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Article 

Background Conditions for Revitalisation Processes 
in the Case of Unused Public Buildings in Italy: An 
Ostromian Perspective 

Beatrice Maria Bellè 

DAStU, Politecnico di Milano; beatricemaria.belle@polimi.it 

Abstract: In Italy, the number of buildings that have fallen into disuse is huge; also the normative and 

regulative framework promoting public portfolio’s re-use and revitalisation is still unclear and blurred. 

Nevertheless, in the last ten years, these buildings have become fertile ground for innovation and creative 

experiences by civic actors. The rise of this new category of civic actors plays an important role, both from the 

institutional side and the kind of initiatives and practices they process. They act in different manners but 

according to an in-depth analysis they share similar patterns of behaviour. What has emerged is that, although 

the different contexts, where they operate, the institutional performances might be successful if only certain 

kinds of conditions are taken into consideration. Based on some basic features, civic actors and their dynamics 

with public administrations are analysed to understand conditions that allow revitalisation processes to be 

successful in unused public buildings. 

Keywords: urban regeneration; civic actors; revitalisation processes 

 

1. Unused publicly owned buildings and civic actors: a fertile combination for social innovation? 

The economic crisis has exacerbated the phenomenon of unused and abandoned buildings both 

private and public, and it has revealed how traditional planning policies are no longer adequate. 

Also, urban resilience and adaptive re-use are quite debated topics in the contemporary literature [1–
5]. This is a situation shared across Europe, but specifically, the issue of disused publicly owned 

buildings is urgent in the Italian context. Unused public properties, either because of inefficiency [6–
9] or for speculative reasons [10], are a problem in themselves. The ethical issues are not the same as 

those for private buildings [11–13] precisely because the property is ‘public’. According to the general 
definition of the public sector’s obligations and duties, the Italian contemporary situation presents 
some deficiencies in desired outcome. Also, the economic downturn shows how financial shortage 

influences (i) private interventions [14–16], speculative and strategic intentions, (ii) government 

policies. On this line, new ways to consider public portfolios (and buildings in particular) have been 

emerging. In particular, the contemporary Italian context is facing a shift towards new economic, 

financial and social conditions [11,17]. These kinds of ‘experimentations’ might be considered as new 
and different way to address social, economic and environmental changes [18,19].  

From this perspective, the idea to consider a new trend of experiences, launched by the so-called 

‘civic actors’, for renovating and revitalising unused public buildings is twofold. On the one hand, 
there is a general acknowledgement that some policies and regulations on the management of public 

buildings must be rethought. This phenomenon is also important in considering the Italian context 

since the after-crisis situation has highlighted how traditional planning models are no longer effective 

for renovating and regenerating buildings [16]. Also, considering these practices as an emerging 

phenomenon, it is important to understand their role: either to reinforce a status or to generate new 

opportunities for thinking anew regulatory and physical contexts [18]. 

On the other, there is a progressive awareness that public spaces (in this case, public buildings) 

might be considered relevant places, as they are the expression of people’s claim, freedom and rights 
see also [20]. What emerges is a variety of bottom-up and top-down activities that combine social 

needs with governmental purposes [21,22]. This field is where civic actors have a strong pull. That 
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phenomenon has taken place since the middle 2010 in Italy with different attempts to define and 

promote temporary uses , for the Italian case, see [4,23] through many public policies (at both the 

regional and local levels) [4,24–26], and new regulations (see Regolamento dei beni comuni and Patti di 

Collaborazione, promoted by Labsus) [27,28]. This new tendency considers bottom-up experiences and 

temporary uses as a trigger for revitalisation [29,30]. Moreover, increasing discussion and debate 

have focused on communities and their potential to self-govern creative practices and self-provide 

services, facilities, and local welfare [31–34]. 

The paper is an extract of a broader research, and it will discuss briefly some of the key elements 

that contribute to enhancing the current debate on these initiatives. On the one hand, the 

overproduction of laws and regulations hardly influence and limit this phenomenon; on the other 

hand, these emergencies and urban experiments are highly and inherently political [18], which means 

that their role is directly connected – or not – to more systematic and structural changes.  

