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THESIS STATEMENT

As Social Practice is attracting more artists, the engagement with 

local communities can lead to outreach anxiety, especially for 

those artists who are more familiar with studio artwork;

Using the methodologies of Human Centered Design, this thesis 

presents a Community Engagement Toolkit for Social Practice 

programs to support emerging artists who aim to engage with 

community members and promote social impact.
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ABSTRACT

Social Practice is an increasingly prevalent approach for artists 

to engage with communities in order to create a desired social 

impact. However, as Social Practice is attracting more artists, the 

engagement with local communities can lead to outreach anxiety, 

especially for those who are more familiar with studio artwork.

In addressing this anxiety, my goal as a designer was to develop 

a Community Engagement Toolkit to support emerging artists in 

their research and engagement processes. By working with the 

Social Practice Lab at the Asian Arts Initiative in Philadelphia, I 

designed several research and engagement tools to investigate 

both the Chinatown community and the current artists-in-

residence. 

This thesis presents a design contribution that serves as a creative 

response to the issues in the practical case study and those faced 

by the Social Practice Artists. The resulting Toolkit was shared 

with artists, multi-disciplinary designers, and program organizers 

to provide options to facilitate the work of these participants. 

This thesis also highlights similarities between Human Centered 

Design and Social Practice, two areas which potentially could 

collaborate creatively, and build on each other’s strengths.
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PREFACE:
My Role as a Designer

In my design work, I see myself a designer who starts with and 

focuses on people as the center of work. I am concerned to de-

velop not only my skills of making and of craft, but also skills of 

thinking and sense-making. As a designer I learn from individuals, 

discover their underlying needs and relations with other entities, 

and address the complexity in an informative and inviting way in 

order to uncover new opportunities. I term this approach Human 

Centered Design.* Over the past two years, I have been aiming 

to bring these design theories and practices together as a way 

to address pressing social problems, and promote positive social 

impact.  

My design process is a flexible loop that basically consists of 

four stages: Research, Sense-making, Prototyping and Testing. 

Each stage contains different methods and techniques that pre-

pare me to have creative responses to different social issues and 

needs within a group of individuals. While the creative responses 

can take on any form, it should be established based on the core 

of design process - research and sense-making. Traditionally, a 

designer’s role has been fairly passive in most contexts. The re-

sponse has taken the form of physical objects or layouts. This 

form has evolved over time to meet the needs of globalization. 

Now design is focused more on direct connection - co-creation 

between the users and designers.

*Note: The consulting firm IDEO also calls their process “Human Cen-

tered Design”.  While I drew some inspiration from their work, I employ 

the term differently, as can be seen in my design process to the right. 

( Figure 1.1 )
Figure 1.1 : The Design Process.
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Art practice has a long history of being social and participatory. 

Social Practice became a relatively prevalent art format over the 

past twenty years. In order to give a relative spectrum of the phe-

nomenon of social practice projects, below are 8 examples of art 

projects that shared some social components: 

2.1 CASE STUDIES:
The Emergence of Social Practice

5) Haircuts by Children
Toronto, Canada

6) Fairytale: 1,001 Visitors 
Kassel, Germany

7) Urban Solid Waste
Lima, Peru

8) Time / Bank
Various Locations in U.S.

2) Park Fiction
Hamburg, Germany

3) Hotel Fuentes De Erbo
Zaragoza, Spain

4) Magdalena Oil Spill
Magdalena, Argentina

1) Project Row Houses
Houston, Texas

Figure 2.1 : Time / Bank Social Practice exhibit on the art fair, Kassel DOCUMENTA 13, in Germany.
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Project Row Houses (PRH) began in 1993 

in Houston’s Northern Third Ward district, 

a low-income African-American neighbor-

hood. 

Artist Rick Lowe aimed to open up discus-

sions among African-American in order to 

establish a positive, creative presence in 

their own community. He galvanized hun-

dreds of volunteers to help preserve the 

buildings, first by sweeping streets, and 

renovating the old housing’s interiors. 

Then, with external funding, the growing 

group of activists transformed the com-

munity into a vibrant campus that hosts 

visiting artists, galleries, a park, com-

mercial spaces, and gardens. Now PRH 

is functioning as a neighborhood-based 

nonprofit art and cultural organization. Its 

mission is to create community through 

the celebration of art, African American 

history and culture.

 

In Rick Lowe’s previous work, he not only 

generated the installation, but also orga-

nized the press conferences around the 

piece as a form of community activism. 

The challenge he faced was not only try-

ing to figure out how to create a work both 

symbolic and poetic, but also how it could 

have a practical application. In this work, 

he gradually pulled himself away from stu-

dio practice toward a practice that allowed 

him to be a part of the community.

When 1993 - Present

Who Rick Lowe, 
Residents in Northern Third 
Ward district

Where Houston, Texas

Theme Urban Development, 
Community Building, 
Social Justice, 
Economics and Consumerism

1) Project Row Houses

When 1994

Who Christoph Schafer, 
Residents’ association in the 
St. Pauli Neighborhood

Where Hamburg, Germany

Theme Urban Development, 
Community Building,  
Economics and Consumerism

Park Fiction evolved out of a 1994 civic 

campaign in the St. Pauli neighborhood of 

Hamburg, Germany’s harbor area - a red-

light district and one of the city’s poorest 

communities. 

The Park Fiction project was initiated by 

the local residents’ association and artist 

Christoph Schafer, and emerged as a vi-

able alternative to the city’s plan, which 

tended towards commercial interests over 

the community’s desire for recreational 

space. The group rallied community resi-

dents to put the park to use for festivals, 

exhibitions, and talks - activities that dem-

onstrated local culture and encouraged 

citizens to take control of the urban plan-

ning process themselves, rather than seek 

the city’s permission first. 

One of the features included in the site 

was a “planning container” that moved 

around the neighborhood to collect resi-

dents’ wishes.

2) Park Fiction and the 
Right to the City 
Networking Hamburg
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Fuentes de Ebro is a small town in Spain, 

that rarely receives visitors from outside 

its community. In order to draw attention 

to the area, Lara Almarcegui and Begona 

Movellan renovated the local train station, 

which had been abandoned for 20 years, 

into a free hotel for one week. They spent 

$400 from a small grant to renew the con-

crete, two-story building. They painted the 

interior walls, brought in furniture donated 

by the residents in town, installed electric-

ity and plumbing, and advertised the re-

purposed station in the neighboring city of 

Zaragoza. Within the week, the hotel was 

completely booked by tourists online.   

While creating the project, Lara Almarce-

gui and Begona Movellan were very care-

ful to not reveal any related information to 

the railway station officials, because they 

originally received permission from of-

ficials to use the station as an exhibition 

venue, not a residential facility. Once the 

project ended, the inhabitants of Fuentes 

De Ebro wanted to keep the train station 

as a meeting place for the village.   

In the research phase, Almarcegui spent 

one month in Spain looking into unused 

spaces that offer potential solutions to 

housing and urban dilemmas. Her work 

often explores different methods for form-

ing relationships in communities, usually 

through long-term research, interviewing 

residents, and investigating new possibili-

ties for aging infrastructure.

When 1997

Who Lara Almarcegui,
Begona Movellan

Where Zaragoza, Spain

Theme Urban Development, 
Economics and Consumerism,
Environment

3) Hotel Fuentes De Erbo

When 1999 - 2003

Who Silvina Babich, Alejandro 
Meitin, Creative Thinkers from 
Different Disciplines

Where Magdalena, Argentina

Theme Urban Development, 
Community Building,
Environment,
Economics and Consumerism

In 1999, a Shell-owned oil tanker collid-

ed with another cargo ship in the Rio de 

la Plata, a major river in Argentina along 

which the city of Magdelena is situated. 

Collaborating as environmental activists, 

artists Silvina Babich and Alejandro Meitin 

began walking along the damaged coast, 

photographing stained, soaked birds, and 

pools of indigo liquid collected in buckets 

and marshes along the riverbank. 

They produced photographs, notes, and 

other documentation - from satellite imag-

ery to maps - to build a case for repairing 

the ecosystem and paying reparations to 

the community. 

Since 1991, Ala Plastica has worked with 

artists, environmentalists, government 

agencies, scientists  reed harvesters, nat-

uralists, and journalists to study rivers in 

Argentina, as well as to weigh in on the 

impact, prescribe solutions for aggressive 

clean-up measures, and present their find-

ings in local and global forums. In 2002, 

with the proposal “Failing the Challenge, 

The Other Shell Report,” the country’s Su-

preme Court ruled in favor of a $35 million 

cleanup of the river’s coastline.

4) Magdalena Oil Spill
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Haircuts by Children was organized by 

Mammalian Diving Reflex, a Toronto-

based arts and research group that cre-

ates very specific interactions between 

people in public spaces. 

The project invited children from the fifth- 

and sixth-grade to participate in a one-

week training session with professional 

stylists, and then paid them to run a real 

hair salon, offering the public free haircuts 

in hair salons across the city. In the prepa-

ration stage, children need to learn how 

to trim bangs, add color, shave necklines, 

create long layers, and use a blow dryer. 

While adults provided supervision during 

the sessions, most patrons trusted the 

novice hairdressers, who worked in pairs 

or groups, to make aesthetic decisions 

like color choices and hair length, on their 

own.

Haircuts by Children leveraged the image 

of children performing a highly special-

ized, and personal form of labor, as well as 

shifted the traditional power dynamic be-

tween children and adults, creating a safe 

social space where children and adults 

who live in the same community can meet 

and share a creative experience together.

When 2006

Who Mammalian Diving Reflex,
Children

Where Toronto, Canada

Theme Community Building, 
Social Justice

5) Haircuts by Children

When 2007

Who Ai Weiwei,
1,001 Chinese residents

Where Kassel, Germany

Theme Social Justice,
Nationalities and Borders,
Economics and Consumerism 

Presented as part of the Documenta 124 

art fair in Kassel, Ai Weiwei brought to town 

1,001 residents of China - between June 12 

and July 9, 2007. Advertising through his 

blog for three days, Ai received 3,000 appli-

cations. He selected 1001 participants who 

had limited resources or travel restrictions. 

The participants ranged from 2 to 70 and in-

cluded laid-off workers, farmers, street ven-

dors, students, rock singers, white-collar 

workers, and women from a minority farm-

ing village without proper identity cards. Ai’s 

documentary crew filmed travelers during 

the art fair, conducted separate interviews 

with each individual, and had them fill out a 

99-question form - which focused on per-

sonal histories, desires, and fantasies. With 

$4.14 million from different funding admin-

istrations in Germany, Ai Weiwei paid for 

flight tickets, processed visa applications, 

converted an old textile mill into a temporary 

hostel, transported Chinese chefs to cook 

meals, designed luggage clothing, and or-

ganized tours of Kassel’s landmarks. He 

also installed 1,001 antique chairs through-

out the exhibition pavilion to represent the 

chinese participants’ presence in Kassel. 

His visitors acted as both tourists and sub-

jects of his art - viewers of a foreign culture, 

as well as signs of another.

6) Fairytale: 1,001 
Chinese Visitors
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Basurama is a laboratory for considering 

waste and its reuse launched in 2001 by a 

group of students at the Madrid School of 

Architecture. The group believes that how 

trash is disposed reveals about the way we 

consider the world. Since then, the group - 

who now work as professional architects, 

designers, and other urban planners - has 

collaborated with communities to explore 

how to identify what members regard as 

trash and how that trash is reused. The 

group’s work often exists in the form of 

workshops, talks, and other discussion fo-

rums. In Lima, Basurama rehabilitated an 

abandoned railway by inviting local artists 

and other community members to create 

an amusement park along the tracks. 

When 2008

Who Basurama,
Residents in communities

Where Lima, Peru

Theme Urban Development, 
Community Building, 
Environment,
Economics and Consumerism

7) Urban Solid Waste

When 2010

Who Julieta Aranda, Anton Vidokle,
Community members

Where Various Locations in the U.S.

Theme Community Building,  
Economics and Consumerism

Time / Bank is an alternative economic 

model that allows a group of people to 

exchange skills through the use of a time-

based currency, started by artists Julieta 

Aranda and Anton Vidokle in September 

2010, it is an international community of 

more than 1,500 artists, curators, writers 

and others in the field of art, who are in-

terested in developing a parallel economy 

based on time and skills. Using a free 

website created by the artists partici-

pants requests, offer, and pay for services 

in “Hour Notes.” Earned Hours may be 

saved and used at a later date, given to 

another individual, or pooled with other 

Hours for larger group projects. The sys-

tem of this project not only allows people 

to share resources and skills, it also builds 

community by building relationships.

8) Time / Bank
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1) Process

The process of Social Practice aims to open up conversations 

with community members and to be responsive to the input from 

the community. From Maria Rosario Jackson’s point of view, ev-

erything in Social Practice projects is very much goal-oriented, 

2.2 SYNTHESIS:
What Are the Basic Components in Social Practice?

There is no doubt that in the social practice art field there are 

many components and features captured in different projects. 

Based on my synthesis of the case studies on the previous pages 

and my research throughout this thesis project, this section ex-

plains four basic components of social practice in this thesis con-

text: Process, Engagement and Co-creation, Social Impact, and 

Community Building. 

she argued that the ‘failure’ in the project would lead the artists 

and other participants to build better scenarios next time around 

and that it is important to just talk about the process of work.  

Pablo Helguera
Curator, Critical Writer, Artist
Education for Socially 
Engaged Art

Maria Rosario Jackson
Senior Research Associate 
in the Metropolitan Housing 
and Communities Center at 
the Urban Institute

“All art invites social interaction; yet in 

the case of Socially Engaged Art, it is 

the process itself - the fabrication of the 

work - that is social.” 

“The ‘failure’ in the project would lead the 

artists and other participants to build bet-

ter scenarios next time around and that it 

is important to just talk about the process 

of work.”

However, in the interview with an emerging socially engaged art-

ist, Dave Kyu, I sensed that it might be difficult for artists to think 

about the process in a documentable, communicable way, be-

cause he stated that “In [my] art school, art students are never re-

sponsible for presenting their process. The whole class was struc-

tured based on the day of critique, in critique, the art students 

wouldn’t check in on each other’s processes. Typically, the final 

product is the most important thing in traditional work. However, 

in Social Practice, the process why and how artists are doing the 

projects would give others a clearer picture of what to measure in 

the end.” For Social Practice, the impact of projects mostly de-

pends on the process of the work. Hence, documentable materi-

als for process is vital in Social Practice.

Figure 2.1 reveals the four stages of Social Practice process, from 

learning, to understanding, to connecting and co-creating with 

the community.

At stage 4  , artists will have established relationships with 

a specific group from the community for their social practice 

projects. They share the responsibility to co-create the final 

pieces and implement it and test it out in the community.

At stage 1  , artists act as observers as they first approach a 

community. They will learn from the community with a begin-

ner’s mind in order to have a broad sense of the community’s 

life. 

•

At stage 2  , artists will reach out to different groups of indi-

viduals in the community, in order to gather more useful and 

inspiring information and better understand the community 

culture.

•

•• At stage 3  , artists probably have drafted their project pro-

posal and considered reaching out to potential partners for 

possible collaboration in order to closely connect with com-

munity members and gather ideas and input from the public.

•

1 Learn from the Community Understand the Community2 3 Connect with the Community 4 Co-create with the Community

Figure 2.1 :  Social Practice Process

=     Artist

=     Community Member

=     Local Resources in a Community
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2) Engagement and Co-creation

Stephen Willats
Curator, Conceptual Artist
<Society through Art>

“Co-production is a key to Social Practice. 

The hard part is to be committed to that notion of 

co-production and of erasing your own vision for 

something and being completely open to surprise 

about the direction that things can go.”

“A prerequisite for an art work that manifests a 

counter-consciousness is that the separation which 

existed between the artist and the audience is closed, 

that they become mutually engaged, to the point 

where the audience becomes the rationale in both 

the making and reception of the work.” Sue Bell Yank, 
Critical Writer, Organizer
Assistant Director of Academic  
Programs @ Hammer Museum

As we understand, in traditional static art, such as a painting 

or a sculpture, artists create artwork based on their perception, 

present it back to the community and share the outcome with 

the community members in galleries or museums. However, the 

interaction between artists and community may not happen in the 

art creating process. ( Figure 2.2 1  ) 

When it came to public art format, the community resources come 

into the picture. Artists usually create artwork with community re-

sources’ support and approval of space, generate artwork and 

install it in communities. Just as in static art, artists may not inter-

act with the community members directly in the creation process. 

( Figure 2.2 2  )

“What distinguishes public art is the unique association of its 

structure, location, and meaning. Public art can express civic val-

ues, enhance the environment, transform a landscape, heighten 

our awareness, or question our assumptions. Placed in a public 

site, this art is there for everyone, a form of collective commu-

nity expression from the once celebrated but now unrecognized 

general on a horse to the abstract sculpture that may baffle the 

passerby at first glance.” ( Public Art Strategies in the Urban Land-

scape: Rethinking Sites in Downtown Syracuse ).

On the other hand, Social Practice is a kind of participatory art 

form which emerged approximately twenty years ago (as was dis-

cussed in the previous chapter ). In this model, art is acknowl-

edged as a co-creation process amongst artists, audience and 

context, rather than a separate object. While in traditional art, au-

dience is usually considered as viewers, receivers or consumers, 

there is little response or input contributed by the audience in the 

artwork. The ideal social practice model allows the artists-in-res-

idence, community resources and community members to have 

an open discussion and explore the community life as a whole in 

order to co-create social changes through artwork.

The move from the traditional artist-centered creation process to 

a co-creative participatory practice based on collective creativity 

is transforming the roles of both the artists and the audience into 

the roles of co-creators. ( Figure 2.2 3  )

Those formerly regarded as “viewers”or “consumers” in the art 

making process are now given the positions of “experts of their 

experience in community life,” and take on significant roles in the 

development of social practice projects. On the other hand, art-

ists who used to be known as the genius behind the art pieces are 

now gradually transformed to co-creators, facilitators and even 

mediators in this context. In co-creation, there is common occur-

rence that participants in groups will experience different levels 

of communication barriers. Hence, it becomes evident that the 

initiated artists need to understand how to facilitate participants’ 

broad interests and ideas, and mediate the possible conflicting 

opinions in the group. 

Lastly, most experts in social practice field agree that co-creation 

is a core aspect of Social Practice. It can involve anyone from 

community leaders, members, artists, designers, executives or 

consumers working collaboratively in order to promote social 

changes in Social Practice projects. For this thesis work, “en-

gagement” is an essential process that leads the participants to 

the “co-production” portion of their projects. In some way, the 

engagement process is throughout the whole Social Practice 

projects.

Figure 2.2 :  Interaction between Art and its audience.

1 Traditional Static Art Traditional Public Art2 3 Ideal Social Practice
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3) Social Impact

In the traditional concept of art work, the social impact usually 

depends on the relationship between the exhibited work and the 

audience. In Social Practice, rather than having the audience sim-

ply engage with a piece of art, social practice artists invite their 

audience to be involved in an ongoing conversation or interaction 

in the process.   

