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8. From Signage to

Relational Infrastructure:

a situated taxonomy for
environmental Graphic Design
in Hybrid Spaces

Anna Turco, Alessio Caccamo
Sapienza Universita di Rome - Department of Planning, Design,
Technology of Architecture

ABSTRACT

This contribution redefines the role of Environmental Graph-

ic Design (EGD) in light of the evolving nature of hybrid urban
spaces, shaped by participatory processes, collective narratives,
and informal regeneration practices. Moving beyond conventional
notions of signage as merely informational, the study concep-
tualises EGD as a relational infrastructure - a design tool that
connects physical space, social actors, and urban imagination.
Adopting a qualitative and comparative methodology based on
six international and national case studies, the research develops
a typological framework comprising six categories: wayfinding,
narrative, participatory, interactive, critical, and temporary signs.
The analysis highlights the potential of graphic signs to enhance
urban livability, stimulate social engagement, and convey sym-
bolic meaning. Introducing the concept of inhabited graphics as
both a design perspective and a critical stance, the contribution
provides theoretical and practical tools to support the develop-
ment of contextual, inclusive, and relational graphic interventions.
Ultimately, it contributes to the reinforcement of the civic and
cultural dimensions of contemporary urban space.
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8.1 Reframing Environmental Graphic De-
sign: Toward Relational Infrastructures

In the contemporary context, urban transformations are no longer
limited to the mere physical regeneration of space but increasingly
involve cultural, social, and symbolic dimensions. So-called Socio-Cul-
tural Hybrid Spaces - places that combine cultural production, collec-
tive practices, and participatory governance models - are emerging as
strategic devices for activating processes of urban innovation (Man-
zini, 2021; Ostanel, 2023). In these settings, Environmental Graphic
Design (EGD) (Calori & Vanden-Eynden, 2015) assumes a potentially
significant, yet often overlooked role. Traditionally, the discipline has
developed within a techno-functional paradigm, focused on signage
efficiency and cognitive aspects such as orientation, legibility, and
spatial comprehension (Lin et al., 2025). While this functional per-
spective - exemplified by Calori and Vanden-Eynden (2015) - empha-
sizes clarity, branding, and wayfinding within built environments, it
often overlooks the potential of graphic signs to operate as cultural
and relational devices in complex urban ecosystems. As such, it
proves inadequate for addressing the layered nature of hybrid urban
contexts, where symbolic, communicative, and relational dimensions
are central.

This study proposes a critical revision of the dominant paradigm,
framing EGD not simply as an informative tool but as a relational
infrastructure capable of connecting people, practices, memories,
and possibilities. This repositioning rests on three main theoretical
assumptions:

The sign as a cultural and social device: research in social
semiotics and visual communication emphasizes the trans-
formative power of signs to generate meaning, raise aware-
ness, and shape behaviours (Vallverdu-Gordi & Mariné-Roig,
2023). Signs do not merely convey messages - they construct
relationships among people, places, and narratives.

EGD as a regenerative agent: contributions in regenerative
and place-based design (Malik, 2024) highlight the capacity
of graphic design to activate latent resources, reinforce local
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capabilities, and enrich cultural and ecological environments.
«  The spatiality of the sign: theories of spatial semiotics (Guan
& Wang, 2023) offer analytical frameworks for understand-
ing signs as spatial mediators that organize, interpret, and
perform space.
From this perspective, the concept of inhabited graphics serves as
the interpretive core of the research. A signis inhabited when itis
co-created by communities, activated by everyday practices, and
embedded within the rhythms and meanings of lived space. It oper-
ates as a semantic interface - sensitive and dynamic - supporting
processes of transformation at both social and spatial levels. EGD is
therefore seen as a mediating device between built environments
and collective dynamics, and as a design tool for fostering proximity,
belonging, and experimentation. This rethinking calls for overcoming
traditional dichotomies between designer and inhabitant, function
and expression, communication and narration. In contexts marked by
instability, transition, and plurality, graphic systems should be con-
ceived not just to inform, but to negotiate.

