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Abstract
 This article explores how socially engaged art may be translated into durable spatial experience and developed into a transferable model across different institutional and community contexts in China.The article argues that the decisive methodological problem in socially engaged art is not how to generate participation in itself, but how to convert social interaction, memory, concern, and collaboration into spatial forms that can sustain public experience beyond the event and travel, with adaptation, across sites. The first half of the article critically reviews literature on new genre public art, socially engaged art, public pedagogy, cultural governance, and practice-based research. Rather than summarising this literature descriptively, the review reorganises it around a cluster of unresolved questions concerning durability, transferability, institutional stewardship, evaluative criteria, and cross-cultural translation. The second half proposes a practice-integrated research design centred on comparative case analysis, future practice experiments, semi-structured interviews, observation, documentary analysis, reflexive journaling, and thematic analysis. At the present stage, qualitative inquiry provides the primary methodological logic because it is best suited to the relational, contextual, and processual dimensions of the problem; however, this framing does not foreclose the later addition of other methods where they become analytically necessary. The article contends that such a design is especially suited to a wicked problem in which artistic, pedagogical, spatial, ethical, and organisational questions are structurally entangled. Its intended contribution is not a universal formula for socially engaged art, but an adaptive framework that may assist artists, institutions, and communities in developing context-sensitive yet transferable models of socially engaged spatial practice. In doing so, the article also argues that the value of socially engaged art should be judged less by the intensity of temporary activation than by its capacity to reorganise relations among space, learning, stewardship, and public encounter over time.
1. Introduction
For many publics, aesthetic learning still arrives through formal education, museum display, and other modes of spectatorship rather than through sustained co-creative practice embedded in everyday settings (Hochtritt et al., 2018; Hansson and Öhman, 2022). This matters not only because access to aesthetic experience remains uneven, but because the pedagogical form of such access is often restricted: art is encountered as something to be viewed, interpreted, or consumed after it has already been made. In contrast, new genre public art and related forms of socially engaged practice suggest that aesthetic learning can be relocated into the civic sphere, where art becomes a medium through which residents, institutions, and local issues are brought into relation (Lacy, 1994; Kwon, 2002). Such a shift matters intellectually as well as socially, because it redefines the artwork not as the endpoint of a process but as a site through which publicness, learning, and spatial experience may be produced together.
Yet this proposition cannot be accepted uncritically. Participatory projects frequently succeed in generating discussion, temporary encounters, workshops, or short-lived forms of collective attention, while failing to produce durable spatial effects, sustained public experience, or methods that can be adapted across sites (Bishop, 2012; Sharp, Pollock and Paddison, 2005; Zebracki, Van der Vaart and Van Aalst, 2010). In other words, participation often appears as an event without becoming an infrastructure. If that diagnosis is correct, then the key methodological challenge is not simply how to organise participation, but how to translate participatory processes into spatial experience and, further, how to articulate a framework that remains transferable without collapsing into formula.
This problem is especially significant for my longer-term research ambitions in relation to China. I am interested in whether new forms of participatory public art could extend aesthetic education beyond schools and museums and into communities more directly, while also engaging local issues such as urban renewal, environmental concern, ageing, wellbeing, and other site-specific questions. Such an ambition is not equivalent to importing a Western model whole. It requires careful attention to cultural strategy, institutional mediation, and the specific conditions under which public art is legitimised, managed, and experienced in Chinese contexts (White and Xu, 2012; Shan, 2014; Zheng, 2019; Li, 2024). It also requires methodological restraint: I am not claiming that a single framework could simply be imposed across sites. Rather, I am asking whether a transferable but adaptive structure can be developed that helps different institutions and communities think through how participation might become spatially and pedagogically consequential.
This article has two linked objectives. First, it offers a critical literature review that establishes the conceptual, methodological, and cross-cultural conditions under which my research problem becomes both necessary and intelligible. Second, it proposes a research design centred on qualitative inquiry, comparative case analysis, and future practice experiments that will be mutually informing rather than artificially separated. The practical component is written throughout as a plan, not as a completed body of evidence.
The article argues that participatory public art should not be evaluated solely by whether it generates participation, dialogue, or temporary social interaction. More fundamentally, it should be examined in terms of whether, and under what conditions, participatory processes can be translated into spatial experience and developed into transferable yet adaptive models for different sites (Bishop, 2012; Zebracki, 2013; Belfiore, 2022). On that basis, I propose a four-dimensional framework organised around issue framing, participation design, spatial translation, and site adaptability and management. This framework does not aim to produce a universal formula. Rather, it is intended as an analytical and practical structure through which future cases and experiments may be compared, tested, and refined. The wager of the project is therefore methodological as much as artistic: if participatory public art is to move beyond one-off exemplarity, the field needs stronger mid-range concepts capable of connecting singular cases to repeatable institutional learning without flattening local difference.
2. Critical literature review
2.1 Reframing public art: from object to socially engaged publicness
Any convincing research design for my project must begin by clarifying what kind of public art is at stake. A substantial body of literature has demonstrated that public art is not a stable category reducible to sculpture placed in outdoor space. Earlier debates already questioned whether public art should be defined by location alone. Hein (1996), for example, argued that public art cannot be understood adequately without attention to time, place and meaning, while Hall and Robertson (2001) showed that claims made for public art in urban regeneration often oscillate between civic aspiration and untested advocacy. These interventions matter because they reveal that the term 'public art' has long carried competing expectations: aesthetic enhancement, symbolic visibility, civic legitimation, urban branding and social benefit (Hall and Robertson, 2001; Sharp, Pollock and Paddison, 2005; Zebracki, Van der Vaart and Van Aalst, 2010).