For instance, in the Magdalena Oil Spill Social Practice project 

(on Page 25), the artists’ group -- Ala Plastica collaborated with 

the experts and community members from different disciplines 

to study rivers which were polluted by the oil spill in Argentina, as 

well as to prescribe solutions for clean-up measures, and pres-

ent their findings in local and global forums. With the collective 

efforts from the community and the artists, finally, the community 

received $35 million cleanup funding from the country’s Supreme 

Court. In the process, the impact of the Social Practice on both  

the artists and the individuals in the community was promoted. 

4) Community Building

The roles of artist and audience are drastically different from that 

of more traditional forms of art (as I already stated in the previ-

ous session). Both of them gradually grow into active co-creators, 

who share responsibilities of the social practice projects. With 

time, it will bring up a sense of community building by gathering 

participants together and performing actual practices. 

In Henk Sladger’s statement, not only the significant co-creative 

relations among the Social Practice participants were addressed, 

but also another nature of the work, its social responsibility. Since 

Social Practice work, in general, strives to co-create with local 

members, and promote actual impact on a (temporary) commu-

nity, it is hard to put aside its connection to community building. 

On the other hand, in the interview with Sue Bell Yank, she argued 

Sue Bell Yank, 
Critical Writer, Organizer
Assistant Director of Aca-
demic  Programs @ Hammer 
Museum

“Current art practice shows a renewed interest in the 

social responsibility of art. The problem addressed 

now seems to  be, how to retain the autonomy of 

art (the critical distance of the aesthetic) but at the 

same time to break the active-passive opposition.” 

Social Practice artwork is not necessarily aiming 

to create social good. Sometimes their aim is to be 

provocative, which is not always comfortable. However, 

there was always a desire from socially engaged artists 

that there is some impact on the community at the 

end of their practice.
Henk Slager 
Curator, Critical Writer
Principles of Hope

that, “Social Practice artwork is not necessarily aiming to create 

social good. Sometimes their aim is to be provocative, which is 

not always comfortable. The whole reason is that it is not a social 

service organization.” But, she also clarified that there was always 

a desire from socially engaged artists that there is some impact on 

the community at the end of their practice.

In conclusion, I want to emphasize the core of social practice in 

this thesis context -- the engagement element. As I stated in the 

previous section, a well-structured engagement process will lead 

to more meaningful co-created pieces of work.

Social Practice not only transformed the artists’ original artistic 

inspiration of “photographing the contaminated rivers,” but also 

impacted the community through the collaboration between the 

artists and the community members.  

Figure 2.3 below indicates how the impacts occur during the col-

laboration between artists and community members (audience). 

The flow of the transformation on both sides should happen si-

multaneously and organically throughout the process. 

From my research throughout this thesis project, I believe placing 

artists outside the studio will help transform their artwork as well 

as transform the communities which they collaborate with. Mean-

while, this transformation is not a form of compromise, but a pro-

cess of practice that is co-created by the individual participants 

and the initial organizers(e.g. the artists) through a collaboration.  

Figure 2.3 : Impact of Social Practice on the artists and the community

=  Impact from Artists to Social Practice

=  Impact from Community Members to Social Practice

=  Impact from Social Practice to Community

SOCIAL 
PRACTICE
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2.3 Literature Review:
How Do Others Define Social Practice?

The term “Social Practice” originally extends from art practice. Art 

practice has a long history of being social and participatory. Over 

the past twenty years, Social Practice has become a relatively 

popular form of art practice in the U.S., however it is defined dif-

ferently by many different artists, curators, critical writers:

Nancy Chen
Program Assistant of 
Social Practice Lab 
@ Asian Arts Initiative

“Social Practice is not about starting with an end product 

already determined, artists need to talk to the community 

and figure out what the needs are and what the shape would 

be after they have those conversations. We wanted to make 

sure the projects the artists ended up implementing are 

structured in ways that are actually being responsive to the 

community input [in the Social Practice Lab].”Sue Bell Yank, 
Critical Writer, Organizer
Assistant Director of Academic  
Programs @ Hammer Museum

“The definition of Social Practice is still fluid, it is not set 

right now. It seems unimportant precisely how participants 

access the project, as long as they do, They don’t necessarily 

need to understand them as Art. [...] The term “Social 

Practice” is unintelligible to a general public, [...] People tend 

to take these projects on their own terms.”

“Social Practice seeks to deny the traditional 

power relationship. It no longer assumes there 

has to be one form of artistic practice, and 

there is one form of artist that can do it. It is a 

broader term that includes a lot more people.” 
“What people do in social space, [and] how 

they interact with objects.”

“All art, inasmuch as it is created to be communicated to 

or experienced by others, is social. Yet to claim that all art 

is social does not take us very far in understanding the 

difference between a static work such as a painting and 

a social interaction that proclaims itself as art - that is, 

socially engaged art.”

Social Practice = Socially Engaged Art

Dave Kyu, 
2013 Artist-in-residence 
@ Social Practice Lab

Ted Purves 
Chair of Social Practice program 
at the California College of Art 

Pablo Helguera, 
Curator, Critical Writer, Artist
Education for Socially 
Engaged Art
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Social Practice, to some degree, obscures the disciplines amongst 

artists, urban planners, community organizers, designers, etc. 

Social Practice is defined by Ted Purves, chair of the first Social 

Practice graduate program in the U.S. at the California College of 

Art in San Francisco, as “What people do in social space, [and] 

how they interact with objects.” Social Practice is not necessarily 

related to a specific art medium or format. Rather, it is about man-

aging relationships amongst “who”, “what” and “where.” 

“In the 1990s, Suzanne Lacy defined these practices as new genre 

public art, while Grant Kester later labeled them dialogic art in 

his book Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in 

Modern Art, released in 2004. Social practice has become staple 

shorthand for many for categorizing socially-engaged practice.” 

Stated by Chelsea Haines11, <SEA Change: Education for So-

cially Engaged Art>

However, as Helguera’s stated in Education for Socially Engaged 

Art, “‘Social Practice’ has emerged most prominently in recent 

publications, symposia, and exhibitions and is the most generally 

favored term for socially engaged art.” From Helguera’s perspec-

tive, Social Practice seems more to be a short form for Socially 

Engaged Art. He also pointed that, “All art, inasmuch as it is cre-

ated to be communicated to or experienced by others, is social. 

Yet to claim that all art is social does not take us very far in under-

standing the difference between a static work such as a painting 

and a social interaction that proclaims itself as art - that is, socially 

engaged art.”

“The definition of Social Practice is still fluid, it is not set right 

now.” Revealed by Sue Bell Yank, a writer and arts organizer lo-

cated in Los Angeles, “It seems unimportant precisely how partici-

pants access the project, as long as they do, They don’t necessar-

ily need to understand them as Art. [...] The term “Social Practice” 

is unintelligible to a general public, [...] People tend to take these 

projects on their own terms.” 

While there is no complete agreement as to a rigid definition or 

even a name for this type of work (Social Practice or Socially En-

gaged Art), the remarkable characteristic that makes it different 

from other art formats is “its dependence on social intercourse”as 

well as on an “actual [...] social action.”   

In general, the major difference between Social Practice and other 

art formats is that it is not just a symbolic representation of social 

issues, but what Pablo Helguera calls actual practice, which in-

tervenes upon the world in some tangible way for social good or 

causes social justice.

Earlier, I noted that the Social Practice field is a relatively young 

format in art history, and its definition is still evolving and fluid. 

Concurrently, there has been a heated debate as to what category 

some practice projects should be classified into -- social work, 

socially engaged art or social practice. In the book Artificial Hells: 

Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, a critique has 

been made by Claire Bishop that social practice is beyond evalu-

ation, and it is neither social work nor aesthetic art practice. The 

Venn diagram below ( Figure 2.4 ) conveys my understanding of the 

distinction between these terms and their general applications in 

this thesis context.

Socially Engaged Art doesn’t 

necessarily create positive 

social impact in the 

community, or meet specific 

community interests.

It allows artists to be 

out-of-the-box thinkers who 

are likely to bring new 

insights to a large 

conversation that hopefully 

would impact all social 

services on a large scale.

Social  
Work

Social  
Practice

Socially
Engaged

Art

Social Practice stands in 

between Social Work and 

Socially Engaged Art, but it is 

more similar to the nature of 

Socially Engaged Art. 

It requires the participants 

from different disciplines to be 

creative thinkers in various 

aspects of community life, and 

ideally promote some kind of 

social impact in a community 

through the actual practice. 

Social Work usually offers a 

service to a community in 

order to fulfill the needs of 

specific groups in a 

community instantly. 

Meanwhile, the people who 

provide these services are 

usually accredited social 

workers with a specific 

education in this field.

2.4 Synthesis:
Difference between Social Practice, Social Work, and Socially Engaged Art

Figure 2.4 : Differences between Social Work, Social Practice and Socially Engaged Art
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2.5 Recap:
The Operative Definition of Social Practice

In this thesis, the work that socially engaged artists and their 

community collaborators co-create is called Social Practice. The 

operative definition of Social Practice requires that artists place 

themselves in a community, and closely work with community 

members from various disciplines, and aim to promote certain 

social impact on the community through actual practices. 

Figure 2.5 : Ideal Social Practice Model in a community

COMMUNITY

SOCIAL 
PRACTICE

SOCIAL IMPACT



43

POINT OF ENTRY:
Why Should I Introduce 
Human Centered Design 
into Social Practice?

3
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POINT OF ENTRY:
Why Should I Introduce Human Centered Design into Social Practice?

Based on the case studies of Social Practice in Chapter 2, I iden-

tified that Human Centered Design and Social Practice art fields 

share values and methods to engage with local communities. Fig-

ure 3.1 demonstrates these similarities in the engagement process. 

As every artist and designer may follow their own approach, but 

being a designer, I found the likeness they share striking.

As Figure 3.1 shows, Human Centered Design and Social Practice 

are most similar in the Research and Sensemaking (Reflection) 

processes. For example, Social Practice Artists often engage 

communities in interviews, which is similar to designers. They 

then take these interviews and reflect on them, sometimes talk-

ing with other Social Practice Artists or organizers to make sense 

of what they learned. Over years, designers have been working 

on a number of tools and outreach strategies for meaningful en-

gagement with individuals and communities. I believe this would 

benefit the Social Practice artists to better engage with local com-

munities in their research process.

However, since there is a large variety of Social Practice Projects, 

the implementation of Social Practice is very context specific. 

Hence, I focused on Research and Sensemaking (Reflection) tool-

kits to assist Social Practice Artists. (See more details in Chapter 

6 - Prototype and Test.)

SOCIAL PRACTICE HUMAN CENTERED DESIGN

Artists’ Meeting

Practice in Community

Interview

Community Feedback

Contextual Interview

Affinity Diagramming

Generative Toolkits

User Feedback

Figure 3.1 : Social Practice and Human Centered Design Share Similar Process with Different Terms.
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A PRACTICAL CASE STUDY:
Overview of the Social Practice 
Lab Program at Asian Arts 
Initiative 

Community:

Commissioning Body:

Experimental Program:

Artists-in-Residence:

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods

Asian Arts Initiative

Social Practice Lab

Stories of Current Artists-in-Residence

4
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4. A PRACTICAL CASE STUDY:
Social Practice Lab at Asian Arts Initiative in Philadelphia

In Summer 2012, I started working with the Social Practice Lab, 

a year-round artists-in-residence program hosted by the Asian 

Arts Initiative. The project invited artists from different states to 

Philadelphia to focus on the Chinatown and Chinatown North 

neighborhoods and create socially engaged art in order to 

facilitate positive changes in the community.

Chinatown and Chinatown Neighborhoods

Social Practice Lab Program

Artists-in-residence

National Advisory 
Committee

Local Resources
Team

Asian Arts Initiative

Figure 4.2 : An Introduction of the Practical Case StudyFigure 4.1 : Steven Parker, current artist-in-residence at Social Practice Lab, facilitated sound experiment workshop with kids in Chinatown Learning Center.
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Market St.

Figure 4.3 : Map of the Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods, which is defined by Asian arts Initiative

Chinatown North Neighborhood

Chinatown Proper Neighborhood

4.1 COMMUNITY:
Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods

Chinatown and Chinatown North neighborhoods are considered 

as one community by the Asian Arts Initiative, although its 

organizers also recognize that these two areas have separate 

characters. This community was the focus of the Social Practice 

1) History

Lab program, which was hosted by the Asian Arts Initiative. 

Before we dive into the potential Social Practice Art projects, this 

session will reveal an overview of the community of Chinatown 

and Chinatown North neighborhoods in Philadelphia.

Philadelphia’s Chinatown was pioneered by several Cantonese 

immigrants, who opened laundries and restaurants, back in the 

mid-19th century. Once the workers saw the economic opportu-

nities in the area, they notified others on the West Coast and in 

China and this started a mass influx of Chinese people to eastern 

cities such as Philadelphia. 

Throughout its history the area has hosted a majority of merchant 

and service-oriented businesses to meet the needs of immigrant 

workers and help them interact with mainstream society such as 

accounting and law firms, driving schools, insurance services, 

and providers of herbal medicine and acupuncture.

Today, the Chinatown community is split up by the Vine Street 

Expressway. ( Figure 4.4 ) However, the expressway was originally 

proposed to be built on South Street in 1950, but the Italian and 

the artist community protested and the city restructured the pro-

posal and set it up on Vine street. At that point, maybe because of 

language issues, national cultures or lack of community construc-

tion, Chinatown residents didn’t know how to fight for their rights 

and didn’t didn’t effectively protest the city plan.

In the late 1950‘s proposed construction of the Vine Street Ex-

pressway called for the demolition the Holy Redeemer Church 

and School, a landmark of the community. To protest this redevel-

opment, the community mobilized its residents and the Philadel-

phia Chinatown Development Corporation was formed in 1969. 

The community has faced repeated challenges to its geographic 

boundaries through the years, including the construction of the 

Gallery Mall, the Philadelphia Convention Center, expansion of 

Independence Mall, and the latest, expansion of the Convention 

Center. Other threats to build a baseball stadium and a casino 

were defeated by the community.

Figure 4.4 : East-On Vine Street-From 15th Street
Source: PhillyHistory.org. 8/23/1951

City Hall
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Figure 4.5 : The Friendship Gate of Chinatown Proper Neighborhood, located on Market and 10th Street, established in 1985.

2) Current State - Chinatown Proper

As can be see in the photos, Chinatown proper has a vibrant busi-

ness commercial district, consisting of various Asian restaurants 

and Chinese grocery stores. Most residents in Chinatown who im-

migrated from China don’t have acknowledgement of the concept 

of community building.
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Figure 4.7 : The Reading Viaduct in Chinatown North Neighborhood.

3) Current State - Chinatown North

Meanwhile, from the construction environment as well as the 

signs on the buildings, there is much less Chinatown identity in 

the Chinatown North neighborhood. In particular, I was surprised 

that the only artistic scene with Asian identity present is the public 

area with several red lanterns.



57

Market St.

4) Visual Demographics

For my demographic information, I pulled 

data from the 2010 U.S. Census. In em-

ploying the data, I used the smallest geo-

graphic unit available, called census  block 

group, for the following areas:

•	 Census Tract 2 - Block Group 1

•	 Census Tract 376 - Block Group 2

•	 Census Tract 376 - Block Group 1 

As you see on the map ( Figure 4.9 ), the 

pink and orange outlined areas overlap the 

Chinatown and Chinatown North neigh-

borhoods to some extent, but they serve 

as relatively representative data for this 

community. The statistics indicate a sense 

of the neighborhoods, as seen on the next 

page.

Figure 4.9 : Map of Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods’ boundaries, which was defined by Asian Arts Initiative

=     Chinatown North Neighborhood (Defined by the Asian Arts Initiative)

=     Chinatown Proper Neighborhood (Defined by the Asian Arts Initiative)

=     Census Tract 376 - Block Group 1 and 2

=     Census Tract 2 - Block Group 1

Total Population

Sex and Age

Ethnicity

Family

2 9 8 6
Chinatown Proper

Chinatown North

2 9 3 7

10 Adults for 1 kid Chinatown North has the second highest proportion of 
males of any census block group in central Philadelphia.

Chinatown Proper has almost twice as many elderly as 
Chinatown North, despite having similar sized populations.

8 Adults for 1 kid

Male

Over 65
years old

Female

Under 65
years old

64.2 %

54.7 %

5.6 %

9.5 %
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Market St.

5) Existing Public Art

In general, art scenes can reflect the identity of a community 

and its culture. Because Social Practice was originally extended 

from art practice, I was curious about the existing or emerging 

art scenes in the Chinatown and Chinatown North neighborhood. 

Typically, those existing public art in Philadelphia have presented 

themselves in the format of murals and outdoor sculpture. In the 

case of Philadelphia’s Chinatown North neighborhood, surpris-

ingly, there are limited aesthetic art scenes. 

Cherry St. and 10th St.
Chinatown Proper Neighborhood

Callowhill St. and Ridge St.
Chinatown North Neighborhood

Cherry St. and 10th St.
Chinatown Proper Neighborhood

Vine St. and 12th St.
Chinatown North Neighborhood

Arch St. and 8th St.
Chinatown Proper Neighborhood

Race St. and 12th St.
Chinatown Proper Neighborhood

4.2 COMMISSIONING BODY:
Asian Arts Initiative

The Asian Arts Initiative, located on 1219 Vine Street in Philadel-

phia, was established in 1993. It is a multi-disciplinary communi-

ty-based arts center. Their mission is to engage artists and every-

day people to create art that explores the diverse experiences of 

Asian Americans, addresses the social context, and imagines and 

effects positive community change. 

The Asian Arts Initiative is developing a multi-tenant arts facility 

that will incorporate individual artist’s studios and office and pro-

gram space- including room for workshops and meetings, gallery 

and exhibition areas, and a black box-style theater. 

The organization’s current programs include a public performance 

season, a gallery exhibition series, artist residences, and youth 

workshops that focus on telling the stories of Asian Americans 

and the diverse communities of which Asian Americans are a part.

Organization Mission:

•	 Engaging artists and people to create art

•	 Exploring the diverse experiences of Asian Americans

•	 Addressing social context

•	 Imagining & effecting positive community change

AAI

Figure 4.10 : Map of Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods’ bound-
aries, which is defined by Asian Arts Initiative.

