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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	Constructing Emotional Meaning: Art Experiences, Shared Spaces and Adult Emotion Regulation in China’s First-Tier Cities

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	
Amidst the rapid urbanisation of China's first-tier cities, including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen, intense economic competition and high-pressure lifestyles have led to the fragmentation of social networks, collectively exacerbating the psychological and emotional burdens experienced by adult populations (Zukin, 2010). Against this socio-cultural backdrop, identifying new approaches to emotional regulation has become an urgent research issue. At the same time, urban shared spaces, which were once centred on functionality, are increasingly being reinterpreted as cultural and emotional domains where art, sentiment and community converge (Evans, 2005). This shift echoes historic changes in urban governance, where the aesthetic and symbolic roles of public art have gradually become essential elements of urban cultural identity and residents' well-being (Fleming, 2007). In this study, the term ‘shared space’ does not refer to a public or semi-public place, but rather to emotional interaction domains cultivated through community mechanisms, cultural programmes or art experiences. This redefinition has spurred the widespread application of art experiences, particularly public art installations and participatory art practices, which have progressively emerged as effective means to stimulate emotional responses, support psychological adjustment and enhance well-being (Lee, Lin and Hung, 2020). Therefore, the central question of this research is: How do the art experiences in shared spaces in China's first-tier cities influence adults' emotional regulation and release?

Corresponding to this social dilemma, the Chinese national and local governments have introduced a series of policies emphasising public well-being and cultural participation. For example, the Healthy China 2030 Plan outlines the goal of enhancing national psychological health and overall happiness (State Council, 2016). The 14th Five-Year Plan for the Construction of the Public Cultural Service System emphasises the integration of art and cultural projects into urban public life (National Development and Reform Commission, 2021). Meanwhile, the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development’s Guidelines on Strengthening the Governance of Urban Public Spaces highlight the transformation of public and semi-public spaces into more inclusive and interactive arenas to foster cultural identity and social cohesion (Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, 2021). Collectively, these policies demonstrate the state’s strong emphasis on the emotional and cultural functions of shared spaces.

Driven by policy direction, China’s first-tier cities provide a research context of clear academic and practical significance. These metropolises not only possess dense populations and advanced economies (National Bureau of Statistics, 2021) but also concentrate abundant artistic resources and public cultural facilities, thereby exerting strong demonstration and spillover effects (Fleming, 2007; Keane, 2013). Guided by national strategy, they have taken the lead in promoting public art and cultural innovation initiatives, providing a practical foundation for this study (State Council, 2016; National Development and Reform Commission, 2021). Meanwhile, adults in these cities face intense urban pressures and fragmented social relationships, making them a paradigmatic context for examining the relationship between art experiences and emotional regulation (Zukin, 2010; Manzo, 2005).

At the academic research level, existing studies have provided valuable insights into the aesthetic enhancement and spatial quality improvement of public art (Markusen and Gadwa, 2010), whilst also examining individual aesthetic and psychological responses at the micro level (Pelowski et al., 2016; Vessel, Starr and Rubin, 2012), the mechanisms governing how emotions dynamically emerge and transform within the interplay of art, space, and the body remain under-researched. To address this research gap, this study defines shared spaces as ephemeral and fluid affective fields shaped by artistic interventions (Thibaud, 2022), with a further focus on the mechanistic role of art experiences in regulating and releasing emotions among adults within these shared spaces. By examining the logic of affect generation through the interplay of art, sensory experience, and space, this study seeks to offer new perspectives and frameworks for transdisciplinary research in urban design, cultural policy, and social psychology. Consequently, it responds academically to existing research gaps while aligning practically with the demands of China's urban cultural and health strategies.


	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	
Aims:
This research aims to show how art experiences in shared spaces of China’s first-tier cities (including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen) help adults regulate and release emotions. Building on this, it seeks to establish a framework that combines theoretical depth with practical application. This approach deepens scholarly understanding of art experiences and emotion regulation, while also informing public art practice and urban cultural governance.