Grounded in these foundations, the research develops a theo-
retical and operational framework for interpreting EGD as a relational
infrastructure in hybrid urban contexts. This framework is articulated
through a situated taxonomy of signs derived from qualitative anal-
ysis of six international case studies. The objective is to explore how
graphic design can actively contribute to community regeneration,
the construction of shared identities, and the symbolic activation of
urban space.

8.2 A Situated Taxonomic Approach

To explore the role of graphic signs as relational infrastructures within
hybrid contexts, this research adopts a qualitative approach based
on the comparative analysis of case studies. Rather than aiming for
statistical representativeness, the study is grounded in a selection of
emblematic examples that clearly illustrate different relational func-
tions of graphic design across a range of urban conditions.

The six case studies were selected through a critical and purpo-
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sive sampling process. They span five countries and include interven-
tions in metropolitan areas, transitioning neighbourhoods, depopulat-
ed villages, and post-industrial spaces. Some are promoted by public
institutions, others by independent collectives; some are temporary
and experimental, others are structural and long-term. This diversity
allows for the investigation of graphic signs across a variety of spatial,
temporal, and organisational configurations. The analysis combined
multiple sources: project documentation, design analysis, press
reviews, and, when possible, in situ observations.

Each case was examined through a multi-scalar and interpretive
reading, taking into account spatial configuration, social activation,
symbolic function, and participatory dynamics. The six categories
emerged through an open and iterative coding process, supported
by cross-case comparison. The aim was not to impose predefined
typologies, but to identify recurring operational patterns that connect
space, practices, and imaginaries in situated ways.

The resulting taxonomy is both situated and dynamic: it does not
prescribe, but rather orients. It is derived from the recurrence of op-
erational categories observed across the six case studies, identified
through an analytical matrix based on:

« the spatial function of the sign (orientation, narration, inter-

action);

- thedegree of participation involved in its design process;

« therelational and symbolic intensity it generates.

These three dimensions form the basis of the tripartite model (Figure
1) that underpins the entire taxonomic framework. As shown in the
diagram below, the model visualises the intersection between spatial
function, participatory process, and symbolic-relational intensity,
offering an interpretive lens to understand the graphic sign as arela-
tional infrastructure. Data interpretation drew on tools from design re-
search, urban studies, and spatial semiotics. Each case was analysed
through multiple lenses to explore how environmental graphic design
operates as a relational infrastructure capable of mediating between
materiality, practices, and meaning. The resulting taxonomy is not
intended as a prescriptive model, but rather as an analytical and oper-
ational tool for guiding designers, institutions, and communities in the
development of context-sensitive graphic interventions. In particular,
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Figure 1.
Tripartite Model of
Environmental Graphic

Symbolic
identity/narration

Design as Relational [ ]
Infrastructure. '
@ ®
Physical Social
architecture/public space community/practices

it aims to support the growth of hybrid spaces in which graphic signs
do not merely communicate, but actively construct: relationships,
identities, and possibilities.

8.3 Typological Framework for
Environmental Graphic Design

The typological framework developed in this research identifies six
categories of environmental graphic design (EGD) interventions (Fig-
ure 2) that operate as relational infrastructures within hybrid urban
contexts. These typologies outline different design approaches, each
capable of activating specific connections between physical space,
social subjectivities, and symbolic layers. The selected case studies
(Figure 3) are not intended as exemplary models to be replicated,

but rather as situated situations that reveal the potential of EGD as a
relational device and an urban meaning-maker.

Wayfinding and Informational Signs
This category includes interventions designed to support navigation
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and spatial comprehension. These include directional signage, maps,
explanatory panels, architectural graphics, and supergraphics that
facilitate physical and cognitive orientation.