=                    Asian Arts InitiativeAAI

However, there are numerous artist studios and contemporary art 

galleries located in the Chinatown North neighborhood, which the 

Asian Arts Initiative is clearly aware of and responding to (e.g., Vox 

Populi and others in the building on N. 11th Street); yet, these art 

studios and galleries seem to be hidden from the public.
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Asian Art Initiative 
Programs

Youth Program
Summer program

- Teenagers  (Grade 6th -12th, 13-18 )

- July 2 ~ August 17 

- Clay, drum, painting, photograph, 

  movement, radio/film/book making

Art - Making

- Asian Americans ( all ages ) 

- Technical skills

- Exploring culture & identity

Artists in Communities 
Training (ACT) - 1997

- Asian American artists who want 

  to teach in school / community

- Training artists to be effective 

  educators (skills in teaching)

Chinatown Project
- 2009

- Three themes: 

  Food, Community, and Identity

- Utilizing the social performance 

  art intervention methodology 

- Combining with the community 

  development strategy to engage 

  residents in Chinatown

Public Programs

- Artwork events

- Gallery / on view

- Theater / on stage

- Film / on screen

- Social Practice Lab

Figure 4.11 : Asian Arts Initiative Programs Structure
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4.3 EXPERIMENTAL PROGRAM:
Social Practice Lab

In 2012 summer, Asian Arts Initiative proposed its Social Practice 

Lab program as an approach to increasing art’s impact in the Chi-

natown and Chinatown North neighborhoods. Initially, Asian Arts 

Initiative invited artists, urban planners, community organizers, 

designers, and creative thinkers from all sectors--locally, region-

ally, and nationally--to propose public art projects and initiatives 

that engage with and enliven the community. It commissioned 

and supported the work of creative individuals and organizations 

in the neighborhoods of Chinatown and Chinatown North in Phila-

delphia. 
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Figure 4.12 : Structure of Social Practice Lab Program

The selected projects were a part of a network of ongoing, year-

round projects, supported by a National Advisory Committee of 

experienced social practitioners and local community activists, 

and by the infrastructure of Asian Arts Initiative. 

Figure 4.12 shows the structure of Social Practice Lab program, 

which includes 4 different entities: Artists-in-residence, Asian Arts 

Initiative, Local Resources Team and National Advisory Commit-

tee.

In 2012, there were 7 groups of artists-in-residence selected to 

participate in the Social Practice Lab program. The Local Re-

source Team emerged around July of 2012. As for Asian Arts Ini-

tiative, the goal of its establishment is to foster meaningful con-

versations in the community. 

In our former meetings, the Executive Director, Gayle Isa ex-

pressed her hopes to expand the Local Resource Team to include 

more diverse community members who care about the future of 

our neighborhood. For the Social Practice Lab, the representa-

tives from diverse community organizations were also committed 

to participating in the retreat events and acting in the role of “con-

nector” for the Artists-in-Residence in their community research 

phase.

“The core of social practice lab project is to better 

serve the neighborhood through arts, as well as to get 

to know our neighborhood better. As a community-

based art organization, we want to respond to the 

community dynamic that exists, but also influence it 

from the positive by opening up communication and 

build relationships across different groups that don’t 

currently communicate.”

“Since it was the first year of Social Practice Lab 

program, everything is an experiment to us! We 

have purposely tried to encourage the seven teams 

of artists-in-residence with flexibility to change and 

experiment with different approaches or projects, 

emphasizing the notion of a true “lab” where not 

everything is necessarily expected to be a success, 

and where risk is inherent.”

Gayle Isa
Executive Director of 
Asian Arts Initiative

Nancy Chen
Program Assistant of 
Social Practice Lab 
@ Asian Arts Initiative



65

Figure 4.14 : Timeline of 2012 - 2013 Social Practice LabFigure 4.13 : Photo from Three-day Retreat Events during September 13 to 15.

THREE-DAY RETREAT

ENGAGING NEIGHBORHOOD RESEARCH

PROJECT PROPOSAL FINALIZED

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

EVALUATION

ARTISTS’ MEETING

2012
Sep. Oct. Dec.Nov.

2013
Jan. Feb. Apr. Jun.Mar. May Jul. Aug.
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In this section, I will share the stories of three artists that I inter-

viewed for this thesis project. Most participating artists-in-resi-

dence are from various disciplines. They were required to focus 

on Chinatown and Chinatown North neighborhoods to create 

artwork in a variety of mediums. To see the details of the Artists’ 

Community Engagement Process on page 98.

Figure 4.15 : Artists’ Meeting during Three-day Retreat Events of Social Practice Lab

4.3 Artists-in-Residence:
Stories from the Current Artists-in-residence

Ben Volta
School . Kids . Fabric

Ben Volta works with public school teachers and kids 

from the community to develop creative methods that 

link art to specific areas of learning. In my conversation 

with Volta, he remarked that initially he just thought 

working with schools would be a good way to have 

income and also create artwork with kids. Hence, he 

started working with schools as an art instructor to 

teach students how to make beautiful, creative art-

work through experiments with various materials. 

His previous school-based art projects combined 

academic learning and life skill development to cre-

ate art with an unexpected content. He is more pas-

sionate about the process of collaborating with kids, 

than the final pieces. He wanted to continue working 

with kids and share the process, to do something big 

and beautiful that the participants can be proud of, 

but also learn from because of the process they en-

gaged in.

In 2010, Ben Volta worked with the Mural Arts Pro-

gram to create Home That Was. This temporary public 

artwork in Chinatown North raised Volta’s interest in 

applying  for artist-in-residency at the Asian Arts Ini-

tiative’s Social Practice Lab program. Although he has 

been working with the school community and kids for 
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Yowei Shaw works as an audio producer and public 

radio reporter in Philadelphia. In 2011, she founded 

Philly Youth Radio, a project that provides young 

people of color with the tools and training to create 

their own radio stories. Meanwhile, she has also re-

ported for WNYC’s Studio 360, NPR’s Morning Edi-

tion, WHYY, and other outlets. Shaw planned to con-

tinue working in public radio while creating innovative 

community-based audio exhibitions and documenta-

ries. This also informed her intention of participating 

in the Social Practice Lab program at the Asian Arts 

Initiative. 

In the past, Shaw had worked near the neighborhood 

of Chinatown North as a producer and journalist, but 

she saw herself as an outsider to the community. I 

learned from our conversation that her expectation for 

the Social Practice Lab was to draw upon the exper-

tise of community members to explore neighborhood 

stories and secrets. Her previous audiences for daily 

work were highly-educated people who have already 

been used to listening to the radio. As a result, Shaw 

was concerned about how stories can be created to 

reach different groups of community members with 

different language backgrounds, which might include 

the Chinese seniors, the homeless men, and the 

Yowei Shaw
Audio Producer . Youth Media

Figure 4.16 : Contextual Interview through Generative Toolkit with Ben Volta on Nov. 13, 2012 in Chinatown Proper Neighborhood. (More Details on Page 102)

several years, he explained that he had never worked 

on a project that required artists to reach out to dif-

ferent community groups and conduct research for 

almost six months. Volta thought it really changed his 

working context that he was no longer working with 

an isolated community (school) within a community, 

but with a broad range of organizations. 

When I interviewed Ben Volta in Nov. 2012, he was in 

the middle of the research phase. However, he shared 

some initial thoughts about collaborating with PECO 

and kids from the community to beautify the electricity 

station fence between 11th and 12th streets in China-

town North. He told me the inspiration was from Gayle 

Isa, executive director of Asian Arts Initiative. She said 

that, “A lot of residents around the substation have 

expressed discomfort with the fact that it was built 

right next their homes.” In January 2013,  Volta got 

permission to continue planning and working on the 

PECO fabrication project with kids. This project will be 

implemented in August of 2013.
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Dave Kyu
Performance Artist

Dave Kyu is a performance artist, and now working 

in Mayor’s Office of Arts, Culture and the Creative 

Economy as Percent for Art Project Manager. His pre-

vious performances seek to pick apart and examine 

the implicit rules of the social environment. He has 

been interested in interpersonal relationships and 

identities. Because for him, these are things typically 

people don’t question, and they are very personally 

constructed. He created artwork to allow people to 

reflect on those overlooked issues and be able to im-

prove themselves in the social environment. 

During the interview with Kyu, he told me this was 

the first time for him to participate in Social Practice 

projects, and it was very different from other artists-

in-residency programs he has experienced. Other 

artist-in-residency programs just invited artists to cre-

ate artwork in their provided studios with the required 

equipment needed to make the artists’ own work. The 

Social Practice Lab wanted artists to build relation-

ships with the community and promote certain impact 

through the work. Hence, the call for Social Practice 

Lab applications caught his attention, and he thought 

it would be an opportunity to see if his work could go Figure 4.17 : Contextual Interview through Generative Toolkit with Yowei Shaw on Nov. 30, 2012 in Chinatown North Neighborhood. (More Details on Page 102)

young students. Seeing herself as a producer, reporter 

and a storyteller, more than an artist, she thought that 

success was measured by getting people to listen to 

her stories on radio. She hoped the stories would en-

tertain them, teach them something new and stay with 

them in some way. But when her work was put into the 

Social Practice framework, her understanding totally 

changed. She felt confused by the concept of Social 

Practice initially, thinking it involved ways to put her 

work into a large scale. She expressed that she was 

struggling with the tension between her own personal 

aesthetics and community needs. She wanted to cre-

ate something that she could be proud of, however, 

which might be in conflict with the need to work to-

gether with community members and try to create an 

impact. With these concerns, Shaw proposed differ-

ent projects to collect, create and deliver the commu-

nity sound and stories. 

Presently, she is planning to produce a mobile audio 

installation that will feature sounds and stories of wait-

ing in the neighborhood and be placed in elevators, 

waiting rooms, and other places where people natu-

rally wait in the neighborhood. Her idea was to partner 

with four to six organizations to install the mobile au-

dio installation and hold workshops to gather content 

and encourage participation. The possible impact she 

imagined was to raise the awareness of the different 

entities in the neighborhood so as to open up conver-

sations.
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Figure 4.19 : Stakeholders Map for This Thesis Project
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in the direction of Social Practice.

Dave Kyu’s current project for Social Practice Lab is 

to arrange for a plane to fly over the Chinatown and 

Chinatown North neighborhoods and have skywriting 

above the community. He is now planning to find en-

gaging ways to gather input and ideas from different 

parts of community for what they want to see in the 

sky. He was inspired by the idea that distinct com-

munities coexist in Chinatown North but don’t neces-

sarily come into contact with each other. The goal of 

the project was to create art that will facilitate interac-

tion between these communities. This project will be 

implemented in 2013 summer.

Figure 4.18 : Contextual Interview through Generative Toolkit with Dave Kyu on Jan. 28, 2013 at MiD Studio. (More Details on Page 102)
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DESIGN PROCESS:
Research and Sensemaking

Community Life in 

Chinatown and Chinatown 

North Neighborhoods:

Artists’ Engagement Process 

with the Community:

5.1

5.2

5
Research Tool: Observation and Identity Map

Research Tool: Contextual Interview

Research Tool: Future Backwards Workshop

Synthesis Tool: Affinity Diagramming

Research Tool: Contextual Interview

Generative Research Tool: Influence Timeline

Synthesis Tool: Affinity Diagramming

Synthesis Tool: Character Profile
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5.1 RESEARCH AND SENSEMAKING:
Community Life in Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods

To find effective ways of assisting the artists-in-residence who 

were/would be involved in the Social Practice Lab, I felt I needed 

to have a deeper understanding about the community first. Hence, 

before scheduling interviews with the current artists-in-residence, 

I went through the design process of research and synthesis in 

the community.

As a part of my research, I worked at the Chinese Music School in 

Chinatown Proper area two days a week in the summer of 2012, 

as well as volunteered at the Asian Arts Initiative in Chinatown 

North to document its Social Practice Lab program. I believed 

that in order to fully understand the environment and get to know 

the people in the community, it was important to be a part of the 

community as much as possible.

The Human Centered Design tools that I applied in my community 

research are: Observation, Community Identity Map, Contextual 

Interview, Future Backwards Workshop, and Affinity Diagram-

ming. Below is a brief description of how each tool is connected 

to the larger context of my thesis work:

Observation and Community Identity Map:

Just by walking around the neighborhoods and observing the 

environment, Chinatown and Chinatown North neighborhoods 

possess different scenes and identities. However, the Asian Arts 

Initiative sees them as a whole community. Hence, I designed an 

Identity Map to find out how other people perceived these areas. 

As a result, I learned there are co-existing identities for Chinatown 

North neighborhood. This exercise led me to wonder how the 

artists-in-residence would see this phenomenon, and whether 

they would take it into consideration in their Social Practice 

projects. 

Contextual Interview:

In addition to passive research, I conducted contextual interviews 

with three different types of community residents, from Chinese 

immigrants in Chinatown Proper area to residents who call Chi-

natown North Eraserhood neighborhood, to commuters in the 

neighborhoods. These interviews reveal the Chinatown residents’ 

personal interest, habits and stories, as well as their perspectives 

on art and community building. Meanwhile, I became more curi-

ous about how artists-in-residence investigated in the community 

and what might have inspired them.

Future Backwards Workshop and Affinity Diagramming:

This workshop was designed to gather community members and 

leaders together to reflect on their own perspectives toward the 

current and past state of the Chinatown and Chinatown North 

neighborhoods. This Future Backwards workshop also visually 

collected different voices about the community’s possible future. 

From the participants’ feedback, I believe it is a useful tool that 

benefits the artists-in-residence for their Social Practice. Hence, I 

included it as a part of my thesis prototype - Community Engage-

ment Toolkit. ( page 135 )

To read more details about how I applied those tools and the re-

sults in the following pages.

Figure 5.1 : Chinatown North Neighborhood
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1) Research Tool:
Observation and 
Community Identity Map

When 2012. Oct. 12, 3 hours

Who Residents, commuters in 
Chinatown and Chinatown 
North Neighborhoods, people 
outside of the community.

Where Chinatown and North

Goal Learning from a community 
about its identity and overall 
culture through observation 
and map survey with its 
residents, leaders, consumers 
and commuters.

As I showed in the previous chapter, the 

Chinatown and Chinatown North neigh-

borhoods convey different community 

scenes and identities. In order to under-

stand how people perceive the identity of 

the neighborhood, and its importance in 

terms of community building, I designed 

a Community Identity map that helped me 

conduct a quick survey around Chinatown 

and Chinatown North.  

My research began by walking around and 

observing the environment, as well as the 

residents and merchants to find out how 

aware they were of community life in the 

Chinatown and Chinatown North neigh-

borhoods.  Meanwhile, my target audi-

ence was divided into four groups: the 

residents, the leaders (Local Resources 

Team members), the commuters, and the 

people outside of the community.

Narrative

What and Why?

Figure 5.2 : Community Identity Map

Observation of environment and real 

people in communities is a method often 

used in the research stage of the Human 

Centered Design field. It may seem simple 

to conduct observation by wandering and 

seeing who and what is in a community. 

However, the key element of observation 

is to develop a beginners’ mind, which is 

critical when entering a familiar environ-

ment without carrying assumptions. Usu-

ally the lens of personal experience can 

influence what we focus on and can cause 

us to miss important issues.

Observation is an essential research tool 

to build empathy for people in a communi-

ty, and understand their natural behaviors 

and experiences. This tool helps differen-

tiate between the objective environment 

and the activities in a community. Sub-

jective interpretations of what observers 

see can reveal their biases and the lenses 

through which they view the world.

In my research in the Chinatown and Chi-

natown North neighborhoods, I asked 

people to view the map (Figure 5.2) of these 

two neighborhoods and then respond to 

the following questions: 

•	 What are the names of the areas in  

orange and pink?

•	 How do the boundaries on the map 

differ from your understanding?

•	 Do you feel a sense of community 

around this area?

IDENTITY & COMMUNITY
Questions for the residents

What area you are current in?

What do you see as the boundaries / borders of this area?

IDENTITY & COMMUNITY
Social Practice Art       Design Thesis Project       Tian Cai      2012.11.25

Vine St.

Market St.

Callowhill St.

Carlton St.
Wood St.
Pearl St.
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For my research, I talked with 20 people 

around the Chinatown and Chinatown 

North neighborhoods. Figure 5.3 shows 

how the people name the community. 

 

It was evident that the Chinatown Prop-

er neighborhood was easily identified as 

Chinatown by most residents, commuters 

or the people outside. Most of them de-

scribed the community as a nice place for 

delicious Asian food and Chinese grocery 

stores. 

As can be seen Figure 5.3, forty percept of 

the 20 interviewees expressed they were 

not sure about the name of Chinatown 

North area. While other people’s answers 

indicate that Chinatown North has multi-

ple layers of different people, cultures, and 

socio-economic backgrounds. Because 

of this, there are different names to iden-

tify this area: Chinatown North, Callowhill, 

Eraserhood, Spring Garden, and the Loft 

District. 

Reflection: Co-existing Identity of Chinatown North Neighborhood.

Figure 5.3 : Result of Community Identity Map Exercise

2) Research Tool:
Contextual Interview

When 2012. Aug. - 2012. Dec.

Who Residents, leaders, commuters 
in Chinatown and Chinatown 
North Neighborhoods, people 
outside of the community.

Where Chinatown and North

Goal Understanding a community 
about its community life 
through contextual interviews 
with the residents, leaders, 
consumers and commuters.

With the Community Identity Map survey, 

I designed ten questions for the possible 

contextual interview about Chinatown and 

Chinatown North. Topics that I was inter-

ested in included community members’ 

perception of art, community building, as 

well as the Asian Arts Initiative and its So-

cial Practice Lab. 

I interviewed 20 individuals in Chinatown 

and Chinatown North. Among the inter-

views, I was luckily invited to visit some 

of their homes, or workplaces in the area. 

It is valuable for me to contexualize my-

self in their life, which helped me get to 

know more about their daily life through 

the objects, spaces, and people they felt 

attached to and interacted with. 

The photo below is me conducting a group 

contextual interview with the students in 

the Chinese Music School in Chinatown 

Proper neighborhood. All of them were 

about ten years old and immigrated to the 

U.S. around two or three years ago. Sur-

prisingly, from the interview, I learned that 

they identified themselves as Americans 

at school, but Chinese at home.

Narrative

hill St.

Market St.

15
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Contextual interviewing requires the re-

searcher to observe, shadow, and talk to 

the constituents about their life experience 

in their familiar and comfortable environ-

ment. The value of doing this -- meeting 

with people where they live, work, and 

socialize -- is that it reveals new insights 

and unexpected stories of the community 

culture. 

Contextual interviewing also helps con-

ductors put themselves in someone’s 

shoes so as to get beyond what people 

say to what they think and feel. Because 

what people say (and think) they do and 

what they actually do are not always the 

same thing. However, it is important not to 

correct or point out the misperception, but 

rather to understand the difference.

The example questions are below:

•	 Do you have art experience? What do 

you see the value of art?

•	 How do you perceive art’s social role 

in terms of community building?

•	 What does community building mean 

to you? What is the key element?

•	 Are you aware of Social Practice for-

mat of art? e.g. community garden, 

bakery, etc.

What and Why?
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Figure 5.4 : Community Perception of Art

As can be seen in Figure 5.4, when it came 

to the concept of art, people’s first thought 

was a certain kind of entertainment, such 

as playing the violin, making a painting, 

or attending a theatre play. When I intro-

duced the typically community-involved 

Social Practice Artwork, e.g. community 

kitchen, garden or bakery, all the individu-

als expressed that they didn’t think of that 

as a form of art, but a kind of social work 

or community building event. Moreover, 

community members demonstrated their 

unfamiliarity around the term of Social 

Practice.  In the diagram below, green 

quotes were the results from my inter-

views with two Chinese immigrants who 

currently work in a grocery store and a 

restaurant. They expressed they had been 

busy making a living and supporting their 

families, rather than caring about art or the 

community. They move with their jobs, with 

their own families. ( See Figure 5.5 )

Reflection: Residents in the Community Don’t Understand Social Practice.