The shift most relevant to my own research was articulated powerfully through Lacy’s notion of 'new genre public art'. In Mapping the Terrain, public art is no longer treated as a self-contained object installed in public space; it is reframed as a practice involving direct engagement with contemporary social issues and with diverse publics (Lacy, 1994). Kwon’s account of site specificity further complicates simplistic understandings of place by showing how art practices moved from phenomenological attachment to physical location towards social, discursive and institutional definitions of site (Kwon, 2002). Taken together, these literatures establish an important consensus: publicness is not secured simply by placing art outdoors or by increasing visibility. It is produced through relations among site, discourse, audience, institutional framing and social meaning (Kwon, 2002; Zebracki, 2013). This is precisely why object-centred accounts of public art are insufficient for my project. Once site is understood as discursive and institutional as well as physical, the relevant research unit is no longer the artwork alone but the assemblage through which publics are convened, addressed, and materially situated.
That consensus supports my project, but it does not settle it. Once public art is understood as socially situated and relational, the research problem shifts from identifying whether a work is 'public' to examining how publicness is produced, for whom, through which mediations, and with what degree of durability. This shift is decisive for my study because I am not interested in participation as an abstract virtue. I am interested in whether participatory public art can be translated into spatial experience that persists beyond the event and whether such translation can become transferable across different settings without losing cultural specificity. In that sense, my project treats publicness not as a label but as a practical achievement whose success or fragility must be analysed rather than assumed.
2.2 Participation as promise and problem
Once public art is understood relationally, participation appears as both promise and problem. One strand of literature values socially engaged art because it opens dialogical forms of exchange that exceed the passive viewing relation. Kester (2004) is foundational here: his account of dialogical aesthetics insists that conversation, listening and co-produced meaning are not supplementary to the artwork but may constitute its aesthetic and ethical substance. Kester’s later work extends this emphasis by treating collaborative art as a field of situated negotiation rather than a single formal genre (Kester, 2011). This perspective is deeply relevant to my own interest in moving aesthetic education beyond spectatorship. If publics are enabled to speak, shape, interpret and negotiate, then art can become a mode of learning that is simultaneously sensory, social and reflective. Yet the strength of this tradition is also its limit. Its emphasis on dialogical transformation can make it difficult to specify how such transformation is held, materially or institutionally, once the dialogical situation disperses.
Yet participation has also been subjected to decisive critique. Bishop (2012) warns against equating participation with moral good and argues that collaborative or socially engaged art should not be exempt from political or aesthetic scrutiny simply because it appears inclusive. Her critique matters because it prevents my own project from collapsing into a celebratory discourse of community engagement. A participatory process may be warm, dialogical and institutionally attractive while still remaining superficial, depoliticised or too dependent on temporary enthusiasm; the broader urban literature on public art and social inclusion has made similar warnings about over-claimed civic benefit and under-examined social effects (Sharp, Pollock and Paddison, 2005; Zebracki, Van der Vaart and Van Aalst, 2010). Participation, then, is not an endpoint. It is a contested field in which questions of authorship, conflict, representation, value and judgement remain open. For my purposes, Bishop’s intervention is less a rejection of participation than a warning against weak evaluation. It underlines why any serious framework must ask not only who took part, but what was spatially, pedagogically, and organisationally changed by that participation.
This tension between dialogical ethics and critical scrutiny is productive for my research. I do not need to resolve the Kester/Bishop debate by simply choosing one side. What matters is the problem it reveals: participation is not a stable evaluative category. It can name generosity, collaboration, and learning; it can also conceal uneven authorship, weak aftercare, or the inflation of temporary encounter into public value. My project therefore proceeds from a more demanding premise: participation only becomes analytically meaningful when examined together with its spatial consequences, institutional supports, and longer-term forms of public experience (Jackson, 2011; Belfiore, 2022).




	Debate area
	Position 1
	Position 2
	Analytical value
	Remaining problem

	Meaning of public art
	Object in public space
	Socially engaged relational practice
	Explains the shift beyond monumental / decorative forms
	How publicness is sustained after participation ends

	Value of participation
	Dialogue, inclusion and mutual learning
	Conflict, tension and critical encounter
	Prevents participation from becoming a single moral category
	How interaction becomes durable public value

	Site specificity
	Meaning derives from local conditions
	Frameworks can travel through adaptation
	Shows why context matters without blocking comparison
	How to balance situatedness and transferability

	Art and research
	Practice produces situated knowledge
	Practice still requires explicit method
	Legitimises practice-based inquiry in art and design
	How practice, data and analysis are integrated

	Project success
	Event activation and participation numbers
	Care, stewardship and spatial continuity
	Challenges short-term visibility as the main success metric
	How durability and maintenance should be assessed


Table 1. Key debates shaping the research problem.
2.3 Public pedagogy, aesthetic education and community access
My project is not concerned with participation in the abstract. I am specifically interested in participation as a way of extending aesthetic education and cultural encounter beyond passive reception. Here the literature on public pedagogy is especially useful. Hochtritt et al. (2018) describe public pedagogy in arts education as learning that occurs outside formal schooling and in alternative spaces of social justice-oriented cultural inquiry. Hansson and Öhman (2022) similarly argue that museums can operate as institutionalised sites of public pedagogy rather than merely as repositories of objects. This argument expands the educational stakes of participatory public art. It suggests that artistic activity in public or semi-public environments may function not merely as outreach but as a site where knowledge, interpretation and civic imagination are produced.
