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DHesign (Design + Heritage) 
for the Workplace
Italian Design and Heritage between 
Identity and New Narratives
Annalisa Dominoni 
Politecnico di Milano 
Orcid id 0000-0003-1667-9786

Irene Sanesi
BBS-pro 
Orcid id 0009-0004-2798-414X

Keywords
Cultural Heritage, Design, Contemporary Art, Well-Being, Cultural Welfare.

Abstract
This paper re-evaluates cultural heritage’s role in contemporary society, moving from a 
preservation-focused model to an innovative, community-centered approach that inte-
grates heritage into daily life. It redefines cultural sites, including museums, as “innovation 
laboratories” that promote civic engagement and community identity.
Italy’s unique cultural landscape, rich in historical and artistic assets intertwined with local 
communities, exemplifies this transformation through the concept of a museo diffuso – 
“diffused museum” - where cultural experiences extend beyond traditional museums to 
workplaces and public areas, encouraging public interaction and participation.
The title “DHesign (Design + Heritage) for the Workplace” underlines the significant ther-
apeutic potential played by art and design to enhance health and well-being. Additionally, 
it examines cultural institutions’ role in “cultural welfare” supported by the World Health 
Organization’s 2019 findings. In advocating a “CESG” model, the issue calls for adding a 
cultural dimension to Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) frameworks, integrat-
ing heritage as a driver of ethical leadership and sustainable business practices. It aligns 
with the 2022 ICOM museum definition, emphasizing accessibility, inclusivity, and sus-
tainability, and encourages museums to actively contribute to community development.
The aim is to envision a future where cultural heritage in Italy can be valorized designing 
a stronger identity through new narratives able to be a catalyst for social innovation, eco-
nomic resilience and the well-being of future generations.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1667-9786
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8952-5107
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-2798-414X
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We Wish You by Antonelo Ghezzi, Prato, 2021 (courtesy Irene Sanesi and BBS pro). 

Mostra Bloom, artwork by Francesca Pasquali, Florence, 2024 (courtesy Irene Sanesi and BBS pro). 
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We Wish You by Antonelo Ghezzi, Prato, 2021 (courtesy Irene Sanesi and BBS pro). 
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1. Cathedral Thinking

Non è con l’occhio che si vede ma col cervello.

Plinio il Vecchio, Naturalis Historia

Having (finally) overcome the logic and the approach (of the 
1980s and 1990s of the twentieth century) of cultural deposits 
according to which that same heritage was perceived as “oil” 
(a limited polluting resource), a new contemporary interpreta-
tion has redeemed and rediscovered its identity and participa-
tory, community, communicative and civic value.  

In this context, the cultural places are no longer straightfor-
ward containers of goods but are taking on the profile of real 
laboratories of innovation and spaces for collective thinking. 
This change of paradigm and meaning finds particular mean-
ing in Italy; it is no coincidence that already two centuries 
ago, travelers, intellectuals, and artists undertook their cul-
tural journey along the Boot, the “Grand tour” (a pioneering 
vision of Italy) driven by the desire to visit and be visited by 
the artifacts and the Italian landscape. We can reasonably 
affirm that this tour was not defined as “great” only for its 
extension and for the arduous vicissitudes of reaching places 
outside the guidelines of the time (think of Paestum), but be-
cause it represented a physical journey to discover something 
intimate and spiritual, a connection and a deep understanding 
of the cultural heritage. 
Today it is necessary to dust off the fateful question “for 
whom?” and not only “how?” we operate, live, exist. It is cru-
cial to reclaim a systemic mindset, as indicated by the found-
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ing fathers,1 without creating separations and reductionisms, 
in a space-time dimension that is constitutively created to last 
and to survive those who promote it. Thus, in the same way, 
places of culture must reflect and promote this vision, re-
sponding to the challenges of the present with a new approach 
that integrates cultural heritage into daily life and the com-
munity.