“Art is beautiful. It makes me 
feel good.”

“Art let people do something 
different than work, have 
something be proud of in life.”

“The mural art on the wall just 
makes me happy every time I 
passed by it!”

“Art is something unique, which 
could take people’s breath away 
and even have the potential to be 
life saving.”

“Art could help express your 
emotions and bring people 
close together in a community.”

“Art is not necessary in my life 
because I am so busy with my 
grocery store.”

“I don’t have lots of involvement 
because I don’t have much time. I 
work from 9 to 8 and I have family 
to be taken care of.”

“Art made me feel a sense of 
ownership of my community, I am 
actually a part of it!”

Not care about Art.

Personal Satisfaction.Sense of Community.

15%

30%
55%

Perception
of Art

Figure 5.5 : Community Perception of Community Building (top) and the Asian Arts Initiative and its Social Practice Lab (down)

92%

8%

Perception 
of AAI & SPL

Know about AAI and SPL.

Not aware of AAI or SPL.

24% 66%

10%

Perception 
of Community 
Building

ParticipationCommitment

“Once if everyone works towards a 
bigger goal outside of the individ-
ual’s, it becomes a serious commit-
ment. That is very valuable.”

“What does community building 
mean? My family is my home, I don’t 
care about which community I live 
in. I move when my family moves.”

“It is important to build a sense of 
inclusion. So people could feel a part 
of what they are doing, not just go 
there and look at something.”

Disinterest

“There has to be a willingness of 
wanting to be together. Everyone 
getting along like brothers and sis-
ters to each other and enjoys it.”
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3) Research Tool:
Future Backwards 
Workshop

When 2012. Oct. 15, 2 hours

Who Action Mill, Local Resources 
Team, Asian Arts Initiative 
Staff, Artists-in-residence

Where Asian Arts Initiative

Goal Better understanding a 
community through discussion 
about the current, past 
and possible future of the 
community among groups of 
people from different aspects.

Following the launch retreat of the Social 

Practice Lab, the first meeting of the Lo-

cal Resource Team was held on October 

17, 2012 at the Asian Arts Initiative. As ad-

dressed in the previous chapter, the Local 

Resources Team was established around 

the time that the Social Practice Lab proj-

ect was initiated. The goal of the team is 

to bring different insights and foster open 

conversations in the community. 

“Future, Backwards” workshop helped 

the participants to understand the past 

and envision a possible future for the Chi-

natown and Chinatown North neighbor-

hoods. It was facilitated by peers, Mere-

dith Warner and Georgia Guthrie from the 

design firm, Action Mill. 

About 20 participants (including the mem-

bers from the Local Resources Team, two 

current Artists-in-residence, as well as the 

residents in the community) were divided 

into four groups and were given instruction 

to have insightful conversations around 

the current state and past of the neighbor-

hoods, as well as the best and worst case 

scenarios for their futures.

Narrative

Figure 5.6 :  Discussion Result of Future Backwards Workshop

=     Current State

=     Past State (on the left), Path to the Heaven and Hell (in the middle)

=     Heaven State - Impossibly Good Future

=     Hell State - Impossibly Bad Future

=     Act of God - Unexpected Events

Future Backwards is a method to aid in 

widening the range of perspectives a 

group of people can to understand their 

past and the possibilities of their future. 

The established perspectives of people 

within a community gives them a limited 

view of the present, and these patterns of 

past perception usually determine its fu-

ture. It is a group sense-making exercise 

that is often used at the start of group vi-

sioning. It can serve as a warm-up and an 

opportunity to visualize differences and 

share anecdotes. (For more details, please 

see the following page.)

It is a useful tool which assists different 

groups of people to open up conversa-

tion about one specific community. It also 

empowers individuals to verbalize and vi-

sualize their own voices and perspectives 

towards their community life. 

(The Action Mill facilitates a modified version of this 
tool that was originally developed by Cognitive Edge.)

What and Why?
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Being a documenter of the Future Back-

wards workshop, I observed and recorded 

the process of the workshop. From my ob-

servation, I noticed that there was no time 

constraint during the workshop. Also, the 

facilitators addressed some ground rules 

to the participants in advance, which in-

cluded:

•	 No right or wrong answer.

•	 No silence in the discussion.

•	 Be as creative, imaginary and  ex-

treme as possible about the future.

•	 One idea or turning point per post-it.

Below is the process of how this research 

tool was implemented in the Local Re-

sources team meeting at Asian Arts Initia-

tive:

Step 1.  The facilitators divided the twenty 

participants to four groups and explained 

the ground rules. Then, they gave the 

participants the first task to discuss and 

The workshop stimulated rich conversa-

tions in the four small groups, and helped 

people to envision the possible future sce-

narios of the Chinatown and Chinatown 

North Neighborhoods. From the observa-

tion, collectively few participants clearly 

acknowledged the past of the community. 

While in this exercise, the value of sharing 

common understandings of the history of 

write down the current state of the China 

and Chinatown Neighborhoods on yellow 

post-its  .

Step 2. The facilitators guided the par-

ticipants to think backwards step-by-step 

from the current state to the past of Chi-

natown and Chinatown North Neighbor-

hoods. The participants need to record 

them on green post-its  . The partici-

pants were not allowed to remove or re-

write the post-its they put down in the first 

place.

Step 3 & 4. The participants were given 

the tasks to imagine about the scenarios 

of the “heaven state,” along with the “hell 

state” of the community. They were told to 

be creative and imaginary about the im-

possibly good future and the worst condi-

tion of the community. The heaven states 

were captured on the blue post-its  , 

while the hell state was documented on 

the orange post-its  .

the neighborhood is that community mem-

bers started to raise a sense of ownership 

and belongingness in the community, as 

well as to have reasons to rally around the 

community building. 

The participants’ and facilitator’s thoughts 

about the future, backwards workshop will 

be shared on the following page.

Step 5. The facilitators encouraged the 

participants to build two paths, which 

could connect the possible heaven and 

hell future scenarios to the a point just be-

fore the current state. Each event or idea 

was shared on one green post-it  as one 

step of the paths. 

Step 6. The participants were empowered 

with the pink post-its  , which represent 

the act of god - unexpected events. They 

were allowed to fill in the gap if there was 

any in the path, which connects the future 

scenario and the current state. 

Step 7. After the over an hour-long discus-

sion, each group accomplished their own 

post-its map which visually showed their 

group perspectives on different states of 

the community. Each group were assigned 

to present and share their story to the 

large group based on those visual post-its.

How was it implemented?

Reflection: Transience of the Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods



91

“I thought the ‘Future Backwards’ was wonderful for both 

sides. In the community, you could talk about anything 

you want. But when it is written down, and it’s visual in 

front of you, even these ideas are in community for long 

time, but really need to share fresh and new ideas in an 

evident, visual way.”

“One thing that struck me was how, when given a slip of paper to insert as an ‘act 

of god’ to help us move toward our desired state of bliss in the neighborhood (or an 

alternate vision of hell in the neighborhood) it didn’t seem that divine intervention was 

necessarily required. Though it definitely could help with two important elements 

that most of us feel are required – providing a huge infusion of capital into the 

neighborhood; and encouraging passionate leaders with different perspectives to 

work more harmoniously toward a shared vision!”

Carol Wong
Local Resources Team member
Director and Founder of 
Chinatown Learning Center

Gayle Isa
Executive Director of 
Asian Arts Initiative

Meredith Warner
Facilitator of Future, 
Backwards at Asian Arts Initia-
tive, designer, and artist

“This neighborhood has been historically transient. It has 

been the state of fluctuation persistently for probably 

the last fifty to a hundred years. The Future, Backwards 

workshop is useful because it can make statements 

visible and apparent. Sometimes just putting there in 

front of others is enough for participants to understand 

the community better.”

How did the participants and facilitator reflect on the Future Backwards Workshop?
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4) Sensemaking Tool:
Affinity Diagramming

When 2012. Oct. 19, 2 hours

Who Meredith Warner, Daeun Song

Where Action Mill, MiD Studio

Goal Better understanding 
a community through 
sensemaking the results 
from the Future Backward 
workshop.

With Meredith Warner, the facilitator of 

the Future Backwards workshop and a 

designer from the design firm, Action Mill, 

we applied affinity diagramming to group 

and organize various ranges of information 

that were collected from the group post-its 

in Future Backwards workshop. Our goal 

was to make sense of those statements 

or events on the post-its, and find the 

possible common themes and patterns or 

differences among the groups. 

The photo below is a process in which we 

tried to understand how the people from 

Future Backwards workshop perceive 

the past of the community. We clustered 

similar or meaningful statements through 

silently reading the post-its and physically 

moving them around. In the following 

reflection session, some interesting 

common themes for each community state 

will be shared in a visual presentation.  

Narrative

Figure 5.7 :  Affinity Diagramming of the Community Heaven State. Below is to Review the Interpretation of Different Colored Post-its:

=     Current State

=     Past State

=     Heaven State - Impossibly Good Future

=     Hell State - Impossibly Bad Future

=     Act of God - Unexpected Events

Affinity diagramming is a method of data 

organization that is intended to define cat-

egories based on similarity of information. 

This method usually requires the materials 

and ground rules below: 

•	 Post-its and Markers.

•	 Whiteboards or spreadsheets (which 

allows the post-its to be moved, if 

necessary). 

•	 One idea or event per post-it. 

•	 Time constraints (in case the partici-

pants spent too long time on the clus-

tering process).

Resulting from the exercise, a story will 

emerge about community residents, their 

tasks, or the nature of the community. It is 

a useful tool showing the process of syn-

thesis to make sense of the information in 

a visual way.

What and Why?
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In order to share the detailed steps of af-

finity diagramming, the paragraph below 

shows the process of how we understand 

the “heaven state” -- impossibly good 

future of the Chinatown and Chinatown 

North neighborhoods, through the affinity 

diagramming exercise. 

Step 1. At Action Mill, we started from the 

heaven state of the community by ran-

domly placing the blue post-its onto the 

white board.

Step 2. Individually, we silently read 

through the post-its and clustered them to 

groups based on their similarities within 15 

minutes. 

Step 3. We spent another 15 minutes us-

ing colored markers to categorize different 

groups by circling and naming them. 

Step 4. We counted the numbers of the 

post-its that from one cluster, and record-

ed the number and name of category on 

another colored post-it to represent and 

replace the group.

How was it implemented?

Figure 5.8 is the visual synthesis of the Chi-

natown and Chinatown North neighbor-

hoods’ best scenario that the participants 

in Future Backwards envisioned. The 

number on the top of the circle represents 

how many post-its shared the similar idea 

(One idea per post-its). It is evident that 

the main areas of the impossibly good fu-

ture is to have more diversity, greening and 

beautification in the community. Within the 

two categories, different activities, issues, 

and events were brought up for the pos-

sible future scenario. For instance, lots of 

community members care about the park-

ing and public safety issues in the China-

town and Chinatown North neighborhood.

At the same time, the most popular ideas 

were around the topic of public social cen-

ters and culture arts. For instance, some 

suggestions like creating more public 

space for parks, art festivals, block parties 

were raised several times by the commu-

nity groups.  

Reflection: How did the Community Members Envision the Best Scenario of Chinatown Future?

Figure 5.8 : Visual Synthesis of Chinatown and Chinatown North Neighborhoods’ Heaven State (Best Scenario) in the Future
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5.2 RESEARCH AND SENSEMAKING:
Artists’ Engagement Process with the Community

While volunteering at the Asian Arts Initiative to document their 

Social Practice Lab, I reached out to the current artists-in-resi-

dence for possible interviews or interactions. 

On one hand I was curious about their community investigation 

and engagement process. On the other hand, I was also inter-

ested in their perception and working definition of the relatively 

new art format -- Social Practice.

I followed the same design process with three artists-in-residence 

for my research. The tools that I used included: Contextual Inter-

view, Influence Timeline, Character Profile, and Affinity Diagram-

ming.

Contextual Interviews have already been discussed in Chapter 

4.1, and my intent was to understand the artists backgrounds and 

interests. On the other hand, the Influence Timeline involved the 

artists envisioning their thought process over time, which reflect-

ed what the artists learned from the community. Based on these 

timelines and the earlier contextual interviews, I created Charac-

ter Profiles for each artist to synthesize the information. Lastly, 

I used Affinity Diagramming to find similarities and meaningful 

statements across the artists. More details can be found in the 

following pages.

 

1) Research Tool:
Contextual Interview and 
Influence Timeline

When 2012. Oct. - 2013 Mar. 2 hr/each

Who Ben Volta, 
Dave Kyu, 
Yowei Shaw

Where Chinatown North, MiD Studio

Goal Learning from the current 
artists-in-residence about 
their community engagement 
experience, outreach 
strategies and definition of 
Social Practice.

With the knowledge I learned from the 

community, I began to design the contex-

tual interview with the artists-in-residence. 

My curiosity was around what their intent 

was, how they understand social practice, 

how they perceive the current community, 

what their typical research routine was in 

the community and the possible research 

tools they applied. 

I reached out to all the current artists-in-

residence via email. I am glad three of 

them were willing to work with me and 

share their learning process for their So-

cial Practice projects.

Narrative
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Artists-in-residence’s Research Process Map
The Social Practice Lab @ the Asian Arts Initiative Artist-in-residence: Yowei Shaw 2012.11.30Mapping Date:

Interaction

Resources / Support

Who did you interact with? What kind of research tools did you use? How did you reach out to the community members? What moments actually have altered your current thoughts of the future artwork?

Obstacles What were the obstacles that you faced? How would you rank those obstacles?

What kind of resources did you use / do you need? What kind of support did you have / need more?

What did you learn from this interaction?

TIME
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Figure 5.11 : Generative Research Tool - Influence Timeline

I also intended to have potential contex-

tual interviews at their studios, art making 

environment or research areas. However, 

it was interesting to learn that most of the 

current artists-in-residence don’t possess 

a studio. 

Meanwhile, they have a part-time or full-

time job for their other careers, such as 

cultural program manager, school teacher, 

and radio producer, etc.

Besides preparing the interview ques-

tions, I also designed a set of generative 

tools in order to gather comprehensive 

information and stories about the artists’ 

research process for Social Practice Lab. 

( Figure 5.11 )

My meetings with artists were throughout 

the past few months. After each interview, 

I asked them for feedback about the inter-

view questions as well as the generative 

tool. ( Details on page 103 ) Based on my 

observation and the feedback, three itera-

tions of Influence Timeline were designed.

For a description of contextual interview, 

please see page 83.  This section instead 

focuses on what the influence timeline is 

and why it is valuable.

Influence Timeline is a generative research 

tool that I designed to conduct conver-

sations visually. The participants place 

sticky icons representing people, events, 

thoughts, obstacles, etc. onto a graph that 

relates influence ( vertical ) and time ( hori-

zontal ).

There are two strengths of this tool. 

First, it helped me understand the artists’ 

research process in the community. Sec-

ond, it helped the artists reflect on their 

own process and capture new insights 

that they ignored in the past. 

Generative tools are usually composed 

of simple, low-cost materials. They allow 

participants to easily map out their visions 

and share their stories. They are used in 

the Human Centered Design field to co-

create users’ experiences through hands-

on exercises. 

What and Why?

Step 1.  I explained the instruction to the 

artists about what the paper tools repre-

sent and how to use them.

Step 2. I asked the artists to think back-

wards about their research process for the 

Social Practice projects. Some prompts 

were given to the artists:

•	 Who did you reach out to in the com-

munity?  

•	 What were the most memorable ex-

perience with the community?

•	 How did you interact with the com-

munity members?

•	 What did you learn from the interac-

tions?

•	 Besides those interactions, what oth-

er secondary research did you do for 

your research?

Step 3. I encouraged them to write down 

key words about their reflection on the in-

teractions or activities they mapped, and 

asked them about how that might relate to 

their future directions.

Step 4. After the artists finished placing 

the little cards onto the influence timeline, 

I asked them to tell a story based on the 

map they created.

How was it implemented?
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This influence timeline exercise has been 

revised several times based on the artists’ 

feedback and my observations. Overall, 

the artists thought the influence timeline 

tool was useful for them to reflect on what 

they already did in a visual way, which 

helped organize and document their re-

search process. 

They also expressed that it reminded them 

of some insights and opportunities they 

had ignored in the past. By the 3rd itera-

tion, artist Dave Kyu expressed that the 

Influence Timeline led him to think more 

about future plans for how to engage with 

the community for his project. 

Reflection: How did the Influence Timeline work?

Based on the suggestions from the artists, 

I deduced four tips to better facilitate this 

tool:

1. Be sincere and empathetic to the par-

ticipant. It is hard to let people try new 

things without making sure the new thing 

is simple and helpful.

2. Give clear instruction step by step. It 

is really important to engage with par-

ticipants by giving them clear instruction 

while the participants are making prog-

ress. For example, Artist Yowei Shaw “felt 

overwhelmed” when she first heard all my 

instructions. 

3. Provide appropriate amount of options 

with the interview flow. Every artist thinks 

differently, some prefer more freedom 

and optional tools, some may need more 

structure and guidance in the exercise.For 

example, Dave Kyu was not “usually com-

fortable with too many options.” 

4. Lead the artists to think more about 

how the specific inspirations or evidence 

will relate to their future directions in their 

projects. For instance, Ben Volta had 

“hoped it could prepare me for the next 

steps for my projects.” 

Figure 5.12 : Third iteration of the Generative Research Tool - Influence Timeline

2) Sensemaking Tool:
Character Profile

When 2012. Oct. - 2013 Mar. 2 hr/each

Where MiD Studio

Goal Internal reflection on what I 
learned from the artists.

After the insightful and rich conversations 

with the artists-in-residence, I started to 

review and transcribe their meaningful 

statements about Social Practice Lab, the 

Chinatown and Chinatown North neigh-

borhoods, their concerns in the research 

process, and their expectations and ex-

citements in projects. 

Hence, I designed a “Character Profile” 

for each of them to document and capture 

their characteristics, stories, and projects. 

It helped me organize the broad data and 

narrow down the complex information.

I was also able to uncover what tools the 

artists were using and may be comfortable 

using in the future. This also led me to the 

possible opportunities for Human Cen-

tered Design to assist artists-in-residence 

for Social Practice. 

Narrative

Character Profile is created based on 

real information and stories, which gives 

an accurate and thorough picture of who 

the participant is and what his / her per-

spectives are. It is a sensemaking tool that 

Human Centered Designers often use to 

What and Why?

synthesize qualitative interviews with their 

users or clients. It usually consists of char-

acter’s background information, synthesis 

of the character’s perspectives, meaning-

ful quotes, as well as the key observation 

that designers learned. 

Stakeholder Profile Artists-in-residence @ Social Practice Lab / 2012.11.13

Ben Volta
Community . Kids . Fabric

He works with public school teachers 
and community members to 
develop creative methods that link art 
to specific areas of leaning. His projects 
combine academic learning and life 
skill development with and audacious 
aspiration to create great art with an 
unexpected context. 