Recent writing on community-engaged arts practice similarly emphasises that such work can operate pedagogically, teaching not through transmission alone but through situated making, encounter and reflection. Peters and Barnett (2024) frame community-engaged arts practice as critical pedagogy, highlighting the ways artists and participants learn through collaborative processes that are ethical, political and relational. This supports my own sense that participatory art has pedagogical potential precisely because it unsettles the boundary between aesthetic education and civic participation. However, this literature also introduces an important caution: if community-engaged practice is to function pedagogically, it cannot remain satisfied with symbolic inclusion. The learning it enables depends on whether participants can shape the process meaningfully and whether institutions are willing to adjust their own structures in response. In other words, pedagogy here is not a neutral add-on; it is bound up with power, access, and the organisation of participation itself.
Museum and community engagement research adds another layer. Wallen and Docherty-Hughes (2022), studying museum community engagement projects in Scotland, show that cultural participation can create long-term educational, social and self-worth legacies. This is important evidence against the assumption that cultural engagement is purely ephemeral. Yet the museum literature also indicates that access, authority and sustainability require ongoing infrastructural work rather than one-off invitation (Wallen and Docherty-Hughes, 2022; Hansson and Öhman, 2022). In my reading, this is where public pedagogy and participatory public art intersect fruitfully: both fields point to the possibility of wider aesthetic access, but both also reveal that access is mediated by institutional design, care work and long-term commitment. Therefore, my research does not simply assume that participation naturally fills a deficit in aesthetic education. It asks under what conditions participatory public art can become a robust mode of spatial and civic learning rather than a temporary educational supplement.
2.4 What existing literature under-theorises: durability, transferability and institutional responsibility
If one broad consensus in the field is that participation matters, one persistent weakness is that the afterlife of participation remains under-theorised. Many influential accounts excel at describing the event, the workshop, the encounter, or the social relation, yet say far less about what happens once the event is over. The result is a recurrent slippage in which temporary activation is treated as though it were already a durable form of publicness (Jackson, 2011; Belfiore, 2022). My research begins from the opposite assumption: unless participation is translated into some combination of spatial form, institutional memory, maintenance practice, pedagogical continuation, or repeatable method, its public value remains fragile and highly contingent. This is not a demand that every project leave behind a permanent object. Rather, it is a demand that the field become more precise about what, if anything, endures: a changed route through space, a new protocol for collaboration, an educational interface, a maintained installation, a renewed partnership, or a framework others can adapt.
The problem is not merely chronological. A project may last several months and still fail to become durable in conceptual or institutional terms. Durability here refers to the capacity of a practice to leave behind something more than recollection: an altered spatial relation, a reusable protocol, a changed pedagogical interface, a sustained partnership, or a framework that can be reworked elsewhere. This is why stewardship matters. Without attention to responsibility, maintenance, and organisational uptake, participatory public art risks being celebrated precisely at the moment when it becomes hardest to sustain.
Transferability is similarly underdeveloped. Existing case studies are often richly contextual, and rightly so, because participatory art cannot be abstracted from site, history, and power. Yet if every project remains analytically locked inside its own singularity, the field struggles to say what can travel, what must be adapted, and what should not be transferred at all. That limitation is not only conceptual; it is methodological. It prevents the construction of a mid-level model capable of informing future practice without erasing difference. My project enters precisely at this point. I am not looking for sameness across cases; I am looking for a disciplined vocabulary for comparison. Without such a vocabulary, claims about replication, scalability, public benefit, or institutional learning remain impressionistic.
2.5 Cross-cultural translation and the Chinese governance problem
The need for an adaptive rather than universal model becomes clearer when the research is viewed through the Chinese context that motivates my longer-term project. Scholarship on Chinese cultural policy and urban governance shows that public cultural production is shaped by state strategy, institutional mediation, and local developmental priorities (White and Xu, 2012; Shan, 2014). This does not invalidate participatory public art in China; it means that any framework for it must be understood as translational rather than merely adoptive. Western theories can illuminate, but they cannot simply be transplanted. Nor is the task merely to add a 'Chinese case' to an otherwise settled Western theory. The deeper issue is whether concepts such as participation, publicness, pedagogy, and site can retain analytical usefulness once they encounter different institutional histories, governance structures, and cultural expectations.
Research on public art in Shanghai sharpens this point. Zheng’s analyses of elite coalition, urban sculpture planning, and the sanctioned production of public art demonstrate that publicness in China may be structured through highly specific institutional and political arrangements (Zheng, 2017; Zheng, 2019). Li’s more recent account of artistic participation in urban China is especially useful because it complicates any simplistic opposition between Western participatory art and Chinese public culture (Li, 2024). Zheng and Zheng’s (2022) work on urban sculpture reception further suggests that public participation itself is shaped by elite-led planning structures rather than standing outside them. Taken together, these studies do not tell me how to design a transferable framework; what they do show is why transferability must be theorised through adaptation, institutional mediation, and cultural fit rather than through direct replication. They also remind me that the operative scale of my intervention is not state policy in the abstract but the institutional interface where artists, educators, museums, communities, and cultural managers negotiate what public art can do.
Li’s (2024) account of urban artistic participation in China is helpful precisely because it complicates any easy binary between Western participatory art and Chinese state-led or market-led cultural production. It suggests that participation in China must be understood through hybrid arrangements rather than imported theory alone. My own project follows this implication. I do not aim to devise policy at the state level. Instead, I am interested in the institutional and methodological interface through which artists, educators, museums, community partners and other cultural actors might work within Chinese conditions to develop participatory public art that is both culturally adaptive and pedagogically meaningful. The literature therefore points to a translational challenge rather than a simple absence: how can theories developed largely in Euro-American discourse be reworked for Chinese settings without either romanticising the West or reducing China to a space of pure constraint?