This evolutionary trajectory that emerges from periods of 
trauma such as the pandemic and wars, represents a call to 
support innovation paths not only individual projects and 
good causes. This is a fundamental point to trace the path by 
walking together: each in their own daily life, in their neigh-
borhood and in their city, feeling part of something that is not 
a global village but a community of people. A new and con-
temporary form of community, whose references and roots 
have been the cave and the tree, the square, the fountain and 
the cathedral, in which we are more children than heirs. Mu-
seums, not only those dedicated to art and design collections, 
are, in all aspects, agents and levers in the contexts in which 
they are located, with a pivotal role, often unaware and unex-
pressed, in the broad social, economic, civic, and educational 
fabric. Consider, in fact, the demo-ethno-anthropological 
museums that protect and enhance history and identity also 
through the valorization of craftmanship, traditional uses, 
and customs, as well as corporate archives and museums, 

1	 Art. 9 of the Italian Constitution: “The Republic promotes the development of culture and 
scientific and technical research. It protects the landscape and the historical and artistic heritage of 
the Nation. It protects the environment, biodiversity and ecosystems, also in the interest of future 
generations”.
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custodians of the corporate heritage that in Italy is connected 
with the animus and the genius loci.
It is in the virtuous contamination – between goods and ac-
tivities, locus and corporate culture, between landscape and 
sensible use of natural resources, between customs, traditions 
and aesthetic forms of products – that the arduous game of 
maintaining our authenticity is played and will be played. It 
is a development model that has ancient roots and that stats 
from an objective fact: Italy is a country for about 70% of its 
territory is made up of small and medium-sized municipali-
ties with less than six thousand inhabitants, with a system of 
widespread micro-enterprises that are still the backbone of 
the many production chains. The world of fashion has under-
stood this, and investment funds are acquiring not only the 
brands but also the chain of third parties that provide quality 
and unique services, without which it would be impossible 
to guarantee the so-called “enchantment economy” (Sanesi 
& Guidantoni, 2011), an economy of beauty of which we are 
considered the Belpaese, with a simple, and at the same time 
enlightening, definition of Made in Italy according to the his-
torian Carlo Cipolla: the beautiful things that the world likes.
In this context, cultural and creative institutions, starting with 
museums, must understand that new questions such as welfare 
and sustainability must be added and considered to the well-
used (and sometimes even abused) instances of protection, 
promotion and valorization, in a changed and changing pres-
ent. A wish to be formulated for cultural institutions is precise-
ly that of standing out from the crowd, not certainly through 
an anachronistic form of distancing, but rather as a subject 
capable of expressing a new leadership. A leadership that will 
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still be founded on roots and history without, however, being 
the exclusive basis, integrating it with practices of inclusion 
and sustainability actions. Nurturing visions of the future that 
welcome, not only in intent, but also in governance and man-
agement tools, this perspective, means giving culture, art and 
design an opportunity to respond to the primary needs of pro-
tection, promotion and enhancement. It also means being able 
to guarantee more contemporary dimensions that are given by 
cultural production (not only, therefore, preserving the past, 
whatever it may be) and by the construction of the dimension 
of perspective (cathedral thinking). 

By cathedral thinking we mean the mindset of cathedral build-
ers, such as Notre-Dame in Paris, the Duomo in Milan, or the 
Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, the latter designed by the ar-
chitect Antoni Gaudí, who began working on it in 1883, fully 
aware that he would not live to see his masterpiece completed 
(the cathedral will be finished in 2026). The architect stated:  

It is not a disappointment that I will not be able to finish the 

temple. I will grow old, but others will come after me. What must 

always be preserved is the spirit of the work; its life will depend 

on the generations that will pass on this spirit and keep it alive.

The motivating principle behind the mindset of cathedral 
builders can be applied to numerous fields of knowledge, 
starting with managerial sciences, by embracing a long-term 
perspective. This approach challenges us to dream big, col-
laborate, innovate, and persevere.
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L’arte è carta da parati per ricchi by Giulio Alvigini, Prato, 2024 (courtesy Serena Gallorini and BBS pro).