Previous Work / Current Job:

Past: Kids from schools, 13~18
Future(for Social Practice): 
Students from schools in Chinatown 
and Chinatown North neighborhood.
“Now I try to balance my first audience, 
the kids, and the general public, so that 
people can be relate to it.”

Audience:

The University of Pennsylvania
BFA

Education Background:

Description:

Definition:

Social Practice Lab

Research Tools

Opportunities / Obstacles:

Future / Expectation

“I am interested in the (creating) process, rather than the final piece. I 
hope to continue doing something big and beautiful that the participants 
can be proud of the process by experiencing the work. 

Expectation:

Positive / Neutral Feedback:
“I don’t see much difference between social practice projects and the 
other artists-in-residence projects I participated in before. It is just given 
an association name.”

External

Guided Tour

Observations
“Walking around 
and thinking 
about what do 
people want to 
do and what we 
could do to help 
the community.”

Internal

Soft Hard
Camera
Notebook

“The call for entrance got my interests, because I always work with 
community group, schools and kids. I wonder how this would work.”
In 2010 he worked with the Mural Arts Program to create Home That 
Was. This temporary public artwork at the corner of 10th and Vine St. 
was recently dismantled to prepare for the new Chinatown Community 
Center.

“I expect to create meaningful structures for the kids to have a positive 
learning experience in the community. It would be focused explorations 
that create something new. It could be a failure, not necessary to be a 
success.”

“So far the experience is nice. AAI gave us time to digest and plan out our 
project. It is the first time for me to participate in a one-year art project. 
It’s almost 6 months preparation.”

From Social Practice Lab @ AAI:
More structure of the project
“For this project, the evaluation might be a little hard, which more focuses on the 
engagement process.”
“I think there could be more opportunities for us to have advice from the advisory 
committee members. Talking among artists sometimes not that effective.”
From the Community:
1. Sustainability
“Where do I fit into the future, when I don’t live here. I am a visitor, don’t really live 
here, and now stepping into a community for this project and build relationships.”
2. Accountability
3. Uncertainty of the possible partnership and no back-up plans.
4. Balance of small group and larger context.
“I try to have a balance between the groups that I work with and the larger dialog.”
From internal side: 
1.  No experience before
“ I never do this kind of project that required us to reach out to the community 
members. Having all different organizations and a brand range of people. It is very 
different from my previous experience.”
2. More Outreach Strategies
“I am kind of a pragmatist, but I don’t want to plan too much about one concep-
tual idea and miss other potential opportunities.”“I didn’t feel prepared to talk with 
the people in the shops. I think I need more preparation with my purpose.”“I think I 
should spend more time in the research phase to understand the community. But I 
am trying to find ways of doing research, how to reach out to community people.”

Stakeholder Profile Current Artist-in-residence @ Social Practice Lab

Yowei Shaw
Audio Producer . Youth Media

In 2011, she founded Philly Youth 
Radio, a project that provides young 
people of color with the tools and 
training to create their own radio 
stories. Reporting for WNYC’s Studio 
360, NPR’s Morning Edition, All Things 
Considered, and Weekend Edition 
Sunday, PRI’s The World,  WHYY, and 
other outlets. 

Previous Work / Current Job:

Past: Highly-educated people, already 
got used to listening to the radio.
Future(for Social Practice): Groups of 
people who are not familiar with 
storytelling on radio.

Audience:

The University of Pennsylvania, 
Journalism

Education Background:

Description:

Definition:

Social Practice Lab

Yowei has worked in or near the neighborhood, but sees herself an as 
outsider to Chinatown North. She hopes to draw upon the expertise 
of community members to explore neighborhood stories and secrets. 
Yowei plans to pursue a career in public radio while creating innovative, 
community-based audio exhibitions and documentaries.

Research Tools

External

Opportunities / Obstacles:

1. “It was nice and important to meet other artists, learn about their 
projects, approaches and share their challenges.“
2. “The retreat event is a good start, the national advisors are very helpful, 
they questioned our projects and it’s a really good process for me.”
3. “The distinguish between journalism and social practice art is that I didn’t 
have the same questions for myself in the past, about my process or impact.”

Future / Expectation

“I never done participatory documentary before, mainly I am wondering 
if this is going to work in Social Practice framework. I am interested to 
see which part works, which parts don’t. I am hoping to give my audi-
ence an overaching narrative of my work.”

Expectation:

Positive / Neutral Feedback:

“I didn’t have any experience with that type of work, I pretty much 
accept and try to use the definitions they told us - art projects that help 
the community and people for social good. I was confused by the 
concept of SP, how would my work fit into a large scale of SP.”

Guided Tour

Observations

Internal

Soft Hard
Camera
Secondary Research

Map

“I spent lots of time doing 
secondary research, exploring 
other interactive multimedia 
documentary.“

“I wrote notes on the project 
most resinated with me, their 
successes and challenges, 
pros and cons.“

Interview with 
Local Resources 
Members

Notebook

From Social Practice Lab @ AAI:
1. Confused by the concept of “Social Practice” in the first place
2. Little structure of the project
“Lacking in guideline or evaluation system made it difficult for me to narrow 
down and focus on my ideas.”
“I just didn’t feel confident enough to walk around the neighborhood and 
reach out to the business stores and community members to get their 
feedback before AAI agree on the project.”
3. Not enough resources.
From the Community:
1.  Language & Access
“I am a English speak, after the Retreat event, I felt the obstacles like 
‘language’ and ‘access’ came immediately.”
2. Tension between personal aesthetics and community interest
3. Time management
“This kind of work is really hard because it is about relationship, while rela-
tionship takes time to build.”
From internal side: 
1.  No experience before
2. Not sure who the audience would be
3. Medium Limitation
“Radio is so transient. It may require a deeper engagement which is very 
difficult.”

Stakeholder Profile Current Artist-in-residence @ Social Practice Lab / 2013.1.28

Dave Kyu
Performance Artist

As previous work samples showed, he 
was adept at identifying and manip-
ulating the nuances of contemporary 
culture.

Previous Work / Current Job:

Past: “I never looked for or targeted 
my audience. I just kind of make work 
for myself. I don’t work on something 
unless it bothers me, unless I am re-
ally interested in, I spent time thinking 
about it anyways.”
Future(for Social Practice): ”The group 
that lives in the community. I designed 
this project to utilize their input.”

Audience:

Tyler School of Art, Temple University, 
BFA, Sculpture, Art History 

Education Background:

Description:

Definition:

Social Practice Lab

“My practice hinges on the theory that human behaviors in society are 
learned, and not instinctual. My performances seek to pick apart and 
examine the implicit rules of our learned social environment. This 
underlying interest in my work has honed my skill of analyzing the val-
ues and structures inherent within subcultures, as both an outsider and 
participant.”

Research Tools
Opportunities / Obstacles:

Future / Expectation

“I expect to have plane flying in the sky but I am not sure how I would get 
there, nor who is gonna be involved, nor how I could collect the
input, what are the possible outcomes.”

Expectation:

Positive / Neutral Feedback:

External
Guided Tour

Observations

Internal

Soft Hard
Camera
Map

Secondary Research
<What do we want is free> - 
Ted Purves, Interviews with 
other artists, etc.

Interview with 
20 ppl: community 
leaders, residents, 
people that have 
drop in or have proj-
ects in community.

Notebook

Mind Mapping Table of Matrix of 
people he wanted to 
interview

Reflections on  
interactions

“A year before AAI had the first meeting, I defined Social Practice as art 
projects that help the community for social good. But I came across an-
other definition from Ted Purves, and decided to go with that, ‘whereas 
a painter would manipulate paint, brushes, and canvas to make work, 
so SP artists are just artists that manipulate social relationships to make 
their work.”

1. “Social Practice seeks to take away the power relationship. It is no longer 
saying the word art, it no longer assumes there is an artist, it doesn’t have to 
be an artist any more. It is kind of disbiles the notion that there is one form of 
artistic practice, or there is one form of artists.“
2. “Social Practice can have an impact typically, the impact is symbolic. But I 
think, it can have an actual impact as well.”
3. “I think where the audience is can very much impacts the impact of the 
work. Like what type of impact it’s going to have, and then, how deep is the 
impact, how much that impact permeate the outside of this specific engage-
ment.”

From Social Practice Lab @ AAI:
1. AAI and Local Resources Team have different focus of neighborhood.
“Lots of Local Resources Team talked about Chinatown , and wanted us to work 
in Chinatown, that seems contradictory to AAI, which requested us to work with 
Chinatown North.”
2. Little structure of the project
“More checking points are important to me. Because it’s really helpful for me to get 
any chance to reflect and organize my thoughts.”
From the Community:
1.  Language & Access
“I didn’t engage with any Chinese speaker in Chinatown as I wanted to. That 
reaffirm my limitations of my reach, this is the hardest community to reach 
out to.”
From internal side: 
1. “I couldn’t justify the work, I didn’t know what I would find out. I am always very 
concerned that I am wasting people’s time, if I am not clear what I am going to find 
out, then it would not be valuable to have other’s participation.”
2. “I should have done more on the ground observation and shadowing, most of my 
time was dedicated to the interviews with the Local Resources Team. I should have 
left more room for natural discovery instead of my head discovery like readings so 
as to connect concepts.”
3. “Typically, artists are not responsible for presenting the process, so it might be 
difficult for artists to think about the process in a documentable, communicable 
way.”

Ben Volta
Current Artist-in-residence 

@ Social Practice Lab

Yowei Shaw
Current Artist-in-residence 

@ Social Practice Lab

Dave Kyu
Current Artist-in-residence 

@ Social Practice Lab
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Education:

BFA Painting and Art History

Current Job:
He works with public school 
teachers and community 
members to develop creative 
methods that link art to 
specific areas of leaning.

Audience:

Past: Kids ( 13 -18 )
Future (For Social Practice):
Students from schools in 
Chinatown and Chinatown 
North neighborhoods.

Ben Volta
School, Kids, Fabric

Social Practice Lab

Character Profile Sample

Research Tools
External

Guided Tour

Meeting with PECO
Observations
“Walking around 
and thinking 
about what do 
people want to 
do and what we 
could do to help 
the community.”

Internal

Soft Hard

Camera

Notebook

“I don’t see much difference between Social Practice projects and the other artists-in-

residence projects I participated in before.”

Although Ben Volta didn’t give a concrete definition of Social Practice, during the interview, 

I learned he has worked with school communities and kids for years. But he has never 

worked on a project that requires 6 months research process in a community.

Ben Volta is planning to work with kids from the community to create art fabrication on 

the fence of PECO station in Chinatown North as his contribution to Social Practice Lab. 

This project will be implemented in August of 2013.

Volta expressed his passion about collaborating with the kids to create beautiful, large 

art fabric work on the fence of electricity station as a process to learn about science, and 

open up conversation among the kids about their hopes of the future Chinatown.

Definition:

Current Project:

Possible Impact

Obstacles / Opportunities

Future / Expectation

From internal side: 

•	 No experience before

“ I have never done this kind of project that required us to reach 

out to the community members. Having all different organizations 

and a brand range of people is very different from my previous 

experience.”

•	 More Outreach Strategies

“I think I should have spent more time in the research phase to 

understand the community. But I am trying to find ways of doing 

research, how to reach out to community people.”

“I didn’t feel prepared to talk with the people in the community. I 

think I need more preparation with my purpose.”

“I am kind of a pragmatist, but I don’t want to plan too much about 

one conceptual idea and miss other potential opportunities.”

From  Asian Arts Initiative:

•	 More structure of the project

“I think there could be more opportunities for us to 

have advice from the advisory committee members. 

More structure of the program can help me continue 

my project. Talking among artists sometimes not that 

effective.”

From the Community:

•	 Sustainability 

•	 Uncertainty of the possible partnership and no 

back-up plans.

•	 Balance of small group and larger context.

“I try to have a balance between the groups that I work 

with and the larger dialog.”

“I hope to continue doing something big and beautiful so that the 

participants can be proud of the process by experiencing the work. 

I expect to create meaningful structures for the kids to have a 

positive learning experience in this community. It would be focused 

explorations that create something new.”
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Figure 5.13 : Affinity Diagramming of Artists’ Interview

3) Sensemaking Tool:
Affinity Diagramming

When 2012. Oct. - 2013 Mar. 2 hr/each

Where MiD Studio

Goal Using Affinity Diagramming 
to understand artists’ 
engagement process with 
community from interviews. 
Internal reflecting on what I 
learned from the artists.

Pulling the artists’ statements from their 

profiles, I wrote down each key finding, 

one per post-it. This data collection ( Fig-

ure 5.13 ) pointed me to the existing anxi-

ety that the current artists-in-residence 

shared in their research process for Social 

Practice. 

As can be seen on the next page, Figure 

5.16 shows the synthesis of the artists’ anx-

iety from three aspects: i) the commission-

ing body, Asian Arts Initiative, ii) the com-

munity, Chinatown and Chinatown North 

neighborhoods, and iii) the artists’ them-

selves. The number on the top of each 

circle indicates how many times the same 

notions were raised by the artists during 

interviews and meetings.

(To see the description of Affinity Diagram-

ming on page 93. )

Narrative

Figure 5.14 : Affinity Diagramming of Artists’ Interview
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Figure 5.16 : What Led to Artists’ Anxiety in Their Research Process?Figure 5.15 : Artsits-in-Residence’s Neighborhood Trip during Three-day Retreat.

As can be seen in Figure 5.16, most artists 

expressed an anxiety of reaching out to 

the community, since they had no experi-

ence working in this kind of community-

based project. However, they took Social 

Practice Lab as an experiment and were 

willing to interact with the community. 

Unfortunately, there were few community 

outreach strategies shared by the pro-

gram. 

At the same time, a lack of program struc-

ture was noted many times by the artists. 

The artists hoped to be given more sup-

port from the organization and the expe-

rienced Social Practice artists or advisors. 

In addition, some other issues were ad-

dressed around time management, lan-

guage barriers, project’s sustainability, 

etc.  I will return to these issues in the fol-

lowing Chapter.

Reflection: What led to the artists’ anxiety in their research process?
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DESIGN PROCESS:
Prototype and Test

Conceptual Prototype:

Turning Point:

Further Developed Prototype:

Test:

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6
Orientation System for Social Practice Lab

Designing Social Practice Engagement

Social Practice Engagement Toolkits

Feedback on the Community Engagement Toolkit
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6.1 CONCEPTUAL PROTOTYPE
Orientation System for Social Practice Lab

Figure 6.1 : Lack of Program Structure Resulted in the Artists’ Anxiety of Outreach. (Quotes anonymous to protect identity of artists.)

As concluded in Chapter 5, most current artists-in-residence at 

the Social Practice Lab were anxious about their outreach pro-

cess in the Chinatown and Chinatown North neighborhoods. I 

synthesized my findings (sensemaking diagram on page 109) to 

deduce that their anxiety came from three aspects, the Asian 

Arts Initiative, the community and the artists themselves. Figure 6.1 

shows my deeper understanding of the fact that a lack of stan-

dardized structure for Social Practice Lab can lead to artists’ anxi-

ety of outreach in a community.

This anxiety was not felt only by the artists, but also had an impact 

on the Local Resources Team members and organizers. On the 

right are community perspectives from our interviews:

“It’s the first time for me to participate in a one-year art project, 

and the research phase is almost 6 months. I felt lack of support 
or advice how to move forward with my project.” 

“Being artists-in-residence in this project, we don’t have enough 

community resources, social practice becomes really hard because 

it is about relationship, while relationship takes time to build. Also, 

it is not easy to manage time and plan out strategies of reaching 
out to the community.” 

“Other than Retreat event, I didn’t reach out to the residence 

or community members. I think I need more preparation with 

my purpose. But I don’t know what my plan is.” 

“I think I should have spent more time in the 

research phase to understand the community, but 

I am still trying to find ways of doing research 

how to reach out to community people.” 

“I don’t feel comfortable reaching out to the 

community before the Asian Arts Initiative is on 

board with my project idea.” 

“Artists are just not responsible for process, so it might 

be difficult for artists to think about the process in a 

documentable, communicable way. Typically, the final 

product is the most important thing in traditional work. ” 

“Since it’s the first year of AAI to 

have Social Practice Lab, there is 

not so much structure that I can 

hold onto. I wish there could have 

some guideline that I can refer to.” 
Lack of Program Structure

(Orientation or Evaluation System)

Anxiety of Engagement 

with Local Community

Time 

Management

“I wish there could be more 

check-in points. Because it’s 

really helpful for me to get 

any chance to reflect on and 

organize my thoughts. More 

chances to bring me back to 

the neat line, that helps me to 

figure out what the next step 

is in my research.”

Jeffery Harley
Chaplain of Sunday Breakfast 
Mission in Chinatown North

“The Asian Arts Initiative’s goal for Social Practice Lab 

program is to form new relationships to expand a network 

in the neighborhood. The artists seemed to lean too heavily 

on the same concentrated areas. So I personally think, we 

need to support the artists but also find ways to motivate the 

artists to independently expand the circle.”

Nancy Chen
Program Assistant of 
Social Practice Lab 
@ Asian Arts Initiative

Carol Wong
Local Resources Team member
Director and Founder of 
Chinatown Learning Center

“When I first met Colette ( one of the current artist-in-residence ), she had a fear of 

homeless people, a fear of the unknown. Until she started coming here to do work with 

the homeless people over 9 or 10 times, I watched her fear went away by interacting 

with people. Not only did the fear disappear, but her excitement and acceptance 

emerged. It’s a great experience to me. In terms of barriers, there might be some 

obstacles from some of the artists to explain the goals of Social Practice Lab to the 

people in Sunday Breakfast Mission. ”

“Some Social Practice projects, community members 

might not be as visionary as the artists, to envision what 

their projects would tell. The artists need to have good 

presentations to explain why they are doing this, how 

it would benefit the community, how it would help the 

community grow, how it would help the public view and 

understand the community.”
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Just as its name indicates, Social Practice Lab was established to 

host a laboratory that allows different participants and entities to 

be out-of-the-box thinkers and contribute to fostering new con-

versations in the Chinatown and Chinatown North communities.

As a recap, Figure 6.2 reviews the initial Orientation and Evalua-

tion System plan for 2012-2013 Social Practice Lab. However, 

because of some funding and other resource issues, most of the 

Social Practice projects will not be implemented until 2013’s sum-

mer or fall. Meanwhile, with my thesis schedule, I was not able to 

conduct follow-up research on the on-going Social Practice Lab 

for its evaluation stage in my thesis documentation. In addition, 

there were funding issues which unexpectedly delayed imple-

mentation, limiting my ability to iterate my toolkit.

Reflecting on the experience at the Social Practice Lab, the three-

day retreat was fully scheduled with rich presentations from dif-

ferent entities: Organization introductions from Local Resources 

Team, Social Practice experiences shared by the National Advi-

sory Committees, and initial Social Practice proposals from the 

current artists-in-residence. Additionally, here are individual and 

group critiques arranged in-between the different kinds of presen-

tations and meetings. 