2.6 Practice-based research and the limits of practice alone
Because my project is rooted in art and design, I also need a literature that legitimises practice as a mode of inquiry. Practice-based and practice-led research have long provided that opening. Sullivan (2010) argues that art practice can itself generate forms of understanding unavailable through purely propositional research, while Candy and Edmonds (2018) clarify how practice-based inquiry may produce new knowledge through creative work. Haseman’s (2006) manifesto for performative research is equally significant because it resists forcing creative inquiry into inherited methodological binaries. Kester’s later writing on collaborative art also reinforces the point that practice often operates as a site of situated negotiation and knowledge production rather than as a mere vehicle for illustrating concepts already settled in advance (Kester, 2011). These accounts support a core commitment of my project: I will not treat future practice experiments merely as illustrations of theory already formed elsewhere. I plan to use practice as a site in which concepts, relations, and spatial propositions can be tested, revised, and sometimes unsettled.
Yet practice-based research does not solve the methodological problem by itself. Practice can generate insight, but it can also become self-authorising if not organised through explicit methods of documentation, analysis, and reflexive accountability. This matters especially in participatory public art, where the artist-researcher may easily mistake intensity of engagement for adequacy of inquiry. The literature therefore makes a distinction that I adopt firmly: practice can be epistemically productive, but it does not exempt the researcher from the need to explain how claims are being generated, by what evidence, and with what limits. That is why my project cannot rest on making alone; it requires a research design capable of holding together experience, comparison, interpretation, and critique.
The literature therefore pushes me towards a combined position. I accept that art practice can be epistemically productive, but I reject the weaker claim that making alone is sufficient as method. For my project, practice must be interwoven with comparative case analysis, fieldwork, and reflexive interpretation (Sullivan, 2010; Candy and Edmonds, 2018; Jackson, 2011). At this stage, qualitative inquiry offers the strongest route into relational process, spatial experience, and institutional mediation, even though later phases of the wider doctoral project may incorporate additional methods where they are justified. Only then can future experiments function not as illustrative add-ons, but as research situations in which the translation of participation into spatial experience is actively tested.
2.7 Gap cluster and research direction
The critical review above identifies not one gap but a cluster of interrelated gaps. The first is conceptual: participation and publicness have been richly theorised, but the translation of participation into durable spatial experience remains weakly articulated. The second is organisational: institutional stewardship, maintenance, evaluation, and aftercare are often acknowledged in passing yet rarely developed as central analytical categories. The third is methodological: although practice-based research has legitimised creative practice as inquiry, there remains insufficient integration between practice experiments, cross-case comparison, qualitative analysis, and the production of transferable mid-range frameworks. The fourth is translational: theories of participatory public art have been developed largely in Euro-American discourse, while the conditions under which they may be adapted within Chinese cultural governance environments remain under-specified.
These gaps are cumulative rather than discrete. The under-theorisation of durability leads directly to questions of stewardship; weak accounts of stewardship expose the need for a more rigorous methodological design; and that methodological problem becomes still sharper when a project seeks cultural translation rather than simple repetition. Accordingly, the importance of the present research does not lie in presenting another isolated case of participation. It lies in asking whether the field can move towards a stronger analytical language for judging how participatory processes become spatially consequential, institutionally held, and adaptively transferable.
Accordingly, the project will be organised around two principal research questions. First, how can participatory public art be translated into spatial experience rather than remain at the level of temporary interaction or discursive encounter? Second, how can such practices be developed into a transferable but adaptive model for different settings, including communities, museums, public squares, and other institutional contexts? These questions establish the terms on which the theoretical framework and research design must now proceed.
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Figure 1. Research gaps and alignment with the research question.
3. Theoretical and epistemological framework
My project is grounded in a relational-institutional understanding of publicness. I do not treat publicness as a natural property of art in public space, nor as an automatic result of participation. Instead, I understand it as something assembled through visibility, access, mediation, spatial arrangement, institutional framing, and the uneven distribution of agency (Kwon, 2002; Jackson, 2011). This position matters because it refuses two simplifications at once: first, that art becomes public merely by leaving the gallery; second, that participation itself is sufficient evidence of democratic value. A project may be publicly visible yet weakly public in experience; it may be participatory in procedure yet leave no durable public consequence. My framework therefore attends to how publicness is organised, not merely declared.
Epistemologically, I adopt a critical interpretivist and constructivist position. I do not assume that the research will reveal a universally valid formula for successful participatory public art. Nor do I treat knowledge as something separable from the situations in which artists, institutions, and participants make meaning together. Instead, I assume that the knowledge produced in this project will be situated, relational, and partial, but not therefore arbitrary. It can be rigorous to the extent that interpretations are systematically developed, reflexively tested, and grounded in carefully assembled empirical material (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Finlay, 2002). This is why qualitative inquiry is presently central to the design. It is able to attend to interpretation, process, ambivalence, and context in ways that would otherwise be reduced to thin indicators. At the same time, my epistemological position does not prohibit the later use of supplementary methods; it simply insists that method follow the problem, rather than the reverse.
A final theoretical commitment concerns ethics. I do not treat ethics merely as a procedural threshold to be crossed before fieldwork begins. In participatory public art, ethics is internal to the research object itself because questions of voice, representation, authorship, care, consent, and benefit shape what the work becomes and how it is experienced (Pavarini et al., 2021; Belfiore, 2022). Ethical reflection is therefore part of analysis, not an appendix to it.
