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Abstract
Concerning the very topical issue of cities in emergencies due to several kinds of hazards such as 
natural disasters or armed conflicts and their related impacts, nowadays, many actions and 
strategies are being researched, mainly focusing on risk mitigation and assets conservation applied 
to the built heritage. On the other hand, another kind of emergency – equally crucial – is affecting 
urban environments and heritage: a social and cultural emergency, related to the loss of identity 
values and the historical memory of places.
The identity of a place with a rich historical context has great influence on individuals, playing a 
vital role in developing and maintaining self and community identity, giving the chance to live the 
space in a broader sense.
By recognizing the correlation between the contemporary trends of urbanization, lifestyles, and 
climate change with psychologically taxing circumstances due to environmental stressors, this 
study seeks to investigate if living in an environment rich in both natural features and culturally 
significant artificial elements (e.g., historical architecture, art) is relevant for health and 
psychophysical well-being of the citizens. As part of the multidisciplinary project iNEST 
(Interconnected Nord-Est Innovation Ecosystem), funded under PNRR Program, this research 
explores the connection between natural and built historical environment, using new technologies 
to improve mitigation solutions thanks to the opportunity to collect digital data related to different 
kinds of features and conditions (urban, territorial, social, cultural).

Keywords: Historical spaces, Cultural Heritage, Social and Cultural emergencies, Identity and 
well-being, Digital technologies
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1. Introduction
Given the ever-increasing tendency to live in urban spaces, the state of emergency that cities 
experience cannot be ignored: natural disasters or armed conflicts and their related impacts are 
just some of the crises that life in urban contexts must continually face [1]. This rapid urbanization 
trend brings with it a host of challenges, many of which are exacerbated by the dense concentration 
of people, infrastructure, and resources. One of the most pressing issues faced by cities today is 
their vulnerability to various forms of emergencies and crises [2]. Certainly, natural disasters 
represent one of the most immediate and tangible threats to urban centers. As climate change 
intensifies, the frequency and severity of extreme weather events such as hurricanes, floods, 
wildfires, and heatwaves are on the rise. These disasters can wreak havoc on urban infrastructure, 
causing widespread destruction, displacing populations, and disrupting essential services such as 
power, water, and transportation. In densely populated cities, the impact of such events is often 
magnified, leading to significant loss of life and economic damage [3].Moreover, the threat of 
armed conflict looms over many urban areas around the world, putting in serious risks the safety
and stability of cities, as seen in recent conflicts. In addition to the immediate humanitarian toll of 
violence, urban warfare can result in widespread displacement, destruction of vital infrastructure, 
and long-term socio-economic repercussions [4].
In response to these multifaceted challenges, cities must adopt comprehensive strategies for 
emergency response and recovery. This includes investing in resilient infrastructure, enhancing 
early warning systems, improving urban planning and land use management, and fostering 
community engagement and empowerment. Collaboration between governments, civil society 
organizations, the private sector, and local communities is essential to build the resilience of cities 
and mitigate the impact of emergencies [5]. Sustainable development strategies that promote 
inclusive growth, environmental sustainability, social cohesion, and peacebuilding are crucial for 
building resilient cities that can withstand and recover from crises.
The context in which this research is developed is the iNEST project, an interconnection network 
between public and private research entities, an ecosystem for innovation that aims to develop 
synergies between the multiple vocations of the territory, through digital technologies and the 
ecological transition. Its areas of intervention are the key sectors of specialization of the Triveneto
- i.e. the industrial-manufacturing, agricultural, marine, mountain, construction, tourism, cultural, 
health and food sectors - systematized in an integrated, interconnected and sustainable way. The 
climate and environmental emergency linked to the landscape and to architectural historical 
heritage are certainly areas of interest for the research under development, but it is also equally 
involved in today's social-cultural crisis. No longer feeling part of a community, the lack of identity 
in the living place is the topic of the paper, showing some of the research underway in the case 
study of Piazzola sul Brenta.

2. Research Framework and Aims
The iNEST project aims at extending the beneficial effects of digitalization to the key specialization 
areas of “Nord-Est” Italy and it has embraced a sustainability-centric approach, integrating aspects 
of social, environmental, and economic sustainability within its framework [6].
This study falls under Spoke 4 - City, Architecture, and Sustainable Design, specifically aligning 
with Research Topic 3, analyzing the interaction between natural/built/digital environments and the 
way in which humans think and act and how places shape people as individuals and communities.
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Fig. 1: Villa Contarini-Camerini (Gallery of the Municipality of Piazzola sul Brenta) [7].