Still Life by Chiara Bettazzi, Prato, 2021 (courtesy Irene Sanesi and BBS pro). 
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2. New Art and Design Contaminations in the Workplace
The variety and multiplicity of Italian museum institutions 
and their typification (see the concept of diffused museum 
coined by Antonio Paolucci) finds them linked to the territo-
ry, even geographically speaking, through a continuum be-
tween artifacts, architectural emergencies, and landscapes. 
We can configure this status: museums – diffused museum 
– territory, not only as a photograph of the state of the art but 
as a canon, paraphrasing Harold Bloom (Bloom, 1994).
What we intended to share with this issue of PAD dedicat-
ed to Italian design and cultural heritage between identity 
and new narratives, is a contribution of reflection aimed at 
intercepting some cases and a series of good practices that 
are designing a sign of paradigm shift, tending to go beyond 
the canon. Experiments, research, actions, which are trying 
– sometimes even as attempts – to explore new forms of con-
tamination through artistic action “inside” the workplace. The 
idea is not (only) to transfer the works elsewhere, with respect 
to their orthodox and common spaces (museums, galleries 
etc.), a practice that should not be excluded in any case. It is 
rather a process transfer by redefining the perimeters of the 
workplace, which are also like museums, multiple and varied: 
factories, professional studios, shops, hotels, laboratories, etc. 
It becomes interesting to move the immaterial and intangible 
dimension of art and design, the process and not just the prod-
uct, since it is from the impact of a process management bor-
rowed from artists and designers that generative and inspiring 
results and impacts are expected (Dominoni, 2019).
Globalization first and Artificial Intelligence today are dis-
mantling and giving a new meaning to the 80s/90s model, 

D
H

e
si

g
n

 (D
e

si
g

n
 +

 H
e

ri
ta

g
e

) f
o

r 
th

e
 W

o
rk

p
la

ce
 b

y 
A

. D
om

in
on

i &
 I.

 S
an

es
i



PAD   Pages on Arts and Design   #27

0
25

when the so called “4As” of the Italian production system were 
configured in the traditional manufacturing sectors: clothing 
(and personal goods), furniture (and household items), auto-
motive (including mechanics) and agri-food. 

We can reasonably affirm that other concepts have been add-
ed to the concept of production that have gradually filled the 
initial void with respect to the intimate and close link between 
production and georeferencing. In fact, how much of the suc-
cess of the 4As depends on where the sectors are located? 
A lot, in some cases. In Italy, the place is history, so much 
so that current productions almost always have more distant 
origins and sink their roots into the past, keeping habits and 
procedures intact. It is also intangible heritage that becomes a 
lifestyle, with some great common denominations and an in-
finite series of local declinations of extraordinary tangibility, 
when they move the economy, without necessarily being slow 
or “zero kilometer”. The productive part has acquired aware-
ness of this link – between the business generated by art and 
design, and the territory – with different intensities depending 
on the case, moving from ideal situations of co-design and au-
thentic collaboration between museums, examples of culture, 
and businesses, to forms of blatant parasitism devoid of any 
valorization or relationship. In between, a variety of nuances. 
The link is not limited to historical and historicized aspects 
but expands into the construction of policies and strategies 
of sustainable development. In other words, it is essential to 
identify models that push the productive and corporate world 
towards a positive and constructive “exploitation” of the com-
petitive advantages of the locus and make the world of cultur-
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al operators aware of the benefits of a relationship between 
communicating vessels. The worlds that are outside the cultur-
al limes have so far been seen and experienced as occasional 
partners, communities are mostly considered public, not pro-
sumers (consumers and producers of content at the same time). 
Only by moving into the virtual locus an awareness has been 
acquired of how much the user is worth as a person in terms of 
choice and relationship.