The paper illustrates the Italian context, particularly providing a sample of cases to discuss these 

new ‘civic’ experiences to promote the revitalisation of unused buildings. The aim of the paper is to 
critically discuss similarities and dissimilarities of the cases, with specific attention to the background 

conditions fostering these practices. Also, the paper suggests policy guidelines, conditions, and limits 

for these experiences to occur.  

2. Institutional performance and methodology 

The approach used in this paper is the Ostrom’s framework towards institutionalism and the 
case studies analysis [35,36]. In brief, in Italy, this phenomenon of civic actors and their role in 

revitalisation processes is still under investigation, and it has to be disentangled and organised. The 

risk is to over-regulate those experiences without any specific directions, within a regulative 

framework. This attitude has been reiterated by public governments, introducing different tools 

almost annually to solving public buildings disuse.  

The kind of self-organisation civic actors have, might be analysed from the point of view of the 

institutional performances, and incentives Ostrom derived [35]. Moreover, these practices are likely 

recurring, and institutions are used and crafted by individuals “to organise all forms of repetitive and 

structured interaction” [36](p.3). 
Although it is not so well spread in urban planning concerns [37,38], the importance of having 

a new institutional approach is based on three elements. First of all, the analysis of institutions 

provides a different way to consider and analyse complex systems, such as cities or governance 

processes [35,39,40]. Second, it explores contexts and activities that might be embedded into practices, 

that are difficult to be acquired from a rough generalisation [37,41,42]. Third, this framework might 

reveal how institutions have contributed to creating and recreating a robust setting for successful 

cases [18,43]. In general, this approach underscores that “the application of empirical studies to the 

policy world leads one to stress the importance of fitting institutional rules to a specific social-

ecological setting” [44](p.642). This is made because ‘one fits all’ policies are not effective if the 
discussion is focused on institutions, incentives and patterns of enforcement. 

This approach is combined with a case-based method of investigation. The paper will discuss 

what emerges according to the analysis of a sample of different Italian experiences about 

revitalisation processes by civic actors. The use of a sample to present the phenomenon might be 

helpful because it (i) provides a certain degree of generalisation and representativeness for the 

phenomenon, and it (ii) allows separation between theory and testing [45](p. 125). The sample 

includes 45 cases. In particular, the research is grounded on the QCA methodology [46,47]. This 

method contributes to better understand the complexity of each case, introduces comparable basic 

categories for generalisation, and it helps in deriving conditions and incentives, that might help in 

encouraging and guide these kinds of practices.  
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3. Civic actors and revitalisation processes: the result of an Italian investigation  

As already mentioned, the case studies have been extensively discussed in the broader research 

(They are extensively analysed in the PhD thesis, discussed in July 2021.). Here, there will be just a 

glimpse to better understand the Italian contemporary city. The cases are organised in a sample of 45 

Italian heterogeneous revitalisation experiences made up by civic actors (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. List of the case studies within the sample in analysis. Ri-elaboration of the author. 

Some of the cases are still ongoing (64%), some others are pending (13%), and another portion is 

concluded (23%) (Last update February 2023. The first research was made within 2019-2020, and the 

average was a bit different, with 64% of cases ongoing, 18% of cases ‘pending’, and the 18% of 
concluded). This kind of categorisation is important to understand the different dynamics and to 

acknowledge the fact that there might be issues limiting or hindering the processes. The first 

impression, based on the sample, is that more than one-third of these experiences have encountered 

complications. This is the reason why this analysis is based on empirical evidence. They have been 
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investigated through the QCA analysis, with the introduction of comparable basic categories that 

might help in generalising some of the features.  

These studies are made to better understand the different typology of cases of revitalisation 

processes and, on the other hand, it helps in thinking about these practices with a more critical and 

systematic approach. Moreover, the need to structure these experiences through regulations and 

norms might lead to entirely unexpected outcomes [48]. 

This section aims to discuss the findings that have come to light by analysing the sample.  

The findings have been subdivided based on some key elements, such as (i) the location of the 

unused (and then renovated) building, (ii) the patterns of behaviour, civic actors’ institutions and 
public sphere’s attitudes, and (iii) the uncertainty. All these elements help in deriving the essential 

background conditions that will be necessary for investigating the institutional performances civic 

actors have in revitalising unused buildings.  