The examination of the interaction between individuals and their environment includes a vast and 
complex domain, encompassing various levels of inquiry and themes such as individual and 
community well-being, risk factors, climate change, energy, and fragility. Additionally, in the current 
research endeavor, the environment is not only analyzed in terms of its present urban and physical 
attributes but also in consideration of its cultural and historical characteristics. The aim of the 
research is to analyze whether living in a medium-small sized historic centre, surrounded by 
greenery, can influence people's psycho-physical well-being. Past studies have analyzed these 
topics and demonstrated the benefit that natural spaces have on people [8 9, 10, 11], but 
research is still limited regarding the benefits that historic buildings and urban contexts of 
historical and artistic value have on citizens. Enhancing the well-being of individuals affected by 
such stressors, including the elderly, migrants, and those with disabilities, requires evidence from 
various disciplines, such as psychology, architecture, design, and information technology [10]. This 
is the reason why this research is born in an interdisciplinary field, collaborating in particular with 
the Department of General Psychology of the University of Padua.

Fig. 2: Porticoed square Camerini (on the left), Cathedral of the Nativity of Santa Maria and San 
Silvestro (above), country fair (below). (picture of the authors and from the ProLoco Piazzola) [12].

With these principles in mind, this study applies an interdisciplinary approach to investigate the 
interaction between humans and their environments and explore the effects of both natural and 
built surroundings on emotions, behaviors, lifestyles, and health. The integration of multiple 
disciplines is essential, aiming not only to examine spaces from a physical perspective but also to 
comprehend the emotional responses they evoke in visitors and tourists, as well as the level of 
connection they foster among citizens and local communities. The concept of place attachment, 
closely associated with the emotional dimensions of environmental significance [13], highlights the 
development of an emotional bond or connection between individuals and specific places [14]. This 
concept emerges from the complex interaction of emotions and feelings, knowledge and beliefs, 
behaviors, and actions [15]. It materializes when a place is distinctly recognized and holds 
significant meaning for its users, offering conditions to meet their practical needs and better support 
their behavioral objectives compared to other known options [16]. As outlined in the study led by 
Ujang and Zakariya [17], within the framework of place regeneration, indicators such as the sense 
of belonging, level of attraction, frequency of visits, and degree of familiarity serve as crucial metrics 
of place attachment. All these factors should certainly be taken into consideration in the analysis 
of historical space and its effect on people's psychological and physical well-being [18, 19]. The 
influence exerted by the identity of a place steeped in a rich historical context on individuals, 
particularly concerning the emotional dimension associated with the notion of belonging, should 
not be overlooked. Places play a central role in shaping and preserving both individual self-identity 
and the collective identity of communities. Thus, this aspect is closely intertwined with determining 
the psychophysical well-being of citizens [20].
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3. Methodology
The research began its practical phase with the implementation of the first case study in Piazzola 
sul Brenta, in the province of Paudua, located in the Veneto region in the north-east of Italy, 
selected for several reasons: its significant architectural heritage, exemplified by Villa Camerini-
Contarini, which has historically been central to the village; the integration of green and blue spaces 
with the built environment. Each of these factors will be carefully examined and explored as 
elements with regenerative potential, with a particular focus on understanding the interaction 
between these elements and how this relationship enhances the quality of life for residents.

Fig. 3: Research Methodology. Graphic elaboration by the authors.

The initial stage of the investigation involved a comprehensive review of historical maps to gain 
insights into the evolution of both the built and natural landscapes. The research started by studying 
maps sourced from the State Archive of Venice, particularly thos representing the Villa and 
illustrating its relationship with the Brenta River. By closely analyzing primarily two maps and 
overlaying them onto the present-day terrain, noticeable changes in the Brenta River's path 
emerged. The analysis revealed a deliberate alteration in the river's trajectory, marked by the 
construction of a diversion intended to facilitate agricultural irrigation. Exploring the anthropic 
spaces within the territorial boundaries of Piazzola sul Brenta, prior studies uncovered the presence 
of Roman axes crossing the village, albeit gradually fading over time. This preliminary investigation 
has stressed the historical significance of Villa Contarini: it became evident that the village's urban 
structure has deviated from the Roman axes and instead aligns with a grid influenced by the 
orientation of Villa Contarini, underlining its important role.
During the comparison between historical maps and the current state of the art, a significant inquiry 
arose regarding the delineation of borders. Given that Piazzola sul Brenta exists as a small urban 
enclave nestled within the Venetian countryside, the distinction between urban and rural areas is 
not always straightforward: but where does the urban landscape end, and the rural landscape 
begin? This matter holds considerable importance in a study focused on exploring the relationship 
between humans, their surroundings, and nature.
Borders, as it turns out, can be both natural and man-made, but they can also be perceived 
boundaries. Kevin Lynch delves into the cognitive processes through which people form mental 
representations and recollections of a city's layout, encompassing both its tangible and abstract 
boundaries. Central to his analysis is the concept of "border perception" and the central role that 
borders play in shaping coherent and comprehensible mental images of the city. Elements as 
paths, edges, neighborhoods, nodes, and landmarks, collectively contribute to the cognitive
mapping of the city. In particular, the notion of “edges” assumes a critical role in how boundaries 
are perceived within this cognitive mapping process.