And yet, the supply chain of aesthetic goods has strict rules: 
it is no coincidence that a red car rather than a design object, 
a plate of pasta, or a coat, become a personal experience as 
a permanent happening because they are filtered through 
one’s own experience, and therefore capable of generating 
knowledge and perception of quality. The “wow” effect 
(translated today to the network and the virtual world) is no 
longer enough. Reality needs quality, and we will be increas-
ingly measured on this parameter in the future without being 
able to take anything for granted and made in Italy, not only 
as made, created, and produced in Italy. But also as thought, 
designed, and inspired in Italy. It is well told without ne-
glecting the value chain, and it activates a widespread pro-
tagonism of places and communities.

3. Art / Design for Health and Wellbeing – Care Resources
The Italian cultural heritage, a sign of identity and histori-
cal testimony of the country is today faced with a profound 
rethinking of its educational, fruition, communicative, eco-
nomic, and social role. Within this perspective, the concept 
of well-being as “one health” plays a new and central role, 
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including care in a perimeter that is certainly broader than in 
the past: protection of real estate and personal property, at-
tention to people and their needs. In a very effective way, An-
glo-Saxon countries call the heritage, emphasizing the aspect 
of the transmission function of values to which we as citizens 
are heirs. Coincidentally, but interestingly, the initials of the 
English word health are the same as heritage, almost as if to 
signify a subtle and lasting link between heritage in its mul-
tiple components: material and immaterial, and well-being, 
also in its multifaceted elements: physical, psychological, 
spiritual, relational.

Following the publication by the WHO-World Health Organi-
zation in 2019 of the report What is the evidence on the role of 
the arts on improving health and well-being? A scoping review, 
the most extensive and in-depth ever carried out on the sub-
ject, the debate on the relationship between culture and health 
has ignited, also following the effects of the pandemic on in-
dividuals and society. The report establishes a direct relation-
ship between participation in cultural and creative activities 
and the improvement of mental health and well-being, also 
bringing benefits at the level of soft skills.

Many European countries have already implemented recom-
mendations from the European Union to integrate cultural 
welfare policies (an Italian neologism defined in the Treccani 
Atlas for the first time in 2020), but important advocacy work 
still needs to be done, not least in our country.
Believing firmly in the soft power of cultural welfare means 
assuming art and culture, in their multifaceted expressions, 
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as health resources and resources for the care of individuals 
and communities, as stated in the manifesto of CCW – Cen-
ter of Cultural Welfare.2 It is demonstrated, as attested by the 
WHO Reports, the underlying virtuous relationship and this 
relationship managed in a strategic way becomes the tool to 
re-read the policies and actions in the territories: “Culture is 
closely connected to individual and collective development; 
social cohesion and the biopsychosocial health of communi-
ties are at stake” (Sanesi, 2023).

Many examples today demonstrate the importance of the 
therapeutic contribution of architecture, art, and design to 
redevelop places of hospitality and care and create environ-
ments in which there is a deep harmony of space, light, and 
beauty. In recent years, scientific research has been revital-
izing, investigating the interrelations between culture and 
health. Neuroscience, medicine, and psychology worked with 
cultural organizations on a path where theory accompanies 
practice. Research confirms that culture is a determining fac-
tor in psychological well-being.

The privileged relationship between cultural participation and 
the state of health arises following the publication of epidemi-
ological studies, which have demonstrated unequivocally that 
the intelligent use of leisure time is associated with an exten-
sion of life expectancy and a reduction in certain degenerative 
diseases, like Alzheimer’s disease or cancer. Culture is gener-
ally considered “entertainment” and therefore brought back to 

2	 https://culturalwelfare.center/ 
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the superfluous; however, cultural activity takes on a precise 
value, proving to be an essential tool able to prevent cognitive 
decline, mitigate stress conditions, and contribute to general 
welfare (Grossi & Ravagnan, 2013). As already included in the 
European Agenda for Culture 2018, the report of the World 
Health Organization, WHO 2019, attests that art and culture 
are important health resources for care, health promotion, and 
building equity and social quality (Fancourt & Finn, 2019).