Objectives:
Objective1:
To define shared space as a dynamic, affective field shaped by artistic interventions, and to establish a theoretical framework for analysing the interactions between art, space and emotion.

Objective2:
To examine how art experiences, through sensory perception, spatial ambience, and embodied engagement, influence adults’ emotional regulation and release, and to identify the types and temporal characteristics of these responses.

Objective3:
To design and implement diverse art intervention spaces (including immersive, interactive, meditative and workshop-based), and to evaluate their effectiveness through empirical observation and analysis in promoting adults’ emotional regulation and release.

Objective4:
To translate the research findings into actionable strategies at both academic and practical levels, advancing transdisciplinary theory and providing reference for public art, shared-space design and urban cultural governance.


	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	

	Practice
	Writing
	Target Date

	Art experiences design: refine the five-step emotional process, develop multisensory elements (sound, lighting, spatial interaction).
	Submission of PG1 
	Nov 2025

	
	Submission of PG2
	Dec 2025

	Preparation for fieldwork: participant recruitment strategy; site permissions; immersive art room design and testing
	
	Jan-Feb 2026

	Prototype development & pilot testing (Beijing/Shanghai): small-scale participant trials, feedback collection.
	Research diary & reflections: document pilot process, draft methodology subsection.
	Mar-Apr 2026

	
	Methodology draft: outline design rationale and theoretical underpinning.
	May-July 2026

	Formal exhibitions & data collection (Guangzhou/Shenzhen): ambience observation, questionnaires, semi-structured interviews.
	Field notes & draft: prepare ethnographic notes, begin drafting Findings sections.
	Aug-Nov 2026

	Cross-city comparative study: synthesise data, identify local variations and general patterns.
	Update Literature Review & finalise Methodology.
	Dec 2026-
Jan 2027

	Data cleaning & preliminary coding: transcription and initial thematic coding.
	Preliminary Findings framework.
	Feb-Mar 2027

	In-depth data analysis: IPA and thematic coding, framework of emotional value transformation.
	Full Findings chapter.
	Apr-May 2027

	Integration of case studies: compare domestic fieldwork with international references.
	Discussion draft: link theory and practice.
	Jun 2027

	Exhibition refinement: finalise exhibition design and art experience based on research insights and audience feedback.
	Finally Writing
	July-Sep 2027

	Final practice submission: submit refined exhibition documentation and portfolio as practice outcome.
	Final Thesis Submission
	Oct 2027





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	
The methodological orientation of this study is a transdisciplinary phenomenological approach, integrating art and design research, environmental psychology, and urban cultural studies. Grounded in phenomenology as its philosophical foundation, it emphasises a deep understanding of first-person experience (Husserl, 1931; Heidegger, 1962), focusing on how adults regulate and release emotions through art experiences in shared spaces. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is adopted as the core method (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009) to reveal the processes of emotional generation and meaning construction within adults’ art experiences in shared spaces.

At the same time, this study incorporates Embodied Cognition Theory (Gallagher, 2005), Affective Ecology (Anderson, 2009) and Symbolic Interactionism (Goffman, 1974), thereby deepening the analysis at the levels of bodily perception, spatial ambience, and social interaction. This transdisciplinary framework helps to elucidate how art experiences, situated in the context of urban pressures and fragmented social relations, function as effective mechanisms for promoting adults’ emotional regulation and release. In doing so, it addresses existing scholarly gaps while also aligning with the strategic objectives of China’s Healthy China 2030 initiative (State Council, 2016) and the 14th Five-Year Plan for cultural policy (National Development and Reform Commission, 2021).


Method:
Data Collection Strategy:
Case Studies:
This study will focus on representative art projects in China’s first-tier cities, including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, covering such types as public art installations, immersive art spaces, multisensory experience installations, and interactive exhibitions. At the same time, it will integrate exemplary design cases from around the world, such as international public art interventions (Fleming, 2007; Evans, 2005) and immersive spatial experiments (Radianti et al., 2020; Pelowski et al., 2016), to identify universal patterns and local specificities through comparison. The research will employ non-participant observation to record spatial ambience, sensory stimuli, interaction patterns and modes of use (Yin, 2018), and on this basis, analyse how different forms of art experience influence adults’ emotional experiences and regulation processes.