4. Proposed research design
4.1 Creative inquiry and the wicked problem
The creative inquiry I propose is not organised around a single fixed case already known in advance. Instead, it is oriented towards a broader methodological problem that future cases and experiments will help to clarify: how participatory public art may be translated into spatial experience and further developed into a transferable model for different institutional and community settings. This matters because I do not want the doctoral project to depend on the exemplary status of one work. I need a design that allows patterns, constraints, and possibilities to be traced across varied situations while remaining open to revision as the project develops. In Rittel and Webber’s (1973) terms, this is recognisably a wicked problem rather than a bounded technical task.
Participatory public art often generates local dialogue or short-term co-activity, yet it remains tied to a singular event, a single institutional arrangement, or a non-transferable context. Its social energy does not automatically become spatial experience, and its local success does not automatically become a usable model. My project will address that problem by asking how issue framing, participation design, spatial translation, and site adaptability can be analysed together rather than in isolation.
My creative aim, therefore, is not merely to produce artwork. I plan to use future practice experiments to investigate how intangible processes - conversation, memory, concern, social relation, and collective attention - may be given spatial form. The practical question is not whether participation can be made visible in a literal way, but how it may be translated into forms of encounter that reorganise how people move, gather, reflect, or recognise themselves within a site. This is why spatial translation sits at the centre of the project. It allows me to connect artistic form, public pedagogy, and institutional applicability without reducing one to the other. It also leaves room for different artistic media, since what matters analytically is not fidelity to one format but the quality of the spatial and relational transformation achieved.
4.2 Methodological architecture: comparative case analysis, practice-based inquiry and iterative translation
To address this problem, I propose a practice-integrated research design with three mutually informing components. The first is comparative case analysis of existing public art and socially engaged art projects. The second is future practice experimentation. The third is qualitative fieldwork and analysis that can move between cases and experiments rather than treating them as separate worlds. The rationale for this architecture is strategic. No single component can answer the research question adequately on its own. Case analysis provides breadth and comparative discipline; practice experimentation provides embodied and spatial testing; qualitative fieldwork provides access to interpretation, mediation, and organisational process. Together they form a design able to move from singular projects to analytic synthesis (Yin, 2018; Sullivan, 2010; Candy and Edmonds, 2018). If, at a later stage, narrowly targeted additional methods become useful—for example small-scale survey instruments, simple audience-mapping exercises, or basic evaluative counts—they would function as supplements rather than replacements for this interpretive core.
Comparative case analysis is essential because my research is not trying to prove the value of one exemplary artwork. I need to understand patterns across multiple practices, especially in relation to how projects frame issues, distribute agency, materialise social process spatially, and handle adaptation, management and aftercare. Comparison also disciplines enthusiasm. It forces me to ask whether the features I find compelling in one case are exceptional, contingent, or recurrent across differently organised projects. In methodological terms, it gives the framework its comparative traction and reduces the risk that the eventual model will simply mirror my own preferences as a practitioner (Yin, 2018).
Practice-based inquiry is equally necessary because the central issue in my project - how participation becomes spatial experience - cannot be answered by textual analysis alone. I will need to test how decisions about form, display, movement, invitation, scale, materiality, and mediation shape what participants and publics can actually encounter. Future practice experiments will therefore serve as sites of inquiry in which methods of translation can be tried, revised, and critically assessed (Sullivan, 2010; Candy and Edmonds, 2018).
Finally, the design must be iterative. Participatory public art cannot be studied effectively as a linear sequence in which literature is reviewed, then data are collected, then an artwork is made, then conclusions are drawn. Instead, findings from case analysis should reshape practice, while the results of practice should return pressure to the framework itself. Iteration is therefore not a scheduling convenience but a methodological necessity.
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Figure 2. Phased research design.
4.3 Comparative case analysis
The first major component of the research will be a comparative analysis of selected cases of participatory public art, socially engaged art, museum-community collaboration and related spatial practices. The aim is not to produce an encyclopaedic survey but a theoretically purposive sample. I anticipate selecting cases across at least two broad contexts: projects developed within the United Kingdom or comparable Western institutional environments, and projects situated in Chinese urban or community-facing cultural settings where data are accessible. The cases will be chosen because they illuminate different configurations of participation, institutional mediation, and spatial outcome rather than because they fit a single stylistic category.
These criteria are designed to prevent the comparison from becoming too broad. I am not interested in every possible form of participation. I am specifically interested in projects where public issues are actively framed, multiple actors or publics are invited to participate, and some attempt is made to translate social process into a spatial or experiential proposition. This means that not every community arts project will be relevant, and not every public artwork will qualify. The logic of selection is therefore analytical fit, not representational completeness. I will also remain attentive to negative or ambiguous cases—projects that are celebrated publicly but appear weak in spatial translation, maintenance, or transferability—because such cases may clarify the limits of the framework as powerfully as exemplary ones do.
The cases will be analysed through the four dimensions that I consider foundational to my proposed framework. The first dimension is issue framing: how a project identifies, names and delimits the public issue it seeks to address. The second is participation design: who is involved, through what mechanisms, and with what degree of agency or decision-making power. The third is spatial translation: how dialogue, memory, concern or social relation is transformed into an experiencable spatial form. The fourth is site adaptability and management: how the project is adjusted for particular environments and what forms of maintenance, evaluation or scaling are imagined after the initial event. Using these dimensions comparatively will help me move from isolated project narratives toward a more systematic but non-formulaic model.
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Figure 3. Proposed four-dimensional framework for the study.
4.4 Proposed practice experiments in the UK context
Alongside comparative case analysis, I plan to conduct practice experiments during my doctoral study in the United Kingdom, where I may be able to work through smaller-scale pilots before considering longer-term translational implications for China. I use the term 'experiment' deliberately. It signals that these practical interventions will not function as self-validating artworks but as exploratory research situations in which ideas about participation, spatial translation, pedagogy and site adaptability can be tested. Their value will lie as much in what they fail to sustain as in what they successfully enable.