Today more than ever, these interrelationships become stra-
tegic to address the human and urban convalescence that 
individuals and communities face. Artistic approaches can 
be considered as complex or multimodal interventions, com-
bining several different components which may concern the 
aesthetic involvement, the stimulus of imagination, sensory 
activation, the evocation of emotions and cognitive stimula-
tion. It may also include social interaction, behaviors, physical 
activity, involvement in health issues, and interaction with 
care settings and spaces. The perceptual-sensory characteris-
tics of the environment assume a strategic value in the design 
of architectural spaces, giving emphasis to psycho-emotional 
aspects and semantic value to spaces as well as art and cul-
ture that affect moods, feelings, and emotions. Visual arts, 
architecture, music, and literature have the power to decisive-
ly affect mood improvement through immersive experiences 
of beauty, wonder, and transcendence. It also makes evident 
the need to prevent and not just cure. Hence, it is important to 
have a strategic alliance between design, culture, health, and 
social education to retrain care environments and increase the 
spread of well-being (Dominoni, 2022).
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The form of light by Vincenzo Marsiglia, Prato, 2022 (courtesy Irene Sanesi and BBS pro).

Mostra Texture, artwork by Renzo Bellanca, Florence, 2024 (courtesy Serena Gallorini and BBS pro). 
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4. Integrating Art and Culture into ESG and Sustainability 
Reporting
The acronym ESG stands for Environmental, Social Gover-
nance and represents, in the economic/financial field, the 
activities related to the responsible investment of those com-
panies that, in addition to profit, integrate objectives, tools, 
and actions of the so-called social responsibility (the inevi-
table acronym: CRS – Corporate Social Responsibility). ESG 
is a sort of contemporary crossroads that is becoming, fortu-
nately, a trend. The data (speaking of “the trend is your best 
friend”) tell us that companies that have taken environmental, 
social and governance indicators into serious consideration 
are growing at a sustained pace, as are the investment funds 
that are displacing competitors with results and lower volatil-
ity. The purely economic, financial and patrimonial approach 
is undoubtedly outdated and considered reductionist even in 
the for-profit world (today happily contaminated by the intro-
duction in our legal system – first in Europe – of benefit com-
panies), with an acceleration linked to the push of millennials, 
who have now appeared on the market not only on the demand 
side but also on the sustainable leadership side. 
There is no need for a careful eye to realize that among the 
non-financial reporting factors, the C of Cultural is missing (for 
a new crossroads), and the cultural (and creative) factor cannot 
be considered only within the social or environmental theme. 
The tools that tell the story of a company (profit, non-profit, 
benefit) in a final (accountability) and perspective (business plan 
and forecast) are key needs today more than ever. They are a 
reading key that is also cultural. Where cultural meaning em-
braces a multiplicity of meanings: from the theme of the tan-
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gible heritage of our assets as a memory of a past that cannot 
be relegated to a nostalgic stereotype or a postcard landscape 
to the intangible heritage as a heritage of knowledge and skills 
(also in companies), irradiation of the former and unique ability 
to generate imagination. Again, culture is a contemporary pro-
duction capacity and support for digitalization that is not a mere 
prosthesis (Sanesi, 2021).

The reasoning on CESG becomes a significant viaticum also 
for museums and their capacity not only for accountability but 
as a new sustainable approach through filters that are not only 
ex-post (and/or fake) but perfectly embedded-integrated with 
the vision and mission of the cultural institution. 