3.1 Urban traces and social perceptions
Clearly defined and recognizable boundaries play a crucial role in shaping individuals' orientation 485



within the city, preventing a sense of disorientation that could otherwise disrupt residents' 
perception of the urban environment and mine a state of equilibrium towards which individuals 
subconsciously gravitate “in all moments of their physical and mental existence”, as Arnheim notes 
[21].

Fig. 4: Integrating the physical analysis of the context with the sensory analysis. Graphic elaboration by 
the authors.

The recognition of these boundaries, whether tangible or intangible, contributes to the shaping of 
a cohesive mental representation of the city. This mental map influences individuals' capacity to 
navigate and engage with their urban surroundings, shaping their behaviors and routines in 
everyday urban life [21, 22]. Comparing the administrative limits of the city with the landscape ones, 
it was noted that they did not communicate with each other. In fact, the administrative limits had 
the sole purpose of delineating the built space and separated it from the natural one without making 
them interact. To investigate the interplay among humanity, the natural landscape, and the 
constructed environment, this research has opted to establish an imaginary boundary demarcating 
the interface between artificial and natural elements. To navigate effectively within a space, 
recognizable nodes and landmarks are essential, which are easy to remember and deeply 
ingrained in the historical memory of the city, embodying its characteristic and unique essence.
In line with this perspective, the research endeavors included the administration of a questionnaire 
aimed at identifying the urban landmarks of Piazzola sul Brenta. Given the city's rich historical 
layering, participants had no difficulty identifying the city landmarks requested in the questionnaire. 
In the questionnaire addressing the historical-cultural value of Piazzola sul Brenta, citizens were 
asked to individuate a place (natural or built) particularly important for the community. The answers 
identified landscape elements and historical buildings and they were given with no hesitation or 
contradiction between them, reflecting the deep-seated significance of these landmarks within the 
community.
Next steps of the research will be focused on a digital survey of the most significant urban spaces, 
investigating how to use new technologies to represent the city in 3D [23], integrating metric-
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morphological data with data obtained through the study of the landscape and the overlaying 
historical maps, collect digital data related to different kinds of features and conditions, both tangible 
and intangible [24].

4. Conclusion
It is essential to highlight the relevance of conceiving risks and emergencies in a broader sense, 
including to impact of natural disasters and armed conflicts on Cultural Heritage also the “intangible” 
dimension of the perception of places, identity and well-being in experiencing places, recognizing 
cultural and social values, sense of belonging and social cohesion. Additionally, the importance of 
a place's identity deeply rooted in its rich historical background cannot be overstated. It is widely 
recognized that places play a pivotal role in shaping and preserving both individual self-identity and 
the collective identity of a community [22]. Consequently, it can be regarded as a closely intertwined 
factor in influencing the overall mental and physical well-being of its residents.
This research aims to prove the importance of preliminary analysis prior to planning and mitigation 
actions, an analysis based on different aspects such as integrated survey, study of historical maps, 
study of habits and socio-cultural patterns of the place, to improve an approach that can integrate 
"practical" actions of safeguarding and protecting heritage buildings and sites.

Fig. 5: Digitalizing data for future planning and monitoring. Graphic elaboration by the authors.

In addition to outlining scenarios for the use of new technologies for the knowledge and 
conservation of Cultural Heritage (considering 3D models as powerful multilevel containers of 
aggregated data, combining intangible features - such as perceptual aspects - with the digital 
representation of the urban scene and its buildings), the research is oriented to the promotion of 
more resilient areas. To do this, the engagement of citizens, local community and civil society is 
crucial, both for the survey and knowledge phase (analyzing what citizens consider as a source of 
well-being), and for the possible phase of planning and realization or regeneration strategies, 
highlighting the impact of research and innovation in people’s daily lives.
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