At this stage, I deliberately keep the practical form open. I may develop a small-scale installation in a community setting, a participatory exhibition intervention in an institutional context, a spatial workshop format, or another hybrid model that emerges from the literature, the cases, and the practical realities of access. What matters is not medium loyalty but analytic usefulness. The form I eventually choose will need to permit observation of how dialogue, memory, concern, or collaboration are transformed into spatial propositions and how different participants experience that transformation. Keeping the form open is therefore methodologically necessary rather than indecisive: it allows the practical component to be responsive to the problem, not pre-scripted by it.
I also plan to treat these experiments as opportunities to test the relationship between aesthetic education and participation. If a project is genuinely to extend aesthetic experience beyond passive spectatorship, it must do more than invite attendance. It must create conditions in which publics can enter processes of perception, interpretation, co-making, and spatial encounter. Future experiments will therefore be analysed not only for social participation, but for the kinds of aesthetic learning they make possible.
4.5 Proposed fieldwork and data collection
Because the project is currently qualitative and comparative at its methodological core, data collection will draw on multiple sources. This pluralism is not methodological excess. It is a deliberate response to the layered nature of the problem. No single source can adequately capture how participatory public art is framed, negotiated, materialised, experienced and sustained. Triangulation here is less about verifying a single truth than about placing different forms of evidence into productive relation so that tensions, absences, and asymmetries can become analytically visible (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
1. Semi-structured interviews
I plan to conduct interviews with artists, curators, educators, institutional staff, community partners, project participants and, where useful, local stakeholders connected to selected cases or future experiments. Interviews will help me understand how different actors describe project aims, participation, decision-making, conflicts, constraints and outcomes. They are especially important because the same project may be narrated differently by an artist, an institution and a participant. I do not regard such discrepancies as noise; they are data in their own right, revealing where authority, expectation, and evaluation diverge.
2. Observation and site-based inquiry
I will use observation both in comparative case research, where possible, and in my own practical experiments. Observation is important because many aspects of participatory public art are not fully recoverable through retrospective interview alone. Spatial negotiation, hesitation, informal authority, movement patterns, moments of exclusion and embodied forms of engagement often become visible only through direct attention to what happens in situ. In future experiments, I plan to keep detailed field notes during workshops, installation processes, exhibition encounters and post-event reflection sessions.
3. Documentary and archival materials
For comparative case analysis, I will examine project proposals, evaluation reports, exhibition texts, websites, photographic documentation, institutional statements, press coverage and, where available, floor plans or installation records. Documentary materials are important because they reveal how projects are officially framed and how value claims are retrospectively stabilised. They also provide a way of examining projects that are no longer physically available. At the same time, I will treat such materials critically. Institutional documentation often presents coherent narratives after the fact; part of the analytic task will be to read for omissions, simplifications, and discrepancies between public representation and participant or practitioner accounts.
4. Practice artefacts
My own future experiments will generate artefacts that will function simultaneously as practical outputs and research materials: sketches, installation plans, floor plans, prototype models, participant-generated material, workshop traces, audio fragments, design iterations, captions, feedback tools and spatial diagrams. I will analyse these artefacts not only as evidence of what was made but as records of how ideas shifted, what became materialised, and where translation from participation to space succeeded or failed.
5. Researcher reflexive journal
Because I will occupy multiple positions—researcher, artist, organiser, facilitator and analyst—I will maintain a reflexive journal throughout the project. Following Finlay (2002), this is not a confessional add-on but a methodological necessity. The journal will record design decisions, assumptions, moments of uncertainty, institutional negotiations, and responses to emerging tensions. It will also help me distinguish between what a project appears to achieve publicly and what kinds of compromise, exclusion, or revision made that appearance possible. In a project where my own positionality could easily shape both process and interpretation, reflexive writing will be one of the main safeguards against self-confirming narratives.
6. Participant and audience feedback
In relation to future experiments, I plan to gather feedback from participants and audiences through short conversations, comment prompts, feedback cards, group debriefs or audio reflections, depending on what is suitable to the site. I do not treat audience response as a simplistic impact measure. Rather, I see it as one source of qualitative evidence about how spatial translation is received, what remains legible or obscure, and whether the work supports a meaningful form of aesthetic-civic encounter.
4.6 Data analysis: reflexive thematic analysis and cross-case synthesis
For analysis, I propose to combine reflexive thematic analysis with structured cross-case comparison. Braun and Clarke’s work is useful here because it allows qualitative themes to be developed interpretively rather than treated as neutral containers for recurring content (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022). This flexibility is important because my material will be heterogeneous: interview transcripts, fieldnotes, documents, visual records and practice artefacts will not all 'say' the same thing in the same way. Reflexive thematic analysis will allow me to identify patterns across this material while remaining attentive to contradiction, silence, and contextual difference. Cross-case comparison will then enable me to ask which themes appear recurrent, which remain site-specific, and which seem to matter most for framework construction.
The analysis will proceed in several stages. First, I will familiarise myself with interview transcripts, observational notes, documents and artefacts. Second, I will generate initial codes relating to the project’s core concerns, such as issue framing, participation design, spatial translation, stewardship, care, maintenance, institutional mediation and transferability. Third, I will develop candidate themes and write analytic memos that explore how these themes intersect. Fourth, I will compare themes across cases and across my own practice experiments, asking not only what succeeded but where translation broke down, where participation remained purely discursive, or where institutional constraints reshaped the work. Finally, I will use this synthesis to test, revise and possibly reconfigure the four-dimensional framework. The emphasis will therefore fall less on coding volume than on conceptual sharpening.