Most artists expressed that it was very helpful to talk with the ex-

perienced Social Practice Artists about their projects ideas. And 

Figure 6.2 : Timeline of 2012 - 2013 Social Practice Lab

THREE-DAY RETREAT

ENGAGING NEIGHBORHOOD RESEARCH

PROJECT PROPOSAL FINALIZED

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

EVALUATION

ARTISTS’ MEETING

2012
Sep. Oct. Dec.Nov.

2013
Jan. Feb. Apr. Jun.Mar. May Jul. Aug.

1) Existing Orientation System at Social Practice Lab

it seemed to be a good opening for the Social Practice projects. 

However, following the retreat, I found that some artists felt lost 

in their projects, and realized that they were overwhelmed by the 

concept of Social Practice, which requires close engagement with 

different community groups.  At the same time, they recognized 

their unfamiliarity with the community and were required by the 

Asian Arts Initiative to go back to the community for further in-

vestigation in order to repurpose their initial proposal. This was 

outside of the artists’ expectations. 

Based on my observation in each artist’s meetings and the in-

dividual contextual interviews, I found  that since it was the first 

year of Social Practice Lab, there was no standardized orientation 

and evaluation system set up for each entity to refer to. This might 

lead to the artists’ confusion or anxiety in their project develop-

ment. ( See Figure 6.1 ) Hence, one of the prototypes for my the-

sis is to propose a conceptual Orientation System for the Asian 

Arts Initiative’s Social Practice Lab program. I then designed the 

most extensive part of this Orientation System, the Community 

Engagement Toolkit, as will be explained in the next section.

Figure 6.3 : Artists’ Usual Check-in Meeting
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2) Balance between Freedom and Structure

From my interviews with the artists, I learned that for artists, there 

is a delicate balance between the freedom of creation and the 

structure of a program. As the above quotes indicate, artists as 

creative individuals possess different ways of researching and 

creating process and modes of thinking. Hence, finding ways to 

balance the freedom of creation and a program structure is es-

sential to art organizations which are interested in Social Practice 

projects. Figure 6.4 shows that focusing too intently on either end 

may lead to some possible drawbacks. 

For instance, letting artists have the freedom to facilitate their own 

Social Practice might cause anxiety in moving forward in the out-

reach phase, especially for the artists who do not have any work-

ing experience in this field. This might also lead artists to focus 

Yowei Shaw, 
Current Artist-in-residence @ 
Social Practice Lab program

“The only concern that I have about evaluation is that 

once a hard and fast guideline is established, it will 

start to manipulate how the artwork is made from 

the get go. It is really hard to measure the impact of 

art work, it depends on the connection between the 

art pieces and the audience.

“I was not trained as an artist, or a community organizer. 

I was not familiar with the concept of social practice. 

I wish there could be some guideline and structure 

to help shape my project. I was struggling with the 

tension between my own personal aesthetics and the 

community needs and interests.”
David Kyu 
Current Artist-in-residence @ 
Social Practice Lab program

too much on their own internal perception, rather than engage 

and co-create with communities. However, putting too much em-

phasis on any program guideline, structure, or concrete evalua-

tion system will distort artists’ creation processes by manipulating 

the relations between artists and the community. 

As a result, to balance the freedom of creation and structure 

within the program, I envision co-creating and developing a flex-

ible toolkit as the Orientation and Evaluation system for the Social 

Practice Lab program. The primary objective of the design is to 

support the annual Social Practice Lab program in order to help 

artists-in-residence engage with local community members and 

promote social impact.
Figure 6.4 : The Importance of the Balance between Freedom and Structure

Freedom

Flexible 
Toolkit

Freedom

Structure

•	 Creative Process be Manipulated

•	 Creative Engagement!

•	 Artists’ Anxiety of Outreach

•	 Lack of Community Engagement

Structure

Freedom
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Learning from the current Social Practice Lab and case studies of 

different Social Practice ( see Chapter 2 ), Figure 6.5 is conceptual-

ized as an overview of the the program structure for Social Prac-

tice Lab at the Asian Arts Initiative, which is in line with the official 

timelines announced by the Asian Arts Initiative:

•	 Fall 2012: Artists-in-Residence engage in neighborhood re-

search. 

•	 January 2013: Artists-in-Residence project proposals final-

ized. 

•	 March 2013: Project implementation begins. 

•	 August 2013: Evaluation from the public.

For reference, I researched different art programs and design proj-

ects, as well as the Chinatown community in different locations. 

The details will be revealed in the secondary research in the next 

section, “Further Developed Prototype - Community Engagement 

Toolkit,” on page 123. 

3) What is the Orientation System I am proposing?

2 3 4

CONNECTION IMPLEMENTATION EVALUATION

Project Proposals Finalized Project Implementation Evaluation from the Public

1

RESEARCH

Engaging Neighborhood Research

LATE AUGUST JANUARY MARCH FOLLOWING AUGUST

Figure 6.5 : Overview of the Social Practice Lab Structure in the Asian Arts Initiative Figure 6.6 : Possible Components in the Orientation System of the Social Practice

•	 Historical Background

•	 Visual-oriented Navigation

•	 Network

•	 Engagement Tools

Image from PhillyHistory.org, a project of 
the Philadelphia Department of Records

•	 Historical Background

•	 Visual-oriented Navigation

•	 Network

•	 Engagement Tools

Farwell’s ‘Official Map of Chinatown San 
Francisco’ (1885) 

•	 Historical Background

•	 Visual-oriented Navigation

•	 Network

•	 Engagement Tools

•	 Historical Background

•	 Visual-oriented Navigation

•	 Network

•	 Engagement Tools

Farwell’s ‘Official Map of Chinatown San 
Francisco’ (1885) 

•	 Contextual Interview

•	 Generative Research

•	 Survey

?

?

?

?

The primary objective of establishing a fluid, organic orientation 

system is to support the annual Social Practice Lab program in 

order to help artists-in-residence engage with local community 

members and promote social changes.

Figure 6.6 indicates the overview of the Orientation and Engage-

ment System, which includes: 

•	 Historical background of the community, which visually and 

accurately provides information to the artists.

•	 Visual orientated navigation, which introduces the featured 

key business in the community. 

•	 Potential Focused Topics, which were referred in Temple Fox 

Design Challenge: education, public health, public transpor-

tation, microeconomics, community building.

•	 Already existing Local Resources Team network, which gath-

ers key association figures from the community. 

•	 Community Engagement Toolkits, which empowers the indi-

vidual artist to plan their outreach strategies and engage with 

local communities.

( See details of research on the precedents on page 125. )
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6.2 Turning Point:
Designing Community Engagement in Social Practice

During the brainstorming and development of the potential Ori-

entation System, community engagement (the essential compo-

nent), caught my attention and drove me toward the next stage 

of my prototype. With my knowledge about the concept of Social 

Practice and the artists’ engagement process, I believe the com-

munity engagement piece not only determined how the orienta-

tion system would be structured, but also where the artists seem 

to need the most assistance. This vital piece will impact how the 

artists can cross barriers to connect with community as they think 

about and develop their Social Practice projects.

For the Orientation System prototype, most of the content can be 

handed over to local art organizations in terms of communicating 

the history of the community. Hence, I narrowed down my focus 

to the core of community engagement, and started designing the 

Community Engagement Toolkits as my second prototype for this 

thesis work. 

1 Learn from the Community Understand the Community2 3 Connect with the Community 4 Co-create with the Community

Figure 6.8 :  Social Practice Engagement Process

=     artist

=     community member

=     local resources in a community

ENGAGEMENT PROCESS

Figure 6.7 : Ideal Social Practice Model in a Community
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6.3 Further Developed Prototype:
Community Engagement Toolkit

This prototype focused on the “engagement” piece for artists-in-

residence. It is a distinct phase throughout the process of Social 

Practice ( To see a description of engagement in Chapter 2.2 on 

page 32 ), which also pertains to the orientation phase. In this sec-

tion, I will explain why it is a toolkit, how I developed it in terms of 

its content, as well as its deliverables.

Because artists are creative.

Because artists are hands-on and flexible.

Artists have always been seen as out-of-the-box thinkers, who 

have the widest and most creative visions about the world. This 

kit doesn’t offer visions of the world. Instead, it offers an open 

collection of research methods and engagement techniques. It 

empowers artists to reach out to communities with their desires of 

hearing and communicating with different community voices. This 

toolkit also allows artists to go through an organic but reflective 

process that reminds them of new insights and inspirations in 

communities.

The tool kit is deliberately non-linear -- open to alternative 

sequencing. Artists not only can select and choose which 

techniques or methods work best for their context and situation, 

but also can make and implement new ideas and tools through 

various materials in their creation process.

Why is it a Toolkit?

Figure 6.9 : Process of Devloping Rapid Prototype
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What tools are useful? What tools are appropriate? What tools 

were already used by artists? In addition to my research experi-

ence in the Social Practice Lab, I did secondary research for re-

lated precedents both in the Social Practice and Human Centered 

Design fields. (See Figure 6.11) In the following section, I will share 

six case studies in both fields in order to give a relative spectrum 

of the precedents that I collected.

Precedents of the Community Engagement Toolkit Content.

Figure 6.11 : Precedents in Social Practice, and Human Centered Design Fields.
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Searching for the key words that are simi-

lar to “community engagement toolkits,” 

several related websites popped out. 

However, most of the toolkit websites are 

very theoretical. 

For instance, the Art and Civic Engage-

ment toolkit explained why and how art-

ists’ roles changed in different stages: 

Field

Source

Social Practice and Art 

forecastpublicart.org/toolkit
media.walkerart.org/pdf/ce-
workbook.pdf

1   Public Art Toolkit &
      Art and Civic Engagement:
      Mapping Connections

container, convener, connector and cata-

lyst, rather than practical methods or 

techniques of engaging communities. The 

same is true for the content of the Pub-

lic Art Toolkit. It covers why artists should 

consider different stakeholders in a com-

munity, and how important it is to have 

different stages in the community-based 

project. 

I agree these are valuable descriptions 

in terms of preparing the artists’ mindset 

before they step out of their studios and 

work with communities. I believe simpli-

fying these insightful suggestions, and 

adding more practical instructions for re-

search outreach steps will be more ben-

eficial to artists in their actual practices in 

communities. 

Credits

Developed and written by Reggie Prim, 

Sarah Peters, and Sarah Schultz.
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Edited by Kathleen McLean.

Funding for this project was provided 
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What Is the Walker Town Square?

Rather than being any specifi c physical place, the Walker 

Town Square will be a philosophy of programming that 

incorporates the spirit of an imagined town square and puts 

it into play in innovative ways. In the Walker Town Square, 

the three different roles of art, artists, and programs create 

communal and meaningful audience interaction where a 

diversity of ideas are embraced and promoted. This is called 

the 4C Model of Experience. 

In 2003, with the support of the Bush Foundation, 

the Walker began exploring ways that links 

between contemporary art and issues of concern 

to the community can be made more apparent. We 

know that artists deal with contemporary issues in 

their work, but how can these connections become 

part of public life? How can a contemporary art 

center become a forum for civic engagement?

This knowledge map incorporates national 

fi eld research about art and civic engagement, 

conversations with artists and colleagues, and 

insights drawn from interviews with 30 Twin Cities 

community activists and leaders. It attempts 

to  bridge two complex ideas—the town square 

and civic engagement—and to better defi ne 

what potential these concepts hold for Walker 

programmers and audiences.  

The map proposes four major roles that art, artists, 

and cultural programs can play in the creating a 

Walker town square experience and a spectrum of 

activities that allow for genuine civic involvement 

by participants. The intent is to invite curators and 

programmers to consider open-ended questions 

that will lead the Walker into a more socially 

conscious approach to planning events, exhibitions, 

and hands-on learning experiences. 

Why a Town Square?

In the early stages of planning for its building expansion, 

the Walker began using the concept of a town square as a 

metaphor for the kind of social experience the new spaces 

were meant to offer. The new Walker is envisioned as a place 

sparkling with conversation, debate, and differing opinions 

stemming from the art presented there.  

This metaphor was tested in the public sphere when 

interviewees were asked to describe their ideas of a town 

square; they responded by talking about fi ctional spaces full 

of art, politics, spontaneity, inspiration, celebration, music, 

ritual, confl ict, and resolution. They imagined a commonly 

owned, universally used public space where all worlds of 

people collide.

What Is Civic Engagement?

The term “civic engagement” is frequently used in the fi elds 

of museum education and cultural development, and many 

descriptions of it exist. Perhaps the broadest defi nition of 

civic engagement is the exercising of personal or collective 

agency in the public domain for the betterment of one’s 

community. 

Four ways that Walker audiences can exercise agency are 

through the activities of Commentary, Dialogue, Action, 

and Leadership. This is known as the Spectrum of Civic 

Engagement Activities, since the levels of intensity and 

involvement for both participants and Walker programmers 

increase as one moves from left to right.  

How Do the Town Square and 
Civic Engagement Meet?

The Town Square and Civic Engagement are related but not 

synonymous. 

The Town Square is a communal atmosphere where 

participants feel connected to their values and interests. 

Civic engagement is the active involvement visitors have 

with the social issues raised by Walker programs. The Town 

Square can happen whether or not civic engagement is a 

programmatic goal, but civic engagement always occurs 

within a Town Square atmosphere. 

Civic engagement for the individual begins by recognizing 

personal values and connecting them to social issues in the 

collective sphere. 

A Town Square Is a Place 
That Feels:

Spontaneous

Unstructured and fl exible

Commonly owned

Safe for all opinions

Family-friendly

At the heart of a communit

where . . .

Exploration

Connection 

Political speech and 

protest

Performance

Public Art

Entertainment

Beauty

Nature 

Self-expression

Refuge

Celebration

Ritual

Challenge

  happens.

What is potentially meaningful and moving about the work? 

What issues does the work bring up?

Are these issues present in local communities? How are they manifest?

Who could help answer these questions? (Community advisors, Walker staff, and so on.) 

Given the issues present in this work and who might be interested in them, who is my primary audience?

The social potential of the art is the capacity the work 

or program has to address and possibly affect specifi c 

social issues in a community or between groups of 

people. This is a crucial starting place for developing 

relevant programs. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

 The work or program brings people together to discuss a topic that lacks 
consensus or is a source of disagreement.
 The work or program has the potential to mobilize new players or get 
people to take action on an issue.
 The work or program can assist in revealing the assumptions in a 
community regarding divisive civic issues.
 The work or program serves as the focal point for the exploration of 
an issue, and allows participants to experience multiple or alternative 
perspectives of it. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

The artist’s work provides a physical space for people to be or create. 

The work or program being considered can provide an atmosphere 
where people feel empowered to express their opinions.

The work or program can help boost a community’s collective self-
esteem by celebrating an achievement or success.

The work or program’s primary impetus is to provide a safe and 
encouraging atmosphere for the discussion of diffi cult community issues. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

 The work or program offered is in response to an event that has 
captured the community’s attention or requires a communal response. 
The work or program being considered can help mark a community’s life 
cycle or important historical events.
The work or program brings people together for deliberation or 
collective decision-making. 
 The work or program’s focus or concern is of broad interest to the 
community and can provide a common ground for consensus-building 
among people with similar interests. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

The ideas being addressed by the work or program are linked together 
in unusual or novel ways.

 The work or program creates opportunities for participants to connect 
to their own heritage and culture.

 The work or program can bring members of a community from 
different generations, cultural backgrounds, faiths, and lifestyles 

together for shared experience and interaction, such as connecting 
older mentors with young people.

Container

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as containers by providing physical, 

emotional, or psychological space for 

civic engagement. Creating a container 

may also require the institution to let go 

of goals for a specifi c outcome in order 

to allow participants to fi nd their own way 

through the work or program.  

Convener

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as conveners by providing the purpose and 

the call for a formal gathering. Acting as a 

convener can help people recognize their 

own cultural compatriots and may even set 

the stage for a collective action regarding a 

particular issue of concern.  

Connector

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as connectors by linking people and ideas. 

The role of connector operates both by 

providing a platform for people to bridge 

their differences and to bond through their 

similarities. 

Catalyst

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as catalysts by provoking awareness, 

response, or movement on an issue that is 

inactive or polarized. The catalyst role adds 

new energy to an issue or debate and may 

involve controversial themes or approaches. 

For all activities, consider

In general, more resources are required 

to create a program as you move from 

Commentary to Leadership along the 

spectrum. Consider staff availability and 

fi nancial and technical resources as you 

decide the type of program to undertake. 

Given your resources, what activity would 

be have the most impact for your audience?

If you need to, how can you strike a balance 

between what your community wants and 

the resources you have?

Some things to consider:

Social Potential: 
Start with the Art

Challenges

Here are a few challenges that were discovered when interviewees were asked to talk 

about the function of contemporary art in their communities: 

Contemporary art refl ects contemporary life, which is often violent, ugly, and challenging. 

Many visitors want to experience renewal, inspiration, and escape, and be nurtured by 

art. How can this be reconciled?

Visitors often want to experience art in an emotional or visceral way, rather than thinking 

about it intellectually. How can an atmosphere for experiencing art in different ways be 

encouraged?

Flexibility can be diffi cult for large institutions. How can the Walker be more immediately 

responsive to local current events? How can it be spontaneous within the parameters of 

its programming timelines?

The environment at the Walker can be disempowering to people who do not know the 

codes and language of contemporary art. How can this institution be an empowering 

place instead?

The Walker and the organizations interviewed share a common goal to improve the 

community. How can this agenda be made more explicit? 

Civic engagement is a two-way street. How can the Walker recognize what it has to offer 

its community partners and what they have to offer the Walker? 

Interviewees most frequently referred to art as a verb. They talked about art as the act of 

making, doing, connecting, and listening. 

Some questions to consider:

Are there groups in the local community dedicated to working on the 

issues you identifi ed as central to this work?

Are there advisors who could help you identify these groups? 

Who are they?

Are there past partners that would be ideal to collaborate with again?

Some issues to consider:

Thoughtfully defi ne what success will look like for you, your audience, and other 

participants (community partners, visiting artists, discussion leaders). Multiple 

defi nitions of success will most likely emerge. How will you measure each of these?

 Input from your audience is essential. How will you collect feedback?

How did available resources impact your success and ability to achieve your goals?

How might you refi ne your efforts the next time?

“The metaphor for the museum is no longer a church 

or temple, but a lively forum or town square.” 

—Kathy Halbreich, Director, Walker Art Center, 2004

The 4C Model: Roles Art and 
Artists Play in the Town Square

The Spectrum of Civic 
Engagement Activities

Four ways that visitors are civically engaged are through 

Commentary, Dialogue, Action, and Leadership.*  

The boundaries between these categories are often 

fl uid, and programs may contain elements of one or 

more. Defi ning a primary outcome is helpful in focusing 

programs. 

*The use to these activities is inspired by the Spectrum 

of Approaches for Civically Engaged Art put forth by 

the Animating Democracy Initiative. 

Commentary
 

A public expression of personal opinion or belief in the form 
of written or spoken statements, explanations, or criticisms. 

For Commentary, consider: 
How can you provide easy access to information that 
visitors need to construct informed and considered opinions? 

How can you create opportunities for individuals to capture and 
share their responses, opinions, or beliefs virtually or in person? 