3.1. Location of the building 

The sample underscores that a large part of the experiences is located in the central or semi-

central area of the cities (64%); the other portion is located in suburban or peripheral areas, despite 

the size of the cities. The kinds of activities are similar, but the services provided in the latter locations 

concern social services and answer more local needs (e.g. FaRo in Rosarno, Palestra Popolare di San 

Lorenzo in Roma). In general, the buildings in city centres are more likely to be ‘cultural hubs’ (e.g. 
Fabbrica del Vapore in Milano; Manifatture KNOS in Lecce [49,50] ). Public buildings that function 

this way are large and flexible enough to enable civic actors’ experiences inside. What emerges is that 
larger cities are more likely to be more dynamic. That is directly related to the idea of creative 

industries and social capital [16,51]. 

In most cases, the former condition of the public buildings was either abandoned, or ‘dismissed’ 
– but not abandoned – which means that the building is no more performative for specific functions. 

There are a few examples in which the public building (or the space in question) might be considered 

‘empty’. However, the restoration of public buildings does not have a direct connection with full use, 
in fact, some of them were still partially unused. 

The reasons are two: (i) civic actors are non-profit so they do not have enough money to revitalise 

and restore big buildings, but only part of them; (ii) rationalisation made from public administrations 

for different reasons, such as speculative ones. 

3.2. Patterns of behaviour, civic actors’ institutions and public sphere’s attitudes 

Analysing civic actors based on their three main features (nature of the group, nature of the 

action, and nature of the trigger; [11] )a set of different patterns of interface emerges. In general, for 

what concerns the nature of the group, the distinction is quite standardised (either formal or 

informal); but when introducing the analysis of their action (bottom-up or top-down) and the trigger 

(licit or illicit), it is important to clarify the processes. Here, the boundaries are more nuanced and 

equivocal, since these aspects are referring to the specific dynamics happening case-to-case. As the 

role of civic actors in revitalisation processes might be very complex and difficult to manage, this 

analysis leads to the investigation and the study of the patterns of behaviour and the construction of 

robust – or fragile – institutions. On this concern, civic actors’ and the processes they pursue have 

been divided into three clusters of interface. The clusters are intended to present different 

combinations of ‘actions-trigger’ that might describe what nowadays happen when revitalisation 
processes take place in unused public buildings. The interface clusters are divided into three main 

categories: (i) traditional, (ii) cooperative, and (iii) non-traditional. This distinction is important 

because each case is unique and, although similar patterns of behaviour or context, the outcome 

might be unexpected.  

This aspect is related to the concept of uncertainty, which is quite spread in those processes. 

Using the clusters of interface and understanding the kind of dynamics, might help in lowering the 

degree of uncertainty, activating other forms of interactions and other patterns of behaviour and, at 

the same time, make the institutions evolve. 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 3 May 2023                   doi:10.20944/preprints202305.0144.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202305.0144.v1


 5 

 

The first cluster relates to traditional patterns of behaviour. This category includes ordinary and 

streamlined processes of revitalisation (it is around the half of the experiences in analysis). It involves 

cases where the public administration decides to entrust public buildings to civic actors for social and 

cultural purposes. Frequently these are related to the formal organisation of civic actors. According 

to the different dynamics, the traditional cluster highlights that the intervention on unused buildings 

is frequently made from the public sector and, civic actors only settle inside it, after a public call. In 

general, the traditional cluster is the one where civic actors are formal, act in a top-down manner and 

have a licit trigger (e.g. CAOS in Terni; Fabbrica Grisù in Ferrara; Mercato Sonato in Bologna).  

The second cluster is called cooperative. It consists of cases where cooperation and ‘coproduction’ 
[52] are the key elements of the revitalisation processes (around one third of the whole cases). The 

label “cooperative” is, in fact, because civic actors and public administrations are crafting together 
patterns of interaction able to convey a common idea of revitalisation [42]. In this case, civic actors 

might also present their revitalisation project in the first place. This means that the process might be 

from the bottom up. In general terms, the cooperative cluster is modelling the bottom-up experiences 

that have been emerging spontaneously and without any public advice. Once civic actors start the 

process, they might (but not always) encounter public interests; it means that the conditions and the 

arrangements could be tailored specifically for that case. The mutual arrangements and pattern of 

behaviour in this cluster is very important and might lead to interesting outcome. In this cluster, the 

trigger might be both licit or illicit, but the outcome is a tailored agreement (e.g. Asilo Filangieri in 

Napoli; Edonè in Bergamo). 