We, therefore, like to imagine (with healthy pragmatism) that 
contamination represents one of the most significant challeng-
es of the meaning of our future, that the ESG criteria will soon 
be contaminated by the missing C, also thanks to an action of 
the players of culture such as museums, in an olivettian vision 
that considers the company as an organism within an ecosys-
tem and an agent of change of that same system, capable of 
being the innovator that guides the imitators in the wake of an 
Italian way (Sanesi, 2024). But what exactly is meant by C of 
cultural? It means the humanities, of which art and design are 
part as ambassadors of a cultural and identity approach. In the 
land that generated the happy marriage between exact scienc-
es and soft skills, we cannot leave the humanities outside the 
door, not in an Italy that, together with museums, recognizes 
itself in artistic and anthropomorphic icons: the “David” in 
Florence, the “Lion” in Venice, in architectural emblems: the 
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“Colosseum” in Rome, the “Mole” in Turin, the “Duomo” in 
Milan, in expressions of nature: the “Volcano” in Naples.

The new definition of museum that comes from the Interna-
tional Council of Museums (ICOM 2022) reflects the evolution 
of the role of public and private museums in recent decades and 
includes concepts such as accessibility, inclusiveness and sus-
tainability, also specifying that museums must communicate 
and operate not only professionally, but also ethically. 

A museum is a permanent non-profit institution at the service of 

society that conducts research, preserves, interprets and exhibits 

tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the public, accessible 

and inclusive, museums promote diversity and sustainability. They 

operate and communicate ethically and professionally and with the 

participation of communities, offering diversified experiences for 

education, pleasure, reflection and sharing of knowledge. 

This definition highlights – compared to the previous formu-
lation – how today’s museums are called to assume a role of 
responsibility towards society, not only as places of conserva-
tion, enhancement and promotion of culture, but also as places 
that actively participate in the dynamics of the community and 
the territory in which they are located, contributing to their 
social and ethical, as well as cultural, development. 
“Accessible and inclusive”, underlines the ICOM statement, 
two terms that are very close from a conceptual point of view, 
but not always from a feasibility point of view: is an accessi-
ble museum, that is, one whose use is designed for everyone, 
consequently also inclusive? In Italy, these concepts are ad-
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dressed superficially, and there is a lack of shared definitions 
and, above all, clear regulations. It would be time to rethink 
the definition of “museum,” not only from a regulatory point 
of view but also from an organizational one, incorporating the 
theme of design into the redefinition of this new concept and 
assigning it a strategic role in terms of feasibility.
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FATE SPAZIO!
STIAMO 
PER USCIRE.

Aiap CDPG, the Graphic Design 
Documentation Centre.  
Working to collect, catalogue, 
archive, enhance and promote  
any documents related to graphic 
design and visual communication. 
These documents (originals  
as well layouts of projects, books, 

posters, prints, catalogues, 
correspondence, photographs) help 
reconstruct the history  
of graphic design in Italy  
and support research and 
educational activities, as it is the 
CDGP’s intention to make these 
documents widely available.

Aiap
via A. Ponchielli, 3, Milano
aiap.it — aiap.it/cdpg
@Aiap_ita

MUSEO
DELLA 
GRAFICA
AIAP 
CDPG

AIAP
via Amilcare Ponchielli 3
20129 Milano

www.aiap.it
aiap@aiap.it
biblioteca@aiap.it

AIAP CDPG
The Archives of Italian Graphic Design
Documents, Histories, Researches, 
Exhibitions, Publications, Tours

https://aiap.it/centro-di-documentazione-sul-progetto-grafico/


DONNE DEL PROGETTO 
GRAFICO ITALIANO. 
DALLE ORIGINI ALLA 
CONTEMPORANEITÀ.
WOMEN OF ITALIAN 
GRAPHIC DESIGN. 
FROM THE ORIGINS TO 
CONTEMPORANEITY. 

ISTITUTO ITALIANO DI CULTURA
DI WASHINGTON
ITALIAN CULTURAL INSTITUTE
OF WASHINGTON

AMBASCIATA D’ITALIA
EMBASSY OF ITALY
3000 WHITEHAVEN STREET
WASHINGTON DC

14th FEBRUARY > 14th MARCH 2025
ENTRY BY APPOINTMENT ONLY 

INAUGURAZIONE/OPENING
12th FEBRUARY, FROM 6:00 pm
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