How can you create an environment that encourages people to 
develop opinions about an issue and is supportive to all views? 

Dialogue

The process of individuals or groups sharing and learning 
about others’ beliefs, feelings, interests, or needs with the 
goal of improving understanding and trust.

For Dialogue, consider:
How can you encourage participants to engage directly to 
learn about others’ views and share comments, thoughts, 
or feelings about issues in the work?

How can you make space for one-on-one conversations, 
small group discussion, or larger group dialogue?  

How can you make a space for those voices and opinions 
that are not present in the dialogue or have been excluded?

Action

A mode of addressing an issue, policy, or event in a direct 
manner that attempts to make an immediate or measurable 
change. 

For Action, consider:
How can you create opportunities for participants to address 
the issues in a direct and active manner that could lead to 
change?

 How can you provide information and resources for further 
action on the part of individuals or groups? 

How can you encourage or support the formation of an 
organized group of concerned citizens inspired by a Walker 
program or experience?

Leadership

Leadership involves the ethical use of power and 
empowerment, leading by example, exerting infl uence, and 
motivating and inspiring others to realize their potential. 

For Leadership, consider:
How can you lend institutional support or commitment for a 
particular community action or project? 

How can you organize citizens around a particular project or 
issue through its Artist-In-Residence program or other events? 

How can you show the way to a desired goal by organizing 
others, supporting existing projects, or by modeling an 
outcome?

Roles are about the kind of energy you want your 

program to have, or the spirit that already lies within 

the art. Will your experiential focus be on exploration, 

challenge, connection, celebration, reunion, action, 

debate?

Container, convener, connector, and catalysts are 

offered as roles for art, artists, and cultural programs 

that can help create conditions for meaningful and 

productive civic engagement. Identifying a primary role 

for your program may help you to set more specifi c 

engagement goals. 

Collaboration 

Civic engagement and the Town Square are both 

concepts that suggest a communal atmosphere, purpose, 

and involvement that make collaboration a necessary 

programming element. Internal collaboration, community 

advisors and partners, even advice from colleagues in the 

fi eld can help shape and guide a program toward more 

meaningful and socially grounded visitor experiences. 

Evaluation 

Evaluation is necessary to measure and refl ect on how 

well your civic engagement goals were met. The type(s) 

of evaluation you choose will depend on your goals and 

the nature of your program.  

Commentary
 

A public expression of personal opinion or belief in the form A public expression of personal opinion or belief in the form 
of written or spoken statements, explanations, or criticisms. 

For Commentary, consider: 
How can you provide easy access to information that 
visitors need to construct informed and considered opinions? 

How can you create opportunities for individuals to capture and 
share their responses, opinions, or beliefs virtually or in person? 

How can you create an environment that encourages people to 
develop opinions about an issue and is supportive to all views? 

Dialogue

The process of individuals or groups sharing and learning 
about others’ beliefs, feelings, interests, or needs with the 
goal of improving understanding and trust.

For Dialogue, consider:
How can you encourage participants to engage directly to 
learn about others’ views and share comments, thoughts, 
or feelings about issues in the work?

How can you make space for one-on-one conversations, 
small group discussion, or larger group dialogue?  

How can you make a space for those voices and opinions 
that are not present in the dialogue or have been excluded?

Action

A mode of addressing an issue, policy, or event in a direct 
manner that attempts to make an immediate or measurable 
change. 

For Action, consider:
How can you create opportunities for participants to address 
the issues in a direct and active manner that could lead to 
change?

 How can you provide information and resources for further 
action on the part of individuals or groups? 

How can you encourage or support the formation of an 
organized group of concerned citizens inspired by a Walker 
program or experience?

Leadership

Leadership involves the ethical use of power and 
empowerment, leading by example, exerting infl uence, and 
motivating and inspiring others to realize their potential. 

For Leadership, consider:
How can you lend institutional support or commitment for a 
particular community action or project? 

How can you organize citizens around a particular project or 
issue through its Artist-In-Residence program or other events? 

How can you show the way to a desired goal by organizing 
others, supporting existing projects, or by modeling an 
outcome?

Container

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as containers by providing physical, 

emotional, or psychological space for 

civic engagement. Creating a container 

may also require the institution to let go 

of goals for a specifi c outcome in order 

to allow participants to fi nd their own way 

through the work or program.  

Convener

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as conveners by providing the purpose and 

the call for a formal gathering. Acting as a 

convener can help people recognize their 

own cultural compatriots and may even set 

the stage for a collective action regarding a 

particular issue of concern.  

Connector

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as connectors by linking people and ideas. 

The role of connector operates both by 

providing a platform for people to bridge 

their differences and to bond through their 

similarities. 

Catalyst

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as catalysts by provoking awareness, 

response, or movement on an issue that is 

inactive or polarized. The catalyst role adds 

new energy to an issue or debate and may 

involve controversial themes or approaches. 
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What Is the Walker Town Square?

Rather than being any specifi c physical place, the Walker 

Town Square will be a philosophy of programming that 

incorporates the spirit of an imagined town square and puts 

it into play in innovative ways. In the Walker Town Square, 

the three different roles of art, artists, and programs create 

communal and meaningful audience interaction where a 

diversity of ideas are embraced and promoted. This is called 

the 4C Model of Experience. 

In 2003, with the support of the Bush Foundation, 

the Walker began exploring ways that links 

between contemporary art and issues of concern 

to the community can be made more apparent. We 

know that artists deal with contemporary issues in 

their work, but how can these connections become 

part of public life? How can a contemporary art 

center become a forum for civic engagement?

This knowledge map incorporates national 

fi eld research about art and civic engagement, 

conversations with artists and colleagues, and 

insights drawn from interviews with 30 Twin Cities 

community activists and leaders. It attempts 

to  bridge two complex ideas—the town square 

and civic engagement—and to better defi ne 

what potential these concepts hold for Walker 

programmers and audiences.  

The map proposes four major roles that art, artists, 

and cultural programs can play in the creating a 

Walker town square experience and a spectrum of 

activities that allow for genuine civic involvement 

by participants. The intent is to invite curators and 

programmers to consider open-ended questions 

that will lead the Walker into a more socially 

conscious approach to planning events, exhibitions, 

and hands-on learning experiences. 

Why a Town Square?

In the early stages of planning for its building expansion, 

the Walker began using the concept of a town square as a 

metaphor for the kind of social experience the new spaces 

were meant to offer. The new Walker is envisioned as a place 

sparkling with conversation, debate, and differing opinions 

stemming from the art presented there.  

This metaphor was tested in the public sphere when 

interviewees were asked to describe their ideas of a town 

square; they responded by talking about fi ctional spaces full 

of art, politics, spontaneity, inspiration, celebration, music, 

ritual, confl ict, and resolution. They imagined a commonly 

owned, universally used public space where all worlds of 

people collide.

What Is Civic Engagement?

The term “civic engagement” is frequently used in the fi elds 

of museum education and cultural development, and many 

descriptions of it exist. Perhaps the broadest defi nition of 

civic engagement is the exercising of personal or collective 

agency in the public domain for the betterment of one’s 

community. 

Four ways that Walker audiences can exercise agency are 

through the activities of Commentary, Dialogue, Action, 

and Leadership. This is known as the Spectrum of Civic 

Engagement Activities, since the levels of intensity and 

involvement for both participants and Walker programmers 

increase as one moves from left to right.  

How Do the Town Square and 
Civic Engagement Meet?

The Town Square and Civic Engagement are related but not 

synonymous. 

The Town Square is a communal atmosphere where 

participants feel connected to their values and interests. 

Civic engagement is the active involvement visitors have 

with the social issues raised by Walker programs. The Town 

Square can happen whether or not civic engagement is a 

programmatic goal, but civic engagement always occurs 

within a Town Square atmosphere. 

Civic engagement for the individual begins by recognizing 

personal values and connecting them to social issues in the 

collective sphere. 

A Town Square Is a Place 
That Feels:

Spontaneous

Unstructured and fl exible

Commonly owned

Safe for all opinions

Family-friendly

At the heart of a communit

where . . .

Exploration

Connection 

Political speech and 

protest

Performance

Public Art

Entertainment

Beauty

Nature 

Self-expression

Refuge

Celebration

Ritual

Challenge

  happens.

What is potentially meaningful and moving about the work? 

What issues does the work bring up?

Are these issues present in local communities? How are they manifest?

Who could help answer these questions? (Community advisors, Walker staff, and so on.) 

Given the issues present in this work and who might be interested in them, who is my primary audience?

The social potential of the art is the capacity the work 

or program has to address and possibly affect specifi c 

social issues in a community or between groups of 

people. This is a crucial starting place for developing 

relevant programs. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

 The work or program brings people together to discuss a topic that lacks 
consensus or is a source of disagreement.
 The work or program has the potential to mobilize new players or get 
people to take action on an issue.
 The work or program can assist in revealing the assumptions in a 
community regarding divisive civic issues.
 The work or program serves as the focal point for the exploration of 
an issue, and allows participants to experience multiple or alternative 
perspectives of it. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

The artist’s work provides a physical space for people to be or create. 

The work or program being considered can provide an atmosphere 
where people feel empowered to express their opinions.

The work or program can help boost a community’s collective self-
esteem by celebrating an achievement or success.

The work or program’s primary impetus is to provide a safe and 
encouraging atmosphere for the discussion of diffi cult community issues. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

 The work or program offered is in response to an event that has 
captured the community’s attention or requires a communal response. 
The work or program being considered can help mark a community’s life 
cycle or important historical events.
The work or program brings people together for deliberation or 
collective decision-making. 
 The work or program’s focus or concern is of broad interest to the 
community and can provide a common ground for consensus-building 
among people with similar interests. 

This role may be appropriate when . . .

The ideas being addressed by the work or program are linked together 
in unusual or novel ways.

 The work or program creates opportunities for participants to connect 
to their own heritage and culture.

 The work or program can bring members of a community from 
different generations, cultural backgrounds, faiths, and lifestyles 

together for shared experience and interaction, such as connecting 
older mentors with young people.

Container

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as containers by providing physical, 

emotional, or psychological space for 

civic engagement. Creating a container 

may also require the institution to let go 

of goals for a specifi c outcome in order 

to allow participants to fi nd their own way 

through the work or program.  

Convener

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as conveners by providing the purpose and 

the call for a formal gathering. Acting as a 

convener can help people recognize their 

own cultural compatriots and may even set 

the stage for a collective action regarding a 

particular issue of concern.  

Connector

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as connectors by linking people and ideas. 

The role of connector operates both by 

providing a platform for people to bridge 

their differences and to bond through their 

similarities. 

Catalyst

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as catalysts by provoking awareness, 

response, or movement on an issue that is 

inactive or polarized. The catalyst role adds 

new energy to an issue or debate and may 

involve controversial themes or approaches. 

For all activities, consider

In general, more resources are required 

to create a program as you move from 

Commentary to Leadership along the 

spectrum. Consider staff availability and 

fi nancial and technical resources as you 

decide the type of program to undertake. 

Given your resources, what activity would 

be have the most impact for your audience?

If you need to, how can you strike a balance 

between what your community wants and 

the resources you have?

Some things to consider:

Social Potential: 
Start with the Art

Challenges

Here are a few challenges that were discovered when interviewees were asked to talk 

about the function of contemporary art in their communities: 

Contemporary art refl ects contemporary life, which is often violent, ugly, and challenging. 

Many visitors want to experience renewal, inspiration, and escape, and be nurtured by 

art. How can this be reconciled?

Visitors often want to experience art in an emotional or visceral way, rather than thinking 

about it intellectually. How can an atmosphere for experiencing art in different ways be 

encouraged?

Flexibility can be diffi cult for large institutions. How can the Walker be more immediately 

responsive to local current events? How can it be spontaneous within the parameters of 

its programming timelines?

The environment at the Walker can be disempowering to people who do not know the 

codes and language of contemporary art. How can this institution be an empowering 

place instead?

The Walker and the organizations interviewed share a common goal to improve the 

community. How can this agenda be made more explicit? 

Civic engagement is a two-way street. How can the Walker recognize what it has to offer 

its community partners and what they have to offer the Walker? 

Interviewees most frequently referred to art as a verb. They talked about art as the act of 

making, doing, connecting, and listening. 

Some questions to consider:

Are there groups in the local community dedicated to working on the 

issues you identifi ed as central to this work?

Are there advisors who could help you identify these groups? 

Who are they?

Are there past partners that would be ideal to collaborate with again?

Some issues to consider:

Thoughtfully defi ne what success will look like for you, your audience, and other 

participants (community partners, visiting artists, discussion leaders). Multiple 

defi nitions of success will most likely emerge. How will you measure each of these?

 Input from your audience is essential. How will you collect feedback?

How did available resources impact your success and ability to achieve your goals?

How might you refi ne your efforts the next time?

“The metaphor for the museum is no longer a church 

or temple, but a lively forum or town square.” 

—Kathy Halbreich, Director, Walker Art Center, 2004

The 4C Model: Roles Art and 
Artists Play in the Town Square

The Spectrum of Civic 
Engagement Activities

Four ways that visitors are civically engaged are through 

Commentary, Dialogue, Action, and Leadership.*  

The boundaries between these categories are often 

fl uid, and programs may contain elements of one or 

more. Defi ning a primary outcome is helpful in focusing 

programs. 

*The use to these activities is inspired by the Spectrum 

of Approaches for Civically Engaged Art put forth by 

the Animating Democracy Initiative. 

Commentary
 

A public expression of personal opinion or belief in the form 
of written or spoken statements, explanations, or criticisms. 

For Commentary, consider: 
How can you provide easy access to information that 
visitors need to construct informed and considered opinions? 

How can you create opportunities for individuals to capture and 
share their responses, opinions, or beliefs virtually or in person? 

How can you create an environment that encourages people to 
develop opinions about an issue and is supportive to all views? 

Dialogue

The process of individuals or groups sharing and learning 
about others’ beliefs, feelings, interests, or needs with the 
goal of improving understanding and trust.

For Dialogue, consider:
How can you encourage participants to engage directly to 
learn about others’ views and share comments, thoughts, 
or feelings about issues in the work?

How can you make space for one-on-one conversations, 
small group discussion, or larger group dialogue?  

How can you make a space for those voices and opinions 
that are not present in the dialogue or have been excluded?

Action

A mode of addressing an issue, policy, or event in a direct 
manner that attempts to make an immediate or measurable 
change. 

For Action, consider:
How can you create opportunities for participants to address 
the issues in a direct and active manner that could lead to 
change?

 How can you provide information and resources for further 
action on the part of individuals or groups? 

How can you encourage or support the formation of an 
organized group of concerned citizens inspired by a Walker 
program or experience?

Leadership

Leadership involves the ethical use of power and 
empowerment, leading by example, exerting infl uence, and 
motivating and inspiring others to realize their potential. 

For Leadership, consider:
How can you lend institutional support or commitment for a 
particular community action or project? 

How can you organize citizens around a particular project or 
issue through its Artist-In-Residence program or other events? 

How can you show the way to a desired goal by organizing 
others, supporting existing projects, or by modeling an 
outcome?

Roles are about the kind of energy you want your 

program to have, or the spirit that already lies within 

the art. Will your experiential focus be on exploration, 

challenge, connection, celebration, reunion, action, 

debate?

Container, convener, connector, and catalysts are 

offered as roles for art, artists, and cultural programs 

that can help create conditions for meaningful and 

productive civic engagement. Identifying a primary role 

for your program may help you to set more specifi c 

engagement goals. 

Collaboration 

Civic engagement and the Town Square are both 

concepts that suggest a communal atmosphere, purpose, 

and involvement that make collaboration a necessary 

programming element. Internal collaboration, community 

advisors and partners, even advice from colleagues in the 

fi eld can help shape and guide a program toward more 

meaningful and socially grounded visitor experiences. 

Evaluation 

Evaluation is necessary to measure and refl ect on how 

well your civic engagement goals were met. The type(s) 

of evaluation you choose will depend on your goals and 

the nature of your program.  

Commentary
 

A public expression of personal opinion or belief in the form A public expression of personal opinion or belief in the form 
of written or spoken statements, explanations, or criticisms. 

For Commentary, consider: 
How can you provide easy access to information that 
visitors need to construct informed and considered opinions? 

How can you create opportunities for individuals to capture and 
share their responses, opinions, or beliefs virtually or in person? 

How can you create an environment that encourages people to 
develop opinions about an issue and is supportive to all views? 

Dialogue

The process of individuals or groups sharing and learning 
about others’ beliefs, feelings, interests, or needs with the 
goal of improving understanding and trust.

For Dialogue, consider:
How can you encourage participants to engage directly to 
learn about others’ views and share comments, thoughts, 
or feelings about issues in the work?

How can you make space for one-on-one conversations, 
small group discussion, or larger group dialogue?  

How can you make a space for those voices and opinions 
that are not present in the dialogue or have been excluded?

Action

A mode of addressing an issue, policy, or event in a direct 
manner that attempts to make an immediate or measurable 
change. 

For Action, consider:
How can you create opportunities for participants to address 
the issues in a direct and active manner that could lead to 
change?

 How can you provide information and resources for further 
action on the part of individuals or groups? 

How can you encourage or support the formation of an 
organized group of concerned citizens inspired by a Walker 
program or experience?

Leadership

Leadership involves the ethical use of power and 
empowerment, leading by example, exerting infl uence, and 
motivating and inspiring others to realize their potential. 

For Leadership, consider:
How can you lend institutional support or commitment for a 
particular community action or project? 

How can you organize citizens around a particular project or 
issue through its Artist-In-Residence program or other events? 

How can you show the way to a desired goal by organizing 
others, supporting existing projects, or by modeling an 
outcome?

Container

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as containers by providing physical, 

emotional, or psychological space for 

civic engagement. Creating a container 

may also require the institution to let go 

of goals for a specifi c outcome in order 

to allow participants to fi nd their own way 

through the work or program.  

Convener

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as conveners by providing the purpose and 

the call for a formal gathering. Acting as a 

convener can help people recognize their 

own cultural compatriots and may even set 

the stage for a collective action regarding a 

particular issue of concern.  

Connector

Art, artists, and cultural programs may act 

as connectors by linking people and ideas. 

The role of connector operates both by 

providing a platform for people to bridge 

their differences and to bond through their 

similarities. 

Catalyst

Art, artists, and cultural programs may 

act as catalysts by provoking awareness, 

response, or movement on an issue that is 

inactive or polarized. The catalyst role adds 

new energy to an issue or debate and may 

involve controversial themes or approaches. 

ART AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT:
MAPPING THE CONNECTIONS
A project of the Walker Art Center’s Education and Community Programs Department

media.walkerart.org/pdf/ceworkbook.pdf

forecastpublicart.org/toolkit

Field

Source

Social Practice and Art 

www.2up2down.org.uk

2   2Up2Down / HomeBaked:
      Social Practice Project

2Up2Down is a recent Social Practice proj-

ect initiated by artist, Jeanne van Heeswijk 

in Liverpool, Anfield. When Mitchell’s Bak-

ery was closed down in 2010, which was 

an Anfield institution for a hundred years, 

Heeswijk was commissioned by the Liver-

pool Biennial to make a project with young 

people to create a new vision for the area. 

