches and 
methods of the disciplines for collecting empirical materials. These comprise 
the connection between the approach of the research (based on grounded 
theory), the approach in the experimentation (based on participatory action 
research), and the cross-pollination of design fields in the experimentations.

SERVICE DESIGN

SERVICE DESIGN

SERVICE DESIGNSPATIAL DESIGN

SPATIAL DESIGN

SPATIAL DESIGN

ENVIRONMENTAL 
DIMENSION

KEY DIMENSIONS

KEY DIMENSIONS

KEY DIMENSIONS

dialectical
Spatial design designs places 

with the added symbolic component

unfolded
Service design designs service evidences 

with the sequential added component

TEMPORAL 
DIMENSION

abstract 
(endless time of the memory) 

Spatial Design designs places 
with a timeless component

sequential
(limited time of the use)

Service Design designs relationships 
with a defined duration (hic et nunc)

SOCIAL 
DIMENSION

semiotic 
Spatial Design designs social identities

through a figurative act

relational
Service Design designs relational entities 

through an experiential act

>>
The materiality of the relational value of services is unfolded in a dialectic with spaces; further 
exploration is needed to understand how to match the dialectic between human beings and 

places with the design of innovative services.

>>
The immateriality of spaces is co-produced; further exploration is needed to understand the 
impact of participatory design in designing spaces through the analysis of the actual social 

dynamics to integrate the narrative components.

>>
The design of contextualized services can contribute to the narrative of social roles in a scenic 

movement connotation of places; further exploration is needed in designing spaces while 
designing the plot of the interaction scene. 

By establishing a cooperation between the deconstructed plot of the interaction scene with the 
design of the physical evidence constituted by the scenography and the props, spaces can be seen 
as possible mises en scène integrated in the narration of the journey [percorrenza] into spaces, 
possessing a multilevel dialectic with the designed environment.

By establishing a cooperation between the endless memories of spaces, tracing the rituals and 
symbolic relationships of human actions, with the sequencing breakdown of actions and interactions 
in a designed environment, the design of spaces can be explored and supported with the structured 
enhancement of its human-centred side. The sequencing dimension of the performance, overlapping 
its time-component with the unfolding of the actions designed in the space, can inform the design of 
spaces by narrating all the sequences of the interactions and of the activities in a complex view. 
The design of spaces can mutually inform the service’s design with its invisible values since SpD 
explores the user experience in spaces.

By setting a cooperation between the figurative act that embodies the wicked problems of the 
contemporary condition with the relational focus of the experiential act, in the wider spectrum of SD, it 
introduced an added value of the narrative dimension of SpD, the one that underlines the performing 
of social roles and the hierarchies of relationships through the actions and the actors involved in a 
time-span.



GLOSSARY OF 
KEY TERMS
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For the purpose of this research, the following terms are defined as:

Dialogue
This term is used to strengthen the main attempt of this dissertation, that of the absence 
of a coordinated design culture and the lack in a theoretical development in the 
research in design of a disciplinary connection between SpD and SD, despite the large 
debates on the relationship between SD and other subject matters. For this reason, the 
Dialogues act as converging areas of discussion.
Therefore, the Dialogues here explore this relationship through a discussion on 
an identified common ground of the two disciplines in order to explore areas of 
differentiation and of balance. They focus on a mutual and reciprocal theorizing across 
the disciplines; however, they are only a beginning of reflection in the direction of the 
foundational act towards transdisciplinarity between SpD and SD.

Key dimensions
They are wide dimensions, serving to synthetize the gaps identified between the two 
disciplines. These gaps are opportunities to discover where SD and SpD could be 
complementary to each other (and contains the relevant macro-areas of investigation of 
the reference frameworks).
They are not descriptive classification, such as the dimensions of the reference 
frameworks (cf. chapter 1). They attempt to evidence one aspect for the two disciplines, 
analysed in order to highlight the most relevant contribution for each.

Complementarity Indicators
They have the scope of describing the core evidences of the disciplinary dialogue 
towards transdisciplinarity, developed as a way to “connect the dots” within the critical 
work on the literature review and to build the perspective for the proposed Qualitative 
Comparison.

Supportive structures
With this, the aim is to express the theoretical interpretation given by the dissertation 
for the S+S relationship, meaning disclosing the fundamentals.

Design orders
In Buchanan, R. (2001). Design research and the new learning. Design Issues, 17(4), 
3–23, he explores the changing conception of the “product” of design, not in the 
sense of the physical object of course, but as orders that are “a place for rethinking and 
reconceiving the nature of design [where] “places” [are meant] in the sense of topics for 
discovery, rather than categories of fixed meaning” (2001, p. 10). 
Holmlid (2009, p. 7) describes the Buchanan’s orders as a “partial model, […] valuable 
to interpret the design disciplines as integrative disciplines or as boundary openers of 
the model” itself. This observation is important: from one side, because it underlines the 
impossibility to strictly categorize established design disciplines, but is useful to orient 
their initial conception; from the other, it supports the outreach of the design disciplines 
towards a transdisciplinary cooperation.

Design object
The design object is not an object, a visual or a space; in fact, it has definitely shifted 
from defined categories to a complex system the experience of the human beings 
depends. It is a solution for the physical world as well as the added cultural value it 
carries in the socio-cultural world (Manzini, 2016, p. 55).
Therefore, it is also shifting away from fixed and defined entities (technology-centred) 
to processes and complex living entities (human-centred), i.e. to a systemic view and 
impact on the cultural, social, economic and physical dimensions (Buchanan, 1992), 
(Krippendorff, 2005), (Brown, 2009), (Ezio Manzini, 2015). This change has an impact on 
design research and practice on different levels: “design today is […] about designing 
systems, strategies, and experiences.” (Muratovski, 2016, p. 138)
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