The benefit of this approach is that it keeps analysis open to surprise while remaining oriented by the project’s central questions. It also makes room for failure as data. If a practice experiment produces weak engagement, ambiguous spatial translation, or institutional resistance, these outcomes will not be treated as deviations from the research but as evidence about the limits and conditions of transferability.
	Data source
	Captures
	Methodological function
	Planned analysis

	Semi-structured interviews
	Actor perspectives, institutional logics, curatorial aims and tensions
	Reveals divergent interpretations of participation, value and spatial outcomes
	Reflexive thematic analysis

	Observation / fieldnotes
	Embodied interaction, spatial behaviour and site dynamics
	Shows how participation is enacted spatially rather than only described verbally
	Thematic coding + site interpretation

	Documents / archives
	Project aims, organisational language, evaluation and public framing
	Tests official narratives against field and participant accounts
	Documentary analysis

	Reflexive journal
	Design decisions, conceptual shifts, positionality and dilemmas
	Builds an audit trail and guards against self-confirming interpretation
	Reflexive memoing

	Practice experiments
	Spatial translation strategies, adaptation and practical constraints
	Tests how social process becomes spatial experience in practice
	Iterative comparison + synthesis


Table 2. Data sources and planned analysis.
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Figure 4. Evidence triangulation and analytic workflow.
4.7 Interweaving practice, experimentation and analysis
A major requirement of this project is that practice and analysis should not be separated artificially. I therefore propose a phased but iterative structure in which each stage places pressure on the next.
Phase 1: scoping and conceptual mapping
I will begin by consolidating the literature review, refining case selection criteria, conducting preliminary conversations with relevant practitioners and institutions, and identifying the practical questions that emerge most forcefully from the literature. This phase is not preparatory in a trivial sense; it establishes the conceptual discipline required for later practice.
Phase 2: comparative case analysis
I will then undertake the main comparative case work, collecting interview, documentary, and observational data where feasible. This phase will help me understand how existing projects have framed public issues, designed participation, produced spatial forms, and managed continuity or aftercare. It will also allow me to see which of these dimensions appear most transferable and which remain highly context-bound.
Phase 3: first practice experiment cycle
Based on the first analytic cycle, I plan to develop an initial practical intervention in the UK context. This experiment may take the form of a workshop-linked installation, a participatory exhibition element, or another site-responsive spatial format. Its purpose will not be to demonstrate a finished model but to expose the framework to practice and to test where translation holds, fails, or requires revision.
Phase 4: analytic return and framework building
After the first experiment, I will return to analysis, comparing insights from practice with those from the selected cases. At this stage I aim to refine the four-dimensional framework and identify where assumptions made in the literature do not withstand practical testing. This recursive move is central to the doctoral contribution because it is through such returns that a transferable model can become analytically serious rather than merely aspirational.
Phase 5: further experimentation and translational refinement
If feasible within the doctoral timetable, I will conduct additional small-scale experiments that test the framework in a different type of setting, for example moving from a community-oriented environment to an institutional one or vice versa. Such variation would be valuable because transferability can only be claimed persuasively if a framework has been placed under pressure in more than one kind of site.
4.8 Ethics as continuing practice
The ethical dimension of this project is substantial because participatory public art does not merely collect data from people; it involves them in meaning-making, representation, and sometimes in the public circulation of sensitive material. I therefore treat ethics as ongoing practice rather than one-off approval. The first question is consent, but not in the narrow sense of a single signed form. Participants may initially agree to a workshop or conversation without anticipating how their words, images or spatial contributions might later be framed in documentation, exhibition, or analysis. Consent will therefore need to be negotiated in stages and revisited whenever the form or visibility of the work changes (Pavarini et al., 2021).
Second, there is the question of authorship and ownership. If participants contribute stories, images, design ideas or material traces, I cannot assume that artistic framing gives me unrestricted interpretive authority. I plan to develop clear agreements about attribution, use and re-use, while recognising that collective work may not fit neat individual authorship models. The goal will be neither total artist control nor naïve claims of horizontality, but explicit negotiation.
Third, there is the question of care and burden. Participatory projects often ask for time, emotional energy and trust, sometimes from people or organisations already under pressure. Belfiore’s (2022) critique of hidden labour is instructive here. I will need to consider carefully what I ask from collaborators, what support the project can realistically provide, and whether a proposed experiment risks instrumentalising participants in the name of research or social good.
Fourth, there is the question of institutional ethics. Museums, galleries, community centres and public sites all have their own expectations, risk thresholds and exclusions. Ethical practice will therefore include negotiation with institutions as well as with participants. I will need to document how institutional conditions shape what can be said, shown and sustained, because these conditions are not merely logistical; they are part of the knowledge the research is trying to produce.
In qualitative work of this kind, rigour cannot be reduced to replicability in a positivist sense. Following Lincoln and Guba (1985), I will pursue trustworthiness through credibility, dependability, transferability and confirmability. In practical terms, this means triangulating across interviews, documents, observation and artefacts; keeping a clear audit trail of sampling, coding and design decisions; and making explicit how interpretation develops across the project. Transferability, in particular, will be addressed not by claiming universal applicability but by providing sufficiently thick and analytically structured accounts so that readers can judge where the framework might travel and where it should be modified.
I also expect member-oriented checking to be useful in selective ways. For example, where it is appropriate and feasible, I may share emerging interpretations with participants or collaborating practitioners to test whether my readings are recognisable, reductive or unfair. This will not function as a simplistic validation procedure in which participants have the final word on analysis; rather, it will serve as one way of exposing my interpretations to external pressure. In a project concerned with translation across institutions and publics, that kind of disciplined exposure is methodologically valuable.