The third cluster is called non traditional, in opposition with the traditional one. In general, it has 

a bottom-up approach to actions, but the nature of the trigger starts as illicit (outside the legal domain; 

they are less than 20% of the sample). In this case, civic actors do not follow any legal framework, 

either because that experience is not taken into consideration by public administrations or because 

civic actors are in conflict with them. There are two different directions that non-traditional 

experiences might have: (i) convey into more cooperative clusters (e.g. Sale Docks in Venezia), (ii) 

remaining in a conflictual situation (XM 24 in Bologna). This is also related to civic actors’ attitudes: 
(i) moderate and (ii) extreme. The main difference is how they express themselves and their beliefs. 

Moderate civic actors are willing to cooperate for the collective interest; extreme civic actors possess a 

strong tendency towards an unconventional, politically oriented approach [53].  

These clusters of interfaces have to be considered as ‘fluid’ categories as the patterns of dynamics 
are very heterogeneous, but they highlight two elements, in relation to ‘the perfect- timing’. First, the 

civic actors’ settlement in the building, second their temporary (or more stable) presence in there. 
Combining together these elements, taking into account the time-related steps, this distinction among 

the clusters might be helpful in understanding the complexity of the cases in the first place, and 

allows for further investigations. In general, the sample helps in having an important outlook in 

relation to revitalisation processes.  

These clusters of interface have to be considered as a categorisation of a variety of different 

dynamics, that share two common elements: (i) civic actors’ behaviour and its consequences, and (ii) 
the public administrations’ attitude. In general, public administrations’ attitude is very important 
into revitalisation processes, and its bias might be risky, and leading to uncertainty.  

There are three different attitudes identified: (i) promoter but neutral, which means the public 

sector initiate the process but then do not interfere in any ways with civic actors activities (this is the 

case in traditional cluster); (ii) promoter and collaborator, that is the tendency of the public sector to 

cooperate with civic actors either for reaching an agreement or for enriching and strengthening the 

process (this is the typical case of the cooperative clusters); (iii) conflicting, which means that civic 

actors and public administrations do not agree on specific aspects of revitalisation processes (this is 

potentially happening in non-traditional clusters, but also in the preliminary stages of the cooperative 

clusters). These elements and the analysis of the clusters is particularly important to understand the 

complexity of the case in the first place. Also, these ambiguities and the need of a first categorisation 

are related to the lack of a general understanding of these practices from governments and the 

continuous copy-paste regulations that do not allow for flexibility and ad hoc situations. The clusters 
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of interface and the public administrations’ attitudes have highlighted how civic actors’ activities 
might be reliant on external situations, not totally dependent on them. In general, the kind of 

temporariness they might have (it might be years, but also months), influences how they pursue and 

perform revitalisation processes. These elements contribute to creating uncertainty. 

3.3. Uncertainty 

Ostrom [35] discussed this situation of uncertainty as an element that institutions have to 

challenge to evolve and strengthen themselves. She underscores the importance of having a problem-

solving attitude, which contributes to cases’ success [35,54]. Here, two different levels of uncertainty 
might come to light. On the one hand, the building that they are managing is publicly owned (public 

reliance); on the other, the process might eventually take unpredictable directions.  

To lower the level of uncertainty, it is possible to work in advance on civic actors’ reliance on 
public administrations. Their dependency is influenced by the nature of the cluster, as well as the 

public attitude. The more the clusters of interface are conflictual, the more civic actors aim for a 

change in the political public administration government. In those cases, the level of uncertainty is 

already high, so they are more prone to face changes, and to interact with different public 

organisations. The less conflictual situations, instead, might have a higher level of uncertainty, as a 

change in political government might either enhance to process or worsen it. Knowing in advance 

what are the costs and benefits of any situation, might help in organising the revitalisation processes 

more deliberately. This analysis is important as it highlights how revitalisation processes are 

continuously evolving and unpredictable [41,55].  

