
Can an architecture workshop facilitate 
a dialogue between people of different cultures and backgrounds 

and positively impact on their mental health?



Crossing Cultures: a qualitative evaluation
.
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Calabria has the lowest GDP per capita behind Sicily
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Numbers if immigrants who 
arrived by sea in Italy 
from 2014 to 2020



since 2016 ongoing 
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Meis Alsaegh, 2017 Summer Workshop, 2017



BELMONTE SUMMER WORKSHOP
July 2020

Maya Shankla, 2018Summer exhibition, 2018



Making Workshop, February 2019

MUDCHUTE 1:1 MAKING WEEK
2nd year technology
3-7 February 2020



30/12/2019 orizzontale | Casa di Belmondo
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Summer Workshop, July 2019
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A growing network

July 2016: 7 staff, 13 students & graduates, 10 refugees
Nov 2016: 2 staff, 6 students, school children, 6 refugees
July 2017: 2 staff, 7 students & graduates, 15 refugees
Nov 2017: 2 staff, 21 students, school children, 5 refugees
July 2018: 4 staff, 11 students & graduates, 10 refugees, 3 external participants
Nov 2018: 2 staff, 15 students, 8 refugees
Feb 2019: LondonMet: 3 staff, 10 students; UniRC: 3 staff, 10 students, 4 refugees
July 2019: LondonMet: 2 Staff, 8 students & graduates, 15 refugees, 20 external students & professionals
Nov 2019: 2 staff, 1 PhD student, 23 students & graduates, 5 refugees
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Community Dinner, Summer Workshop 2017

Community Dinner organised by the villagers 2019



Some people might be thinking that we are just ‘playing around’, but these 
people don’t know that this is a serious matter, and that – if you just have very 

little financial support and you put all the things we experienced here together –
you can go on and achieve so much.

(Bright Ugiagbe, Nigerian migrant, Summer Workshop, 2017)



Starting point: Can an architecture workshop facilitate 
a dialogue between people of different cultures and backgrounds?



Our Study - Background

• Most research has identified refugees as “vulnerable” people who are at higher risk 
of physical and health problems or social marginalisation.

• However, we have observed that often they have no physical or health problems 
and have shown great resilience in facing very difficult environmental and personal 
conditions during migration.

• Many of them also have sets of skills which they usually struggle to apply in a new 
country.

• Western societies and countries could make use of such resilience and skills.

• There are some precedents in using Arts to foster a dialogue across cultures; but 
this has not been applied to Architecture.

• From observation to evaluation: 
What are the experiences and benefits of the workshop?



Our Study - Aims

Using interviews to investigate the benefits of the workshop in more detail.



Methods and Analysis

Methods: Topic guides for the interviews included an ice-breaker followed by questions 
about the perceived impact of the workshop:

• How did participants hear about the workshop? 

• Did they have the chance to be involved in the workshop? If yes, how?

• What do they think are the benefits of the workshop (for their town)?

• Are there downsides? 

Analysis: Transcription of interviews and content analysis (Elo & Kangas) 



25 interviews with locals, refugees & students, 2019



TIMELINE & collaborators

“Your research, point of view and way of thinking about this village is very important for us, 
because it is different to the Italian way of seeing things. The community of Belmonte would not 

have been able to believe and see things, as it can now.”

(Luigi Provenzano, Vice-Mayor)



Image ?

I learned to appreciate that other people have much more to contribute… The more I do this 
[work], the more I appreciate that people can contribute to things that, at first, I didn’t recognise. 

(Cass student, 2019)



TIMELINE & collaborators

[I’m here] because it gives me many experiences to meet with people I don’t 
know … you would not know about my culture if meeting [me] on the street, …

[here] you are not afraid of me.

(Refugee, 2019) 



Preliminary Analysis: Connecting

1- “Living together” – importance of residential stay and informal contacts
• we […] made friends with the locals at the bar, we used to get to the bars in the 

evenings and play cards with the local men, which is a good way to connect with 
them.

2- Working together (as equals)
• It is a big thing for me. It is a big experience, because when I meet you, I want to 

know you and be close with each other. I don’t want you to be afraid of me. Here we 
are all curious about each other. If I meet you, I can share a lot with you. It is a big 
experience for me.

• really great that there are no colour differences, and everyone is working together. 
And even the girls working on the constructions and guys working together, that is not 
very common in [country].

3- Making home – getting to know the place
• This concept of the refugees coming here now […], and they are willing to create a 

home here and if we are providing them with the possibilities.

4- Understanding and respecting differences 
• I think one of the differences was with the food. Some migrants do not eat pork so 

this should be taken into account.



Preliminary Analysis: Benefits

1- Creating a space for connection
• I think the project, the workshop helps to develop that relationship as we are building 

and renovating a house now and I think that is where is the space for people to 
continuously come throughout the year, then it will continue to grow as a place.

2- Revitalising local resources 
• The workshops provide Belmonte with the opportunity to experience different 

activities … In addition, the village starts to be populated and there is both a 
commercial and cultural exchange. 

3- Promoting attention to deprived towns
• Belmonte needs more visibility and we need to publicise it more as it is a really 

beautiful place.

4- Broadening horizons
• The workshops are really innovative. Participants provide new perspectives, different 

from the ones that we are used to see and live. 

5- Re-gaining or practising skills 
• I am a tailor as profession, and I was helping downstairs with the flag.



Summary: Preliminary ingredients for a successful 
integration?

• Locals: 
Commercial aspects, but also positive influence 
to enable change 

• Students: 
Hands-on Experience, but also working 
in a diverse group broadens the horizon

• Refugees: 
Connecting as equals, sense of belonging 
to a community and making home



Fanzine “Ink 36”

The construction work was complemented by a workshop led by Matteo Blandford.



• Photo von memories 



• The preliminary analysis have identified 
some important topics.

• It became apparent that these workshops 
foster a dialogue across cultures

• Create a social climate and a sense of 
community that facilitates integration and 
empowerment for the refugees. 

• In order to develop this model, we will 
need to evaluate this in a larger group. 

• This will also allow us to include focus 
on for instance resilience, the building 
of a sense of community, and 
autobiographical memories in the 
making.

• Next steps: Grants to evaluate on large 
scale, generalise findings in order to 
create societal impact, influence policy 
making 

Home is a site of memory 
and meaning…
(Edwin Heathcote, 

The meaning of Home 2014) 

Summary and Outlook 



Next steps



Short film

https://www.facebook.com/larivoluzionedelleseppie/videos/360341574633654/