Following a design process (see Figure 6.9 

on the back), Jeanne van Heeswijk and her 

design team set up their goals and facilita-

tion strategies for the youth engagement 

activities. The activities motivated the 

youngsters in Anfield to look at the issues 

facing the development of their neighbor-

hood and to take matters into their own 

hands.  

Their engagement process consisted of 

an imaginative, experimental approach to 

dealing with empty properties and spaces 

in Liverpool and beyond. Surprisingly, I 

realized that most of their tools were also 

utilized in the Human Centered Design 

field, which include: interviewing the end 

users, designing future scenarios, making 

rapid prototypes through generative tool-

kits, as well as creating collages. 

This impactful Social Practice project 

showed strong connections between So-

cial Practice and design methods, which 

contributed to fleshing out the toolkit col-

lection for my second thesis prototype. 

(page135) 
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Figure 6.12 : Photos of 2Up2Down Engagement Process from 2up2down.org.uk

The Mural Arts Program began in 1984 as 

a component of the Philadelphia AntiGraf-

fiti Network, an effort spearheaded by then 

Mayor Wilson Goode to eradicate the graf-

fiti crisis plaguing the city. The Anti-Graffiti 

Network hired muralist Jane Golden to 

reach out to graffiti writers and to redirect 

their energies from graffiti writing to con-

structive mural painting. 

I confess that before my research for this 

thesis, I didn’t understand the beauty of 

mural art work. Moving from Shanghai to 

Philadelphia with some college art back-

ground, I perceived mural art as a giant 

landscape painting on a wall with some 

human figures. I thought creating mural 

arts was only a way to avoid graffiti in Phil-

adelphia’s communities. 

However, the more I learned from the 

Mural Arts, the more I was struck by its 

powerful impact and close engagement 

with the community. On March 8th 2013, 

Shari Hersh from the Mural Arts program 

visited the MiD studio and presented work 

in progress from the Restored Spaces 

project. From the meeting, I learned that 

the Mural Arts program actually has been 

working with different communities in 

Philadelphia on various art and design 

projects. Also, their content and mediums 

vary. Most importantly, their community 

engagement process is very complex, and 

resident-centered, which indicates the art-

ists’ role as a community organizer in the 

social context. 

Field

Source

Social Practice and Art 

muralarts.org

3   Mural Arts Program:
      Civic Engagement in Philadelphia
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During the conversation between the 

peers from MiD and the representatives 

from Mural Arts, Hersh shared fascinating 

stories about how artists and mural arts 

staff facilitated creative workshops and 

community meetings in order to open up 

conversations among the local youth and  

community resource leaders. 

In general, Mural Arts’ community en-

gagement process includes interviewing 

the residents, hosting community lead-

ers’ meeting, as well as planning project 

strategies with the community resources 

to gather input for the projects. 

The presentation about the Restored 

Spaces project which was given by Hersh 

contained beautiful murals and installa-

tions in the community, whereas, it some-

how lacked the visual process of explain-

ing how artists actually interacted and 

gathered input from local communities 

in the research phase. I realized that this 

might be why the mural arts program is 

not as well understood by the public.

It seems that Mural Arts is experiencing 

two challenges: One is how to share with 

the public the value of mural arts behind 

the visual product; The other challenge 

is how to evaluate its impact in the com-

munity. In reference to my thesis, I see a 

close connection between the mural arts 

work mode and human centered design 

methods. This confirmed my belief about 

developing the Community Engagement 

Toolkits not only as a way to provide out-

reach methods, but document and share 

the engagement process in order to moti-

vate the public to appreciate the value of 

the mural arts.

Figure 6.13 : Restored Spaces Project from the Mural Arts Program

During February 15 to 19, the 2013 Fox 

Design Challenge was hosted by the 

Center for Design + Innovation of the Fox 

School of Business in collaboration with 

the University of the Arts and Philadelphia 

University. This Challenge was structured 

with a three-day community research and 

a one-day co-creation workshop. In the 

process, 120 participants were challenged 

to discover design opportunities around 

Philadelphia’s urban fabric and the Broad 

Street corridor, and then bring their find-

ings together to create innovative ideas 

and future scenarios for the community.

This year, my classmates in the MiD pro-

gram not only participated in the innova-

tive design competition, but also served 

as a design team in the preparation stage 

for the event. The design package they 

designed for the 2013 Fox Design Chal-

lenge was composed of two toolkits: 

1. Pre-challenge Toolkit -  Design Chal-

lenge Research Toolkit 2013 

2. Challenge Toolkit - which included team 

building exercise, ways of synthesis, guide 

for storytelling, character profile, etc.

The goal of the Temple design toolkit was 

in line with my thesis, which is to assist 

the non-designers take on understand-

ing of the community culture and identify 

existing opportunities through observa-

tion and community investigation. From 

my experience with the implementation 

of the toolkits, I noticed that the research 

toolkits were effective when they were 

used by the non-designers. For instance, 

the participants who used the research 

Field

Source

Human Centered Design

design.temple.edu/events/fox-
designweek-challenge/

4   Fox Design Challenge:
      Research Toolkit 2013
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Figure 6.14 : 2013 Temple Fox Design Challenge. ( Source: MiD program ).

toolkits seemed more active and shared 

more findings than others who didn’t use 

the toolkits. After the event, MiD design-

ers also emphasized that it was difficult 

to push non-designers to embrace the 

toolkits because the participants were not 

clear about the value of the tools. Hence, 

the question of how to motivate artists 

(who are not familiar with design language 

or skills) to apply the tools in their research 

occurred. This also reminded me of my in-

terview with a current artist-in-residence, 

Dave Kyu. He pointed out that the design 

toolkits would be worthwhile for Social 

Practice’s research, if there is a clear way 

to present its value to the artists.

The experience in Fox Design Challenge 

informed the content and deliverable de-

signs of the Community Engagement 

Toolkit. ( See page 137 )

In the sensemaking section, I concluded 

that some artists felt a language barrier 

when engaging the Chinatown community 

for Social Practice projects. For instance, 

Yowei Shaw was concerned about being 

an English speaker, how she could gather 

input from the Chinese community and 

how she might get her stories across to 

the community. Meanwhile, Dave Kyu also 

addressed that the Chinese community 

was the hardest community to reach out. 

In the Convivial Toolbox book, collage 

was introduced as a generative tool to 

eliminate the existing language limitation 

in cross-cultural communication. A typi-

cal case was that described a collabora-

tive research trip to Chile. In this research 

trip, student researchers from Carleton 

University in Canada travelled to Chile and 

hosted a collaborative workshop to help 

local children “Visualize a future” for revi-

talizing the City of Lota. Fortunately, I was 

able to interview the planner and facilitator 

of the cross-cultural workshop, Prof. Lois 

Frankel. Through our Skype interview, I 

learned that the collage toolkit exercise 

led to a deeper engagement with the local 

children, although the students couldn’t 

communicate in the same language. 

Initially, the two Canadian teams partici-

pated in a cognitive mapping activity as 

preparation for the trip. Using project-

specfic toolkits, they completed the sen-

tence, “In Lota, Chile I see myself...” as 

a way to build empathy and map expec-

tations for the project. Prior to traveling 

to Lota, the Canadian students explored 

Field

Source

Human Centered Design

issuu.com/bis_publishers/
docs/convivial_toolbox

5   Convivial Toolbox:
      Generative Tools for Cross-cultural Engagement
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Figure 6.15 : Pre-trip Contextual Exercise and Preparation in Carleton University ( Source: Prof. Lois Frankel )

ways to establish a meaningful dialogue 

with the people, given cultural and lan-

guage differences. When they arrived in 

Chile and met with the children they would 

collaborate with, they introduced the 

question “What do you like about Lota?” 

to the groups of participants. Given the 

familiar images about family, food, parks, 

and beaches of Lota, the children started 

playing with the simple materials and cre-

ating their perception of Lota. In the pro-

cess of the workshop, the Canadian team 

hired one translator to help communicate 

the stories the Chilean children wanted to 

tell based on their creative collage.

This project generated a deep understand-

ing and communication between people 

from different cultural backgrounds. This 

is exactly the same situation between the 

English-speaking artists and the China-

town community. The opportunity I found 

was to implement the collage workshop 

as a visual way to motivate cross-cultural 

communication and break the barriers of 

language. ( See how it was implemented 

into thesis prototype on page 139 )

Based on concrete observations with peo-

ple and abstract thinking and synthesis, 

the HCD Framework is divided into three 

main phases: Hear, Create and Deliver. 

This research and design process was 

initiated by a design corporation, IDEO. 

Compared to other design processes from 

different regions and fields, HCD frame-

work seems more similar to the organic 

research process that artists performed 

in the Social Practice field, which allows 

both external community research and in-

ternal reflection. 

Meanwhile, the IDEO Toolkit Cards are 

also frequently applied by designers as a 

boundary object in non-design contexts.  

Each of the cards was designed based on 

Why and How as a simple way to com-

municate the value of human centered 

design process. The IDEO cards are the 

various tools which provide designers with 

a selection of effective research and en-

gagement techniques. Artist-in-residence, 

Dave Kyu, also pointed out the similarity 

of the Social Practice and HCD process-

es. However, the opportunity I identified 

was that it would be more accessible to 

non-designers if the design terminologies 

can be substituted into common plain 

language. The HCD framework and IDEO 

cards very much impacted the structure of 

the Community Engagement Toolkit pro-

totype.

Field

Source

Human Centered Design

www.ideo.com/work/human-
centered-design-toolkit/

6   HCD Framework and IDEO Cards
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DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT TOOLKIT

An open collection of research and engagement tools that assist artists 

and art organizations, who/which are interested in Social Practice 

projects. The toolkit offers the artists various methods and techniques to 

engage with external communities, and conduct internal reflection. 

E
xt

er
na

l
In

te
rn

al

Contextual Interview

Shadowing
Behavioral Mapping

Character Profile

Affinity Diagramming

SWOT

Future, Backwards Workshop

Field Investigation
Understand the Community

Stage II

Share Stories

Observation Map

AEIOU

Influence Timeline

Interest List

Natural Discovery
Learning from the Community

Stage I

Neighborhood Trust

Extreme Mainstream Interview

Design Scenario

Survey & Questionnaires

Camera Journal

Scenario Co-creation

Collage

Community Links
Connect with the Community

Stage III

The Community Engagement Toolkit is designed to assist art-

ists and art organizations, who / which are interested in socially 

engaged art projects. The toolkit helps the artists to better un-

derstand their potential audience or community partners through 

meaningful research and plans for effective outreach strategies. 

This toolkit can support artists attempting to co-create art proj-

ects with local community members in order to promote social 

impact.

  

The toolkit is divided into three stages, which represent different 

methods of engagement with the community: 

Stage I - Natural Discovery, which allows artists to learn from the 

community by observing local environments and residents; 

Stage II - Field Investigation, which provides artists with different 

techniques of individual and group exercises in order to under-

stand neighborhood culture through deeper engagement; 

Stage III - Community Links, which offers artists ways to facilitate 

creative workshops and activities with the locals to gather a broad 

range of input.

What is Community Engagement Toolkit?
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Regarding the Community Engagement Toolkit as a flexible col-

lection of various research methods and techniques, in this sec-

tion, I will go through three specific tools, explain what the tools 

are, in what context artists might apply them, and how artists can 

use them. For more details see appendix of the Community En-

gagement Toolkit.

What are the Tools?

Figure 6.16 : The Community Engagement Toolkit Prototype

Note: The Chapter 5 of this thesis documentation was designed 

as a way to share the detailed steps and facilitation instructions 

for some of the research and engagement tool of the Commu-

nity Engagement Toolkit. Hence, more details of tools can also be 

found in Chapter 5.

Stage I: Natural Discovery 

Observation Map

Why? 

Recording your pathways and routes on the map and document-

ing your observation and interpretation helps to define zones of 

different behaviors and cultures. Ask questions you think you 

might already know the answer to. We all interpret the world 

based on our experience and what we think we know. This lens 

of personal experience can influence what you focus on and can 

make it hard to see important issues.

Sample:

How? 

Create your own Observation Map by placing the map of the 

community on a piece of blank paper. As you find any interesting 

scenes, or events on your tour in the community, mark them out 

and ask yourself:

•	 What do you see? (observe)

•	 Why do you think is happening? (interpret)

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?
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Stage II: Field Investigation 

Future Backwards Workshop

Why? 

Inviting a group of individuals from the community and having 

conversations about the past, present and future of the commu-

nity helps widening the range of perspectives. It allows both you 

and the participants to take on understanding the past and pos-

sible future of the community.

Sample: Future Backwards Workshop @ Social Practice Lab

How? 

Step 1. Prepare 5 different colored posts, representing: current 

state, past state, heaven state, hell state, and accidents. 

Step 2. Prepare your facilitation notes for the workshop.

Step 3. Invite the community leaders and members you shad-

owed or interviewed to attend the Future Backwards Workshop 

in a specific space.

* Note: Please see details on Chapter 5, page 86.

Stage III: Community Links

Collage

Why? 

Collage is a useful way to facilitate cross-cultural or cross-gener-

ational communication. This method helps you to communicate 

with your participants by verbalizing their ideas in a visual way, 

and eliminating possible language or generation barriers.

Sample:

How? 

Step 1. Create a theme around your project topic. 

Step 2. Prepare materials, which include pictures of daily objects, 

interactions, or locations. 

Step 3. Ask the participants to build a collage from the provided 

collection of images. 

Step 4. Let the participants tell a narrative or explain the signifi-

cance of the images and arrangements they choose.

* Note: You might need one translator to assist you in understanding the 

significance of images selected.
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6.4 TEST:
Feedback on the Community Engagement Toolkit

With the rapid prototypes I designed, I conducted another round 

of contextual interviews with artists, designers, as well as program 

organizers to collect feedback and input on the toolkit prototype. 

Figure 6.17 : Contextual Interview and Prototype Feedback from artist, Allan Wexler. 

“The toolkit seems really helpful! I 

would definitely give the toolkit a try 

for future Social Practice projects.”

“I think this toolkit is very thorough and valuable, and I feel 

like the first stage (Natural Discovery) is already a lot to think 

about for someone who has never been trained in Social 

Practice. I think this process of Social Practice is a good 

visualization, because it shows how artists interact with 

people and then internalize it. If the artists were doing studio 

art, they would have been always doing internal reflection 

rather than external community communication.” 

“The toolkit is cool. But I am not sure if I have any 

direct feedback. I am happy to test out parts of the 

toolkits when I work with the kids this summer for 

Social Practice. It might make more sense in real 

context to see if they are useful and workable.”

“The toolkit is graphically beautiful! However, 

the way I work is very organic, my projects 

evolve over time, intuitively. So I don’t think I 

have any helpful contributions to your toolkit.”

Dave Kyu, 
Current Artist-in-residence 
@ Social Practice Lab

Yowei Shaw
Current Artist-in-residence
@ Social Practice Lab

Ben Volta
Current Artist-in-residence
@ Social Practice Lab

Colette Fu
Current Artists-in-Residence
@ Social Practice Lab
(Feedback via Email.)
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Sue Bell Yank, 
Critical Writer, Organizer
Assistant Director of Academic  
Programs @ Hammer Museum

Ann Nothrup
Mural artistNancy Chen

Program Assistant of 
Social Practice Lab 
@ Asian Arts Initiative

“Conceptually I am able to see how an 

engagement toolkit could be useful, particularly 

as a starting point for orientation to a new 

environment. Intuitively, however, I’m not 

convinced that a procedure or formula on paper 

could really ease any pre-existing anxieties or 

uncertainties over how to conduct community 

outreach effectively.”

“The toolkit is an eye opener design for 

community research and engagement!”

“This is a great! The toolkits are totally on the right track. 

These methods actually exist in different Social Practice 

projects process, but not have been shared. The toolkit 

will be very helpful especially in this co-creation art 

context. I wonder if there are other formats that might be 

easier for the artists to understand how to facilitate this 

useful toolkit.”

“I think the toolkit is insightful for Social Practice. Your 

process from research to prototype was thorough and natural. 

It will be a potentially valuable material for MFA programs, 

either Social Practice or Studio Art, to take on as a part of their 

curriculum, and have a course about how to do research and 

understand communities through design methods. Art students 

need techniques and some social responsibility to learn from 

the communities if they want to work in Social Practice and 

collaborate with people. Now you need to get hands dirty and 

work with artists for their projects through your toolkit!”

“The toolkit design itself becomes a flexible structure 

which allows artists to sway and move on their own, but 

not to ‘fall over.’ I also like the way the toolkit break down 

the research and engagement process in Social Practice. 

These tools could be very useful for artists who do not have 

practice experience and have anxiety about outreach in 

communities.”

Meredith Warner
Multi-discinpline Artist and 
Designer @ Action Mill,
National Advisory Committee 
member of Social Practice Lab

Allan Wexler, 
Artist, Professor at Parsons the 
New School for Design
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Figure 6.18 : Contextual Interview and Prototype Feedback from Current Artists-in-Residence, Dave Kyu.

Reflection: Great Opportunity to Continue the Community Engagement Toolkit!

As I stated in the previous chapter, artists usually do not take on 

the task of formally documenting their research, thought or cre-

ation processes. Likewise, the artists were reluctant to share their 

past processes as they felt it was too intimate. This made it dif-

ficult for me to test the toolkit with the artists through an interview 

or a workshop. Below shows the opportunities that I seized from 

the test and feedback:

1. It was hard for the artists to imagine whether the tools were too 

specific or general without specific context. For instance, some 

artists expressed that they had several different community-based 

art projects in the past, but each project was very complex and 

context-specific. I could see that either in a contextual interview 

or a group workshop, there was limited time to share individuals’ 

detailed process. 

2. Through the prototype process, I found that designing tools can 

be particularly hard when the required instructions are complex. 

The Future Backwards tool, for instance, has several intricate 

steps and even experienced designers can feel some difficulty 

facilitating the workshop.  Hence, I envision a series of video in-

structions to help explain what the tools are and how to use them.    

Also, a simple appendix including an extended template of tools 

will be incorporated, helping to expound on the tools.

3. From conversations with a multi-disciplinary designer and art-

ist who has been involved in Social Practice, Meredith Warner, 

she suggested that more basic guidelines about what to expect 

for the artists will be also valuable. For instance, telling emerging 

Social Practice artists that they do not need to struggle for a com-

promise with the whole community, because it’s not possible that 

everyone will like the work.

4. The overview of the Community Engagement Toolkit can be a 

useful digital menu on its own for artists to navigate through the 

process. However, how much time and effort everyone is going to 

spend on this toolkit varies from person to person. The key is to 

provide them as a resource, and don’t keep up the expectation 

that artists should follow along the steps.

In conclusion, some artists are not so open to try the toolkit for 

their research because they were concerned that the structure 

would bind their creativity. But others recognized the potential 

of the toolkit after I explained how to use the tools. In general, 

from most of the feedback collection, I found that there is a great 

opportunity to continue developing the Community Engagