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Speakers: 
EM: Ezio Manzini  
RP: Rob Phillips 
 

 
Question 1: 
You speak of communities of place which the present highlights as communities beyond             
physical borders. How does emotion and connection fit into this heightened awareness of             
the virtual as a place, a space for communities? 
 
 
Answer: 
EM: In my proposal, “communities of place” are groups of people who, in different ways, are                
connected to a physical space. When I say that the borders of this space are not well                 
defined it is because, for several reasons, they can change. For instance, because the              
people who participate in the place-making process are not necessarily always and only in              
that place (this openness of the borders is one of the differences compared to the traditional                
communities). The virtual spaces can have qualities and can be recognized by a community              
(a virtual community). But I don’t consider them as the communities and places I am talking                
about here.  
 
RP: I believe that we are still learning how to leverage digital communities as some groups                
are just coming to these for the first time. It will be interesting over time how these                 
communities come to have approaches of equality as ‘digital meetings’ are very different to              
physical encounters, especially across cultures. 
 
 
Question 2: 
Is the essence of community about engaging with the subtle background stories of others.              
How can this be attained via zoom or should it be substituted with something else? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Yes. Zoom or similar platforms can permit people who do not know each other to                
discover that they care for the same place, and organize to collaboratively do something for               
or in that place. 
 
RP: I think there is a real opportunity for how we can link physical and digital communities as                  
the power to leverage social networks and communities takes time to foster. We need to               
work out how these can be democratic, accessible and inclusive and then develop from              
there. 
 
 
 



Question 3:  
In this "new normal" how can we communicate with communities that don't have the same               
resources? How can we get in touch without getting in touch in this situation? 
 
Answer: 
EM: To get in touch without touching doesn’t require special resources. Imagine, for             
instance, a sick person at home; you can knock at the door, ask if something is needed,                 
leave the shopping on the front door, leave a message … without direct touch. Of course, if                 
you are also connected via a digital device these caring activities can be better organized.  
 
RP: I think this also depends on what you call resources, within communities themselves the               
resources are often the networks themselves. For example, a pencil is a technology and not               
just an online resource, these should be focused on being designed appropriately to creating              
appropriate conditions. 
 
Question 4  
Social innovators take into consideration the rise of populism when they co-create with             
citizens? In other words, how do you see the rise of populism affecting co-creation design               
processes? 
 
Answer: 
EM: This is a complex issue. To answer, I paste here something I recently wrote.  
 
“The pre-pandemic scenario can be characterized as the clash between different forces and different              
trends: the dominant macro trend towards neoliberal globalization (T1), as understood in recent             
decades and various counter-trends that, in different ways, have opposed T1. In turn, these trends               
can be placed in two very different (and in their own way opposed) areas of political action:                 
reactionary anti-globalism (T2), also called sovereignty today, which is based on identity, racist,             
denialist positions. And the alter-globalism for sustainability (T3), which expresses a high degree of              
awareness of the ongoing social, environmental and political emergency which sees opposition to T1              
and T2 as necessary steps to move towards sustainability. 
  
It should also be said that T1 and T2 are the dominant trends today, fueled by enormous economic                  
and political interests. Vice versa, T3, is generated by a multiplicity of actors, in an arc that has                  
included and includes numbers and different political movements (from the World Social Forum, at the               
beginning of the century, to Friday for the Future and Extinction Rebellion, to new Green parties in                 
Europe and at the Black Lives Matter, in the USA and worldwide). But also a large number of                  
scientists. And finally, all the people who have adopted ways of being and doing in opposition to T1                  
and T2. The people, groups and organizations that in the past two decades have produced a large                 
wave of social innovation: transformative social innovation.  
  
The scheme proposed here, based on these 3 great trends, is certainly reductive of the complexity                
and turbulence of contemporary reality (and, certainly, in reality, positions can be found which, in               
various ways, but not without contradictions, try to combine them by placing themselves at different               
points in the area of possibility that they define). 
Nonetheless, it seems to me that, for our purposes, it is sufficiently articulated to allow us to discuss                  
the topic we have proposed. And to do it in a non-reductive way” 
 



… Hope this answers the first question. Regarding the second question, it is simple:              
co-creation is not good because it is “co-”. The “co-” of the co-creation is only a precondition.                 
It produces an arena for possible conversations for action, i.e. of possible design activities.              
Then, all the actors must play their (political) part. And, on this point, … see the previous                 
part of the answer.  
 
Question 5:   
You mentioned this topic, the "us against you" trend. Can you give more detail on how social                 
innovators take consideration of the rise of populism when they co-create with citizens? In              
other words, how do you see the rise of populism affecting co-creation design processes? 
 
Answer: 
EM: This one is the same as question 4 
 
Question 6:  
The concept ‘phygital’ is being used to describe the hybrid experience of occupying             
complementary physical and digital space, particularly for business/marketing. Local         
community support such as neighbourhood ’What’sApp’ groups seem to have a similar            
approach. But they also risk leaving people out. What are your thoughts on getting that               
phy/gital balance right, to ensure inclusivity? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Premise; until now, I avoided using the term ’phygital’. Until now, I preferred to refer to                 
physical and digital and discuss mutual interactions. This is because, in my view they are               
exactly these interactions that, at the end of the day, make the quality of the experience. And                 
it's exactly on this interaction that we, the designers, can intervene. I wrote “until now .. “                 
because maybe in the future, I will use it. But to do it, I will have to understand what it gives                     
more than my normal and more everyday life terminology. The whole story of “communities              
of place”, in the way I presented it, is an attempt “to get people in”. And to consider them                   
with their physical bodies, in the physical spaces where they are. 
 
RP: The biggest challenge that we face is that we need to think of all of these mechanisms                  
as tools. When used appropriately, they are cost effective, inclusive, developmental and            
open. Throughout history designers have often put far too much stock in ‘technologies’,             
rather than seeing the consequences of all the actions and impacts. 
 
Question 7: 
It seems to me that one of the most valuable aspects of “communities of place” is the                 
potential for building relationships and the exchange of hands-on know-how. I believe there             
is great potential for learning across generations and from indigenous traditions.  
 
At the same time, there is a growing infatuation with digitalization in the creative fields (no                
longer even making things by hand but generating the ideas digitally and 3D printing them) -                
even in my field of textiles and apparel. What are your thoughts on the potential - as well as                   
possible social & environmental repercussions - of replacing human tactile mastery with            
digital technologies and processes? 



 
Answer: 
EM: For the first part of the question, I totally agree, of course. For the second part; on this                   
topic I am so suspicious as ignorant. Sorry, I cannot say anything ... 
 
RP: This is a very interesting topic and area. Over a period of time we have become distant                  
from the resources that we use for building, eating and are reliant on. A simple example is                 
Leather, a natural material that has to be maintained or Oak (timber) a material that in most                 
joinery shops still has a very high wastage rate due to ‘worming’ or ‘unnatural markings’. We                
have a completely different relationship to food and so many base materials. We need to               
reassess our relationship with these materials and processes, there is also our ‘desire’, a              
powerful human emotion. 
 
Question 8:  
A comment rather than question. Really great to hear the conversation. I work for a Global                
humanitarian organisation and we work with local communities, faith communities, local and            
global movements and networks across 50 countries. We see that the concept of community              
is not constant or consistent. But we do see where we work to get a greater sense of                  
collective purpose, shared values and principles enable progress and transformational          
change over the long term. Place, space and belonging is critical - whether virtual or physical                
communities. We walk with communities to explore what it means to live well in a place                
across multiple dimensions...and solutions and ideas are owned by community members           
themselves. If anyone is interested we have launched a report called the World Rebooted              
that is all about communities, movements and government coming together to map a new              
future in this 'never normal'. 
 
Answer: 
EM: Thanks. Very interesting. I will search for the World Rebooted …  
(on your side, maybe you could have a look to the first chapter of Politics of the Everyday) 
 
Question 9: 
To extend on the institution about food, more and more small scale food producers are being                
seen and appreciated, is there any opportunity to further support small-scale food            
producers? I.e. community-supported farms/bakeries. How can we build resilience in local           
communities in the face of a public health and economic crisis? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Communities of food are one of the best examples of community of place. There are so                 
many and so diverse cases …If you like, and if you don’t know them, search on the Internet,                  
for the Communities of Food promoted by Slow Food International:          
https://www.slowfood.com/our-network/slow-food-communities/ 
 
RP: The food chain is the most important place, how we grow seasonally, buy, sell, learn                
from different and or parallel climates is key. 
 
 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Politics-Everyday-Designing-Dark-Times/dp/1350053651
https://www.slowfood.com/our-network/slow-food-communities/


Question 10:  
Speaking of innovation by ecological motivation in the field of product design, most of the by                
products I have seen from university students are creating new bio materials or creating a               
cycle of use/reuse. How do we deviate from this typical method and start to broaden our                
thinking of sustainable futures? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Firstly, nothing against “creating new bio materials or creating a cycle of use/reuse!              
Secondly, you can “... deviate from this typical method and start to broaden our thinking of                
sustainable futures” by starting to think that products exist in natural and socio-technical             
ecosystems and by not looking at the product itself, but at the effect its existence could have                 
in the ecosystem in which it will be plugged-in.  
 
Question 11:  
It seems to me that the main challenge accelerated by Covid is that public space (a space                 
where we engage with difference) is being corrupted by preferential space (defined by our              
prejudices and preferences) which is the basis of the marketing algorithms which confirm our              
biases and increasingly define how we interact in both digital and physical space. 
 
Answer: 
EM: I agree with both the analysis and the concern. To fight against this awful perspective,                
many different initiatives should be taken at different levels. The communities of place             
proposal is one of them. 
 
Question 12: 
Dear Ezio:  
In your book ‘DESIGN WHEN EVERYBODY DESIGNS’ You say that every act of design              
these days is a de-facto co-design process. However due to C-19 we see people creating               
solutions for themselves by themselves. How does this change your notion of the way              
design is moving? 
 
Answer: 
EM: 

1. In an interconnected society every design action is, by definition of           
interconnectedness, a co-design process. I think this remains true in the           
post-Covid19 too.  

2. The fact that everything is co-designed doesn’t mean that it has to be for the good of                 
the society and of the Planet. This depends on the cultural and political intentions of               
the co-design process participants.  

3. The ways in which design is evolving is contradictory: you can find designers making              
choices that are oriented in very different directions. 

 
Question 13: 
To create a community you recommend to link novices and experts. Some power imbalance              
might emerge from that… How do you mitigate it? 
 



Answer: 
EM: Yes. You are right. As in every human activity there are some risks. And there are no                  
formulas that guarantee to avoid them. I think we must take some risks and bet on the                 
capability to find good compromises…. 
 
Question 14:  
Hi Ezio, 
I'd like to get back to the point of "relational object" to build communities. We are a startup in                   
Switzerland building an application which enables individuals to become part of communities            
through exchange of services (I need something vs I offer something) for money or for               
services of others. We are designing it with an idea that proximity between users matters,               
because we want to help the environment in the first step.  
 
The side effect is that we are also creating an entrepreneurial environment. Our users offer               
their services despite not being businesses, which is great for the local community,             
integration and economy.  
Yet, the legal system is not supporting this behaviour and we have to think of policing that                 
users do not earn too much money via our application, essentially we must stop our users                
from becoming too active in their communities.  
My feeling is that the legal system is behind current social changes. Is it something you                
observe as well in other countries?  
 
Answer: 
EM: Yes! In my understanding what you describe is the interaction between (1) social              
innovation and (2) norms & policies.. When (1) is really new, by definition, it is out of existing                  
(2) (or it is in a grey zone in which it is difficult to say if it is legal or not). This happened to all                         
the social innovations I know. In all these cases, the better evolution has been the one in                 
which the policy makers have understood the value generated by that social innovation and              
produced new policies and norms. When it happens, this is a very important result, because               
it creates a normative environment in which the idea on which that innovation is based can                
thrive and spread.  
 
Question 15:  
I live in the Byker Wall, in Newcastle (UK) designed by architect Ralph Erskine in the late                 
1960s/early 1970s to specifically foster community within the residents. There remains a            
strong sense of community of place, but my working class neighbourhood has become a              
community where lots of organisations from the voluntary and public sector work to 'fix'              
socio-economic issues. In your approach to the community of places, how do you account              
for the potentially neo-colonial actions of the creative/social professional class (including           
academics) who project their ideas onto the local community? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Of course, I know this line of discussion. It is really too complicated to answer in an                  
articulate way here. Let me be short and provocative: I am an European, white, male,               
academic design researcher. I use my resources (that depend on my personal biography) to              
elaborate some thoughts, trying to do my best to be critical and sensitive. I propose my                



ideas, knowing that they come from my point of view and point of action in the world. Given                  
that, I bet on the fact that the others, coming from different biographies, will listen, think and                 
react. And, in turn, I will listen, think and react. This way of doing, for me, is a co-design                   
process with a dialogic approach. 
 