Wayfinding and Figure 2.
Informational Signs Situated Taxonomy of
,,,, Relational Graphic Signs
in Hybrid Urban Spaces.
Temporary and Narrative and
Event-Based Signs ‘. Identity Signs
Signs
Critical and Expressive and
Activist Signs Participatory Signs
Digital and

Interactive Signs

Ofteninterpreted as neutral tools, these signs are fundamental to
the everyday urban experience, contributing to the construction of
perceived and lived spatiality. In hybrid contexts marked by plural and
dynamic programming, the effectiveness of such systems depends
on design sensitivity to the cultural, linguistic, and symbolic specifici-
ties of place.

An emblematic example of this category is the project for Place
du Chéteau in Strasbourg (2013), designed by Intégral designers. The
intervention addresses urban wayfinding through a graphic system
integrated into sandstone street furniture that guides visitors among
the main museums and monuments surrounding the square.

The signage is carved directly into the material, creating multiple
levels of reading and use, with raised inscriptions inspired by the
typographies and engravings found in the Cathedral.

Typographic spacing and multilingual layout contribute to a coher-
ent textual landscape, balancing informational function and symbolic
value, and harmonizing with the architectural and cultural context.
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Narrative and Identity Signs

This category includes graphic interventions that operate on the
symbolic and emotional levels to reinforce local identity by promoting
narrative, memory, and recognizability.

These signs mediate between space and community through
visual storytelling and the construction of shared imaginaries. In
hybrid contexts, where collective identities are fluid, multiple, and
constantly evolving, narrative signs contribute to building a sense of
continuity and belonging.

An emblematic example of this category is the Rockaway Beach
signage project in New York (2015), designed by Pentagram / Paula
Scher. The intervention transformed the Queens waterfront - affect-
ed by Hurricane Sandy - through large typographic letters placed
along the boardwalk, displaying street names and local micro-topo-
nyms. The signage serves simultaneously as a wayfinding system, a
visual landmark, and a symbolic affirmation of post-disaster identity.
By embedding the sign into the materiality of the space, the project
conveys resilience and rootedness, giving visibility to a collective
memory integrated into everyday life.

Expressive and Participatory Signs

This category includes graphic interventions that invite interaction,
co-creation, and active involvement from local communities. These
signs often emerge through participatory design processes and
respond directly to locally expressed needs and desires. In this con-
text, graphic design transcends its communicative role to become a
tool for relationship-building, collective care, and civic engagement.
An emblematic example of this category is the Bruce Grove Bridge
Wall Mosaic project in London (2023), designed by Office S&M in
collaboration with local residents. Developed through a participatory
co-design process, the intervention transforms an anonymous infra-
structure into a narrative surface composed of individual mosaics.
Each piece tells personal and collective stories of the neighborhood,
reflecting identities, memories, and tensions. Beyond its aesthetic
value, the project fosters local empowerment and symbolic appro-
priation of space, demonstrating the role of EGD as a relational and
enabling device.
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Digital and Interactive Signs

This category includes graphic interventions that incorporate digital
technologies, interactive interfaces, or mobile devices, transforming
urban space into an augmented communicative environment. Here,
EGD intersects with interaction design and media art, generating
dynamic, personalized, and context-sensitive experiences.

These signs engage users actively, often responding to ges-
tures, voices, or presence, creating new forms of urban dialogue. An
emblematic example of this category is the TYPOMANIA project in
Bobigny, designed by Malte Martin in collaboration with Agrafmobile.
This site-specific installation combines graphic elements with public
performance, emphasizing linguistic diversity through the interaction
of words and space. The project includes a digital app that transforms
spoken words into animated typographic compositions projected
onto buildings and surfaces. Featuring a custom typeface respon-
sive to rhythm and intonation, TYPOMANIA blends digital expression
and physical space, offering a playful and socially engaging graphic
experience.