Semi-structured Interviews:
The interview participants will specifically be young adults in China’s first-tier cities, in order to capture their experiences of emotional regulation within the context of high-pressure urban life. Interviews will be conducted within one to two weeks after each participant's art experiences, which will last approximately 60–90 minutes. The core questions will cover: sensory and spatial perception, types and dynamic evolution of emotional responses, and social interaction and meaning construction. Where necessary, follow-up interviews will be arranged to trace the temporal characteristics of emotional regulation and release (Smith and Osborn, 2008).

Sensory and Visual Data:
Photographs, video recordings, and audio captures will be used to supplement observation, and combined with participants’ narratives to conduct multimodal cross-validation (Pink, 2015).

Data Analysis:
IPA（Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis）:
All interviews will be transcribed verbatim. A line-by-line reading approach will be used to extract keywords and initial themes related to emotional experiences, followed by a cross-participant comparison to identify commonalities and differences. This approach highlights the situated nature of experience and reveals how adults perceive and release emotions in shared-space art contexts (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).

Multi-layered Integrative Analysis:
The analysis will synthesise three aspects based on themes. The first is the subjective experience of the individual, including different types of emotional responses such as healing, empathy, relaxation and their evolution. The second is spatial atmosphere, which examines how light, soundscape and spatial layout affect emotions. The third is social interaction, which focuses on how interactions between participants amplify or change emotions. Through this multi-level cross-analysis approach, a mechanistic logic of emotional regulation and release in shared space art experiences for adults is constructed (Pelowski et al.，2016).

Practice-based Interventions:
This research will organise a series of test experiments of art intervention spaces in the form of exhibitions in China's first-tier cities. The exhibition will feature several shared space experience units, including immersive spaces, interactive spaces, meditation spaces and workshops. Adult participants will experience art in these spaces, while the researcher will collect immediate feedback through observation, questionnaires and interviews, and combine sensory and visual data to assess the effectiveness of different forms of intervention in promoting emotional regulation and release. The exhibition is both part of the public art practice and the methodological pathway of “practice as research” (Candy and Edmonds, 2018), which provides an empirical basis for the subsequent proposal of an actionable strategy for designing shared spaces and urban cultural governance.

Ethical Considerations:
All participants will be required to sign an informed consent form and data will be kept anonymised. Given that the study involves emotional arousal and release, participants will be explicitly informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. The researcher will promote transparency and validity of interpretation through ongoing reflective writing (Finlay, 2002) and member checking. The research protocol will be submitted to the UWTSD Ethics Review Committee in compliance with the PG2 form.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	
This research requires both academic and practical resources. For the literature review and theoretical framework, it will rely on the UWTSD Library and online databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR) to access key works on public art, immersive and spatial design, emotional psychology and so on. Specialist IT facilities, including VR/AR laboratories and immersive room equipment, will also be used to support the design and testing of practice-based components.

Beyond literature and experimental research, the project will involve fieldwork. A series of exhibition-based artistic intervention experiments will be organised in China’s first-tier cities (including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen). These will be combined with non-participant observation and semi-structured interviews to collect data on the emotional experiences of adult participants. Consequently, approximately 12 months of cumulative fieldwork will be necessary in China. The associated costs will be primarily self-financed, with additional support sought from the university or other research funding opportunities.

All fieldwork and interview activities will strictly adhere to established ethical protocols. Participants will be fully informed of the research purpose and procedures in advance, their identities will be anonymised, and written informed consent will be obtained prior to participation. Formal data collection will only commence after the UWTSD Research Ethics Committee has granted ethical approval through the PG2 application process.
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	If any party other than the student is likely to be involved in the development of IP a separate IP agreement will be needed and it may be necessary for the student to assign the IP rights to the University.
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