Question 16: 
I love your idea about everybody designs (and that is what we believe at Design Council,                
that design should be democratic). What are some of the best ways you’ve seen of giving                
confidence to communities that they are designers of their own places and societies? 
 
Answer: 
EM: For me, design capability is a human capability. But, as all human capabilities, it must                
be cultivated and, in case, supported. This can be done in different ways. For instance, in                
Milano there is a City Council initiative, called La Scuola di Quartiere (The Neighbourhood              
School), in which citizens are helped in developing their projects not only for the sake of the                 
results, but also for improving their design capability.  
 
Question 17:  
There is a natural feedback loop from our philosophies, feelings, knowledge, experience to             
our material world. How might we enter the philosophical space as a starting point for place                
based community development? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Developing a reflexive design approach. For instance, one of the DESIS initiatives is              
called “Philosophy Talks”. And its aim seems to be exactly what you say. By the way, the                 
Philosophy Talk ongoing thread is called “Design and Philosophy of Nature”, and it is based,               
mainly, on Bruno Latour’s and Maria de la Bellacasa’s thoughts. See here:            
https://www.desisnetwork.org/2020/02/06/desis-philosophy-talk-7-1-designing-as-politics-of-
nature/ 
 
Question 18:  
I plan to take a course for students called Retrofit an ecosystem by small actions. Students                
are encouraged to look at their immediate surroundings-1 km radius around their home.             
They talk to people, take down environmental information and with it build desirable futures. I               
want comments on this possibility. 
 
Answer: 
EM: I find it a very good idea! 
 
Question 19:  
One statement suggested that we DESIGN communities by generating a common ground or             
through a relational conversation. In the larger spectrum of what is needed, does this              
suggest a most elitist community .. community of people who are already aware? 
 
 
 

http://www.desisnetwork.org/
https://www.desisnetwork.org/2020/02/06/desis-philosophy-talk-7-1-designing-as-politics-of-nature/
https://www.desisnetwork.org/2020/02/06/desis-philosophy-talk-7-1-designing-as-politics-of-nature/


Answer: 
EM: Yes, there is the risk. But to imagine and practise new ways of thinking and doing, you                  
must start from the people and groups of people who are interested and willing. Betting on                
the fact that, if the idea is good, it will spread … but, of course, I can also remain the idea of                      
a small group … Therefore, yes, there is a risk. But, do you know something in real life                  
without risks?  
 
Question 20:  
Within refugee camps and informal settlements and even some of the poorest communities             
there is innovation and significant human resilience to push through and find solutions. 
 
Answer: 
EM: Yes, and it should be made more visible and clear ….  
 
Question 21:  
I see one of the most delicate issues for the "new normality" in the situation of loss of                  
diversity, how to connect between diverse humanity? How to express the differences to             
politicians, decision makers, peers, youth? Thanks 
 
Answer: 
EM: “New normality” is an expression that must be explained. In relation to what you wrote, it                 
should be normal to recognize that we live in ecosystems. And that the first ecosystemic               
quality is diversity. Therefore, in “new normality” it should be normal to cultivate diversity.  
 
 
Question 22:  
How can we decolonize design? 
 
Answer: 
EM: Again, as for a previous question: this is too complicated for a short but complete                
answer. My provocation is: I (Ezio) can try to develop a reflexive and critical European               
design. I am sure that other designers, coming from other cultures, will bring and develop               
other ideas starting from different points of view. I imagine that, all together, this will create                
an ecosystem of very diverse design cultures and practices. This, for me, is to decolonize               
design.  
 
Question 23:  
@Prof. Manzini, It is a pleasure to see you again! I was wondering whether the Design &                 
Democracy initiative you started with Prof. Margolin is still active? 
 
Answer: 
EM: The one you refer to was imagined as a 2 years project. Therefore, beyond the fact that                  
our dearest friend Victor passed away, that project is finished because it had been intended               
in this way from the beginning. Of course, the problem is still there. And the design                
commitment should be there too….  
 



Poll question & results: 
 
 