Critical and Activist Signs

This category includes graphic interventions that use visual language
as a tool for protest, provocation, or social critique. Often ephemeral,
unauthorised, or guerrilla in nature, these signs interrupt the visual
continuity of urban space to make visible issues that are marginalized,
contested, or ignored. Rather than decorating the city, they disrupt

it - generating friction, awareness, and engagement. An emblematic
example of this category is the project/borghi muoiono, i paesi vivono
carried out in Belmonte Calabro (2022) by CHEAP. The intervention
consisted of a temporary poster campaign applied directly to building
facades.

Through a critical rewording of the common marketing narrative
around borough, the project reclaims the grounded and tangible
italian meaning of village as lived and inhabited space. The graph-
ic action acts as a counter-discourse, revealing tensions between
commodified identity and authentic place-making, and showing how
graphic signs can serve as political and narrative agents within the
urban fabric.
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Figure 3.

A collage of case
studies illustrating
Environmental Graphic
Design as relational
infrastructure. From
left to right: Place du
Chéteau (Wayfinding
and Informational
Signs), Rockaway
Beach (Narrative and
Identity Signs), Bruce
Grove Bridge Wall
Mosaic (Expressive and
Participatory Signs),
TYPOMANIA (Digital
and Interactive Signs), /
borghi muoiono, i paesi
vivono (Critical and
Activist Signs), Green
Oasis (Temporary and
Event-Based Signs).

I HAI DIRITTO
. ALLA

Temporary and Event-Based Signs

This category includes ephemeral, mobile, and easily removable
graphic interventions designed to temporarily activate urban space.
Their transitory nature allows for greater design flexibility and the
projection of prefigurative scenarios - speculative visions that invite
reflection on possible urban futures. These signs often operate
through color, pattern, and material presence to stimulate sensory
and symbolic engagement with space. An emblematic example of this
category is the Green Oasis project in Frankfurt, a temporary graphic
system applied to a construction hoarding during the renovation of an
urban building. The intervention, designed to screen ongoing con-
struction work, uses abstract graphic elements inspired by both real
and fictional botanical species to transform the barrier into a visually
active and imaginative surface. While fulfilling a technical function,
the project enriches the public space symbolically by evoking alterna-
tive ecologies and new possibilities for inhabiting the city. Its tempo-
rariness thus becomes a narrative and relational resource, capable
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of activating imagination and enhancing the urban experience even

in phases of transition. These typologies are not rigid categories but
may coexist within the same project. Their value lies in providing an
open design grammar aimed at creating graphic interventions that are
not only legible but also negotiable, inhabitable, and transformative.

8.4 Community Agency and Relational
Infrastructure

The analysis of the case studies highlights how EGD can function
not merely as a communication system, but as a genuine relational
infrastructure, capable of activating connections between physical
space, social practices, and symbolic narratives. In this perspective,
the graphic sign is not a finished object, but a dynamic device that
inhabits space and transforms its meanings. A transversal theme
that strongly emerges is the role of community agency. Projects that
transcend top-down communication logic show greater capacity to
trigger long-term regenerative processes, precisely because they
integrate innabitants into the design process. The categories of
expressive, participatory, and identity signs clearly demonstrate how
active community involvement generates appropriation, a sense of
belonging, and care for space. However, participation is not exclusive
to self-managed or small-scale contexts. Projects promoted by public
institutions or well-established studios - as in the cases of Stras-
bourg or New York - also demonstrate that semantic flexibility and
interpretive openness can be successfully embedded into graphic
systems. In these cases, design becomes an adaptive process capa-
ble of accommodating cultural, linguistic, and symbolic plurality.

The issue of cultural authenticity emerges as a critical concern: in
highly diverse or rapidly transforming contexts, there is a high risk of
symbolic flattening or superficial branding. The most effective inter-
ventions are those based on situated research and co-design practic-
es, which are capable of generating shared and complex narratives
rather than homogenizing representations. From this perspective,
the graphic sign assumes a reflective function rather than a merely
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representative one. The integration of digital technologies also plays
a crucial role in reinforcing the relational dimension of graphic design.
However, such potential must always be balanced with attention to
technological accessibility and maintenance sustainability, especially
in contexts characterized by infrastructural fragility or socio-techni-
cal inequalities. The ability of a project to be updated, managed, and
appropriated over time becomes a key indicator of its effectiveness.