4.10 Strengths and limitations of the proposed design
The principal strength of this design is its fit with the problem it seeks to address. By combining comparative case analysis with future practice experiments, it avoids two common weaknesses: the abstraction of theory from practice, and the overgeneralisation of one practice as if it were already a model. It is also sufficiently open to admit methodological adjustment. Should later stages reveal that some narrower quantitative or evaluative tools would help clarify audience reach, patterning of use, or institutional uptake, they could be incorporated without displacing the project’s interpretive centre of gravity.
A second strength is that the framework is specific enough to organise analysis without becoming formulaic. The four dimensions - issue framing, participation design, spatial translation, and site adaptability and management - provide a disciplined way to compare projects while leaving room for context-specific variation. In this sense, the framework aims for structured openness rather than rigid prescription.
The design nevertheless has limitations. It will not produce statistically generalisable findings. Access to high-quality case material will vary across projects and institutions. Some cases will be richly documented while others will be partially opaque. Cross-cultural comparison also introduces asymmetries of language, archive, and institutional transparency that may shape what can be known. Moreover, because the framework is being developed through an iterative doctoral process, there is a risk that its categories may initially reflect my own conceptual commitments more strongly than the empirical material warrants. That risk cannot be eliminated, but it can be reduced through reflexive memoing, comparison, and willingness to let the framework change under pressure from the data.
Another limitation concerns role multiplicity. Because I plan to act as artist, researcher, organiser, facilitator, and analyst at different points, I will influence the situations I study. Yet this is not a reason to abandon practice-based inquiry; it is a reason to be methodologically explicit about it. My position may grant insight into design decisions and institutional negotiation that an external observer would miss, while also creating blind spots around my own preferences and investments. The success of the project will therefore depend partly on how rigorously I document those investments and partly on whether I can build enough comparative and dialogic pressure into the design to resist merely confirming what I already hope to find.
5. Discussion: why this design is appropriate to the research question
The research design proposed here follows directly from the argument developed in the literature review. If participatory public art is approached only as a discursive, ethical, or event-based phenomenon, then the most important dimensions of my research problem remain invisible. The point is not simply that participation happens, but that participatory processes may or may not be translated into spatial forms, sustained through institutional care, and adapted across settings. A design limited to textual interpretation would miss how these processes are materially staged; a design limited to making would miss how they are narrated, negotiated, and compared. The proposed combination of case analysis, future practice experimentation and qualitative inquiry is therefore not methodologically eclectic for its own sake. It is a deliberate answer to the layered structure of the problem.
The design is also appropriate because it preserves a distinction that I consider crucial: transferability is not standardisation. The model I hope to build will not tell every community, museum, or public site to follow the same sequence of actions. Rather, it will identify dimensions that require situated judgement: what issue is being framed, who is participating and with what degree of agency, how social process is being translated spatially, and how the work is maintained, evaluated, or adapted. This is why I describe the desired outcome as a transferable framework rather than a toolkit of fixed steps. It should be able to travel conceptually while changing operationally.
Moreover, the design aligns with my pedagogical motivation. Because I am concerned with the limited opportunities many people have to encounter art through direct co-creative practice, I need methods capable of analysing not only participation rates but forms of aesthetic experience and learning. Practice experiments, observations, interviews, and feedback materials will help me examine whether participatory public art can operate as a mode of public pedagogy rather than simply as event programming.
Finally, the design responds to the ethical and organisational difficulty of participatory public art. Questions of stewardship, aftercare, and institutional responsibility are often treated as secondary to the more visible moments of participation, yet they may be decisive for whether a project becomes publicly meaningful beyond its immediate event (Jackson, 2011; Belfiore, 2022). By building those concerns directly into case selection, data collection and analysis, the design seeks to avoid a recurrent weakness in the field: the tendency to describe public activation without explaining how it is held, translated, or responsibly sustained. In that respect, the project aims not only to analyse participatory public art but to recalibrate what counts as success within it.
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Figure 5. Adaptive transferable framework emerging from the study.
6. Conclusion
This article has argued that the decisive methodological challenge in participatory public art is not simply to generate interaction, but to understand how participation may be translated into spatial experience and, in turn, how such translation may support the development of adaptive and transferable models across different sites. By reorganising the literature around durability, stewardship, transferability and cross-cultural translation, I have suggested that the field’s key weakness is not a lack of enthusiasm for participation but an insufficiently developed account of what participation leaves behind, how it is materially and institutionally held, and how it might travel without becoming formulaic.
In response, I have proposed a practice-integrated research design centred on qualitative inquiry and combining comparative case analysis, future practice experiments, interviews, observation, documentary analysis, reflexive journaling and thematic analysis. At the present stage, this design is the most coherent way to investigate a wicked problem in which artistic form, public pedagogy, institutional mediation, and cultural translation are inseparable (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Braun and Clarke, 2022). The design remains open to later methodological supplementation where analytically justified, but its present strength lies in its capacity to examine process, relation, space, and interpretation together rather than in isolation.
The contribution I seek is not a universal formula for socially engaged art. Rather, I aim to construct a transferable and adaptive framework that could help artists, museums, communities, and cultural institutions think more rigorously about how participatory processes become spatial experiences and how those experiences might be sustained, evaluated, and translated across settings. If successful, the project will contribute not only to debates on new genre public art, but also to wider discussions of public pedagogy, cultural governance, and practice-based research. Above all, it will argue that participation matters most not when it produces a fleeting event of visibility, but when it reorganises how publics can inhabit, learn through, and return to space.
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