In general, the sample of revitalisation processes has highlighted three important elements that 

these experiences share.  

The idea to categorise the patterns of behaviour and the kind of possible alternatives might be 

useful to understand the kind of interventions policy-makers, civic actors or public administrations 

might adopt (the co-creative planning, von Schönfeld et al., 2019). Likewise, the analysis of the 

experiences has highlighted similarities in the organisations and practices that might happen in very 

different contexts, each of them affected by very diverse local conditions [56]. This depends on the 

specific attitude of each of the stakeholders, as they craft rules that might affect one situation or 

another. Nevertheless, acknowledging those experiences as complex might help in coping with 

uncertainty [57]. As revitalisation processes are very diverse and they respond to very specific 

institutions and contexts [58], it is crucial to underscore the importance of the uniqueness of the 

processes, and it highlights how diversity and complexity are clear conditions in contemporary urban 

contexts [36]. 

4. The role of background conditions in revitalisation processes 

The Ostrom’ framework and approach are crucial in this phase. It is important to highlight that, 
although some similarities, each case is different from the other, and that the traditional way of 

planning seems to be inconsistent with those practices. Moreover, the sample presents that there is 

another distinction among the experiences: as Ostrom, the processes are considered successful or not 

successful. To consider a process as a successful or not successful, the distinction is based on the 

outcome of the revitalisation processes. This is connected with: (i) the structural improvement of the 

building in question (functional aspects), (ii) the innovative, social-friendly and culturally-driven 

activities in the building (the meaning of the building), (iii) the community participation, and (iv) the 

continuity of the process throughout the time. That is important as ‘revitalisation’ relies both on 
physical aspects, and on social and participatory practices.  

The paper refers to Ostrom’s principles [35], redefining them as ‘background conditions’ since 
they are related to the contextual and institutional domain. In general, the background conditions 

might be distinguished between case-based conditions (internal to the process and the stakeholders) 

and framework conditions (derived from the environment).  

These elements interact in complex ways that influence the dynamics and the potential 

‘trajectories of transformation’ of governance, which are highly diverse and contingent. Moreover, 
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the different case-based and framework conditions are not separated, but rather they interact and 

influence each other reciprocally [41]. 

The case-based conditions are: (i) the localisation of the building, (ii) the community-building, and 

(iii) coproduction.  

The framework conditions are related to the local situation where the revitalisation process takes 

place. These are related to (i) political continuity, (ii) legal and administrative frameworks, and to (iii) 

the socio-economic environment. 

4.1. Case-based conditions  

The different case-based conditions influence the revitalisation processes either in positive or 

negative ways. In particular, one important element is the localisation of the building. Being in the city 

center, in contrast with being in a peripheral area, is a potentiality. Civic actors involved in 

revitalising a public building in the central city area (for large cities) may also contribute to creating 

a scale economy, not only in terms of limitation of transaction costs, but also because they would 

operate in a more active context. The flow is different, which means that more people might have the 

chance to get acquainted with the project and participate actively in it.  

This element is related to the second case-based condition, which is the civic actors’ ability and 
capacity to build a reputation. The community-building condition relates to the actors’ capacity to be 
considered as civic agents, and also being considered as such from the community. It involves the 

creation of a solid network within and outside the community. This element might be more difficult, 

but not impractical, when the social capital is low [59–61]. In fact, reputation building is more likely 

to be successful when considering a favourable positioning; while in peripheral and suburban areas 

revitalisation processes might face some difficulties. The capacity to be recognized from the public 

administration and citizens is crucial to pursuing revitalisation processes. As these activities are non-

profit, they need to have other kinds of revenues and need a certain kind of demand. If the demand 

is not reciprocated with a specific supply, these experiences are more likely to be unsuccessful 

throughout time.  

Another important case-based condition is the coproduction [52]. This element might be 

considered a consequence of civic actors’ expertise and capacities to work with other subjects 
(comprising the public administration). The main feature of this aspect is that co-production might 

occur in varying degrees [52,62], but this condition is essential to grant revitalisation processes more 

possibilities. This might contribute to lowering uncertainty. Co-production and uncertainty are 

strictly connected in revitalisation processes. In particular, there are two different kinds of 

‘uncertainty’: ‘policy ambiguity’, and ‘polity ambiguity’. The ‘policy ambiguity’ is related to the 
concerns about the legal framework and kind of tools; whilst the ‘polity ambiguity’ is more related 
to the precariousness of these experiences, and the possibility that they will be interrupted because 

of public administration actions and decisions.  

4.2. Framework conditions  

As the case-based conditions, the framework ones might influence the outcome of the revitalisation. 

They depend largely on normative frameworks and planning policies, on public administrations 

interface and attitude, and, in general, on the socio-economic environment.  

In terms of the legal and normative framework, it is important to highlight that there is a need for 

specific tools and a transparent legal background. This allows civic actors – but also public 

administrations – to recognise these experiences as a potentiality. Moreover, there is no shared 

national framework wrapping up all the different local tools and public devices. This contributes to 

creating ambiguities, the overlap of norms and uncertainty. The bureaucracy and the legal 

framework concerning these experiences is still blurred, and the kind of contracts sometimes are not 

flexible enough to allow civic actors to be forward-looking.  

Political continuity is also an important background condition that might influence the success of 

these experiences. It is a crucial element because its absence could lead to uncertainty. Political 
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continuity is essential, apart from rhetoric and political beliefs, because it encourages (or discourages) 

these activities [4,62]. 

The last framework condition is the socio-economic environment, which might be favourable for 

social entrepreneurship [50] (Singhal et al., 2013). The incentive derived from the market is the first 

factor that stimulates civic actors to promote cultural activities, innovative and hybrid services that 

are not present in the context (and also to overcome the supply-oriented policies that have been 

promoted since the 1990s). Also, it is an opportunity for public administrations to test [18,20] new 

activities without costs or save time on further investments. The opportunity for the public 

administrations with these activities, in fact, is related also to the possibility to re-activate an 

abandoned or unused space in a public and collective perspective, without any costs. Furthermore, 

having this space renovated might enlighten public administrations to change land-use policies 

deliberatively. 

To understand revitalisation processes and the institutional performances, these background 

conditions have been ‘evaluated’ accordingly to what has emerged from the analysis of institutions 

and patterns of behaviour. All the background conditions have been assessed with criteria allowing the 

comparison and the presentation of the institutional performance. Roughly, considering the Ostrom’s 
framework, the cases might be considered from their institutional performance as (i) robust, (ii) 

fragile, and (iii) failure. The ‘robust’ are the ones that have three or more background conditions (with 

a positive absolute value) that are occurring at the same time. The ‘fragile’ cases are the ones that 

present less than three conditions, or that present a medium level of the absolute value, given to the 

background conditions. The ‘failure’ are the ones that do not have a positive degree based on the 
conditions (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Some examples of background conditions’ performances. [Building location: C (Central); SC 
(Semi-Central); SB (Suburban); P (Pheripherial)]. 
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To sum up, the background conditions are an important element that might contribute to 

understanding the institutional performaces, and what might influence negatively a revitalisation 

process. This might depend for example, on the location of the building, the low degree of 

coproduction, a discontinued political interface, the lack of contextual conditions or the inadequacy 

of the civic actor to promote itself. The less these conditions are happening, the more possibilities a 

revitalisation case has to be considered a failure. It might be considered as a checklist to continuously 

work with, to improve civic actors’ institutional performances.  

5. Discussion and policy implications  

The background conditions are crucial. Considering them is important to define policy 

guidelines and derive general discussion about the phenomenon. All the different criteria described 

might be a proxy to discuss the outcome and the institutional arrangements, with particular reference 

to revitalisation processes. Moreover, background conditions are derived from specific cases and, 

although they cover a heterogeneous range of experiences, this paper aims to provide a structured 

framework for further investigations.  

In general, these processes are happening because of a shift in socio-economic and political 

contexts. The background conditions highlight that some elements are important in principle. The 

general framework used for this research is important to ground this phenomenon to the actual 

situation: (i) it helps to define some key elements that are important to understand the very nature of 

these experiences, and (ii) it highlights how urban planning issues are rarely discussed in those terms. 

In fact, there is a need to reflect upon the normative framework provided for two main reasons. 

Firstly, the Italian regulative structure is highly fragmented. That means uncertainty, on the one 

hand, and difficulties in understanding clearly the processes and the potentiality of revitalisation, on 

the other. As an example, the effort done with the Legislative Decree no 117 approved in 2017, about 

the Third Sector Organisation, is not responding to a contemporary situation about the civic actors. 

This happens because civic actors’ nature is more hybrid and, sometimes, difficult to classify in those 
pre-arranged categories. Whilst, it would be easier to consider them as they share similar aims. This 

‘gap’ might contribute, on the one hand, to increase the level of uncertainty and, on the other, it 
highlights the need to clarify and update some regulations.  

Secondarily, considering civic actors and their revitalisation processes, together with the role of 

public administrations, would create a different way to consider these practices. As they are not 

‘standardised’ but more context-specific, the ‘one fits all’ norms might not be the solution, the 
processes have to be improved through background conditions continuously and incrementally. In this 

way, there is a need to shift from formal rules and norms to the one discussed extensively by Ostrom 

[35,36]. The operational rules are the ones improving the community-building from the side of civic 

actors, as they influence day-to-day activities and are also considering the kind of attitude performed 

with public administrations. The collective choice rules are the ones concerning especially the co-

production and the political continuity, and they are related to the achievement of collective benefits. 

These rules, on the one hand, affect indirectly the operational rules, so how civic actors might evolve 

and trigger the revitalisation process; on the other hand, these rules are used to craft policies. In this 

case, it comes to light that each process is different, and the policy has to be flexible enough to allow 

different degree on operational rules in the process. Last, the constitutional choice rules are the ones 

defined by the effects they have on the other two levels, which means that they might change 

accordingly to what is happening at the operational level, but at the same time, it enforces them. That 

is the case of the background condition related with the socio-economic environment.  

6. Conclusion  

This paper investigates the role that civic actors might have in revitalisation processes, in 

particular for what concerns the unused publicly owned buildings. It is important to refer to these 

practices as a potential alternative to the long-standing tradition of privatisation. This does not mean 

that these experiences are the solution to unused public buildings. There are still a huge amount of 
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processes that might be considered fragile or a failure for different reasons. Also, it is not easy for a 

civic actor to invest in such assets.  

What is crucial, is to discuss this phenomenon with critical tones, without the rhetoric. 

Furthermore, it is essential to work on background conditions as a tool both for civic actors (but also 

for public administrations willing to pursue and promote these processes), as well as integrate 

operational rules and collective choice rules. The constitutional choice rules are the ones that might 

encounter more problems, as they are not directed to standardisation, but towards diversification. To 

enhance these experiences, without assuming that they will address the whole demand, it is crucial 

and essential to define specific policies, flexible enough to allow civic actors to activate those spaces 

with less limitations (e.g. planning regulations and tools or bureaucracy). This means, for instance, 

creating codes able to foster these experiences. A code of this kind must provide general, but 

fundamental, rules that can support different kinds of experiences (as the one presented here). It has 

to work on background conditions.  

Moreover, to have flexible regulations that might vary case-by-case, will (i) enhance the 

specificity of the locality, (ii) commit both civic actors and public administrations on revitalisation 

processes in unused public buildings, and (iii) avoid the cut-pasting of laws without any kind of real 

tie and relationships with the context [62]. 

In general, these institutional performaces have highlighted that there is a need to shift from a 

traditional model of planning, towards another one. This new model has to be: (i) inclusive, which 

means that formal and informal rules might be used similarly for creative outcomes; (ii) simplified, 

which means that it is necessary to optimize what is working and to avoid and remove the 

unnecessary parts ok regulations and norms (as they are also considered a waste of resources [63] ); 

(iii) decentralized, which means that the local level might be the most appropriate level for enhancing 

institutions [34]. 

To conclude, revitalisation processes brought about by civic actors might not solve completely 

the phenomenon of unused public buildings in Italy. The phenomenon will still remain, considering 

its magnitude. Nevertheless, these practices might be positively considered as a manifesto for social 

inclusion and public participation in a more general sense Moreover, they might contribute to 

creating a diverse and non-standardised way to consider planning processes through 

institutionalism, uncertainty and patterns of behaviour. 
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