Finally, the issue of economic sustainability is central: projects
that incorporate post-installation management strategies, shared
maintenance, or local capacity-building prove to be more resilient and
enduring. EGD, if understood as infrastructure, should not be con-
ceived as the final phase of urban design, but rather as a structural
component to be planned across the entire life cycle of a space. In
summary, when conceived as relational infrastructure, environmental
graphic design becomes a strategic tool to support civic practices,
stimulate multiple forms of belonging, and promote the shared habit-
ability of places. The sign becomes a negotiable medium, capable of
mediating between systems, actors, and meanings, and of amplifying
the transformative capacities of hybrid urban contexts.

8.5 Toward an Ecology of
Inhabited Graphics

The findings of this research confirm that EGD, when conceived as a
relational infrastructure, can significantly impact the quality of hybrid
urban spaces by supporting practices of participation, identity-build-
ing, and urban experimentation. The developed typological frame-
work - articulated into six operational categories - demonstrates
that graphic interventions can extend far beyond their informational
function, actively contributing to the production of meaning, the
emergence of local narratives, and the mediation between physical
Space and social needs. The concept of inhabited graphics, pro-
posed in conclusion, encapsulates this paradigm shift: the graphic
signis no longer understood as a decorative surface or prescriptive
system, but as a co-evolving component of the urban environment.
A signisinhabited when it is activated by everyday practices, co-cre-
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ated by those who live in the space, and transformed over time along
with the context in which it is embedded. This vision calls for a re-
thinking of the designer’s role - from author to facilitator of collective
processes and mediator between functions, symbols, and subjectiv-
ities. Such an approach entails a methodological shift: from prescrip-
tive, centralized design to a situated, dialogical, and process-oriented
logic. Environmental graphics thus become devices of listening and
care - semantic infrastructures capable of revealing, activating, and
amplifying latent relationships within urban contexts.

The proposed framework functions as an operational tool to guide
design in complex environments, offering criteria for selecting strat-
egies that align with the specificities of place. Far from being exhaus-
tive or normative, the taxonomy invites future development: testing
its applicability in diverse contexts, expanding it with new categories,
and adapting it to emergent transformations. In an era marked by eco-
logical crises, social inequalities, and identity tensions, rethinking EGD
as an inhabited and relational infrastructure opens new and urgent
design scenarios. The graphic sign, understood as a multidimensional
connector, can act as both a design and political lever to critically
inhabit the urban transformations of our time.

Authorship attribution
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This volume investigates the potential of Socio-Cultural

Hybrid Spaces as engines of urban regeneration, democratic
participation, and cultural innovation. Emerging at the
intersection of cultural production, social experimentation, and
territorial transformation, these spaces challenge conventional
boundaries between public and private, temporary and
permanent, physical and digital. Through four main sections,
the book develops a critical and impactful perspective on

the functions, design and interdisciplinary approaches, and
transformative potential of Socio-Cultural Hybrid Spaces.

From their evolving role as plural ecosystems to their capacity
to generate declinations of public value; from cultural and
participatory practices that reclaim and reimagine the commons
to the opportunities and challenges introduced by digital
technologies; it offers a multifaceted lens on hybrid practices

in contemporary urban and territorial contexts. By weaving
together theoretical perspectives, empirical research, and case
studies, this book provides critical reflections by and for scholars,
practitioners, and institutions. How can cultural initiatives
generate new alliances between institutions and communities?
What forms of participation can strengthen the democratic role
of public space? And what challenges arise in connecting physical
and virtual dimensions for collective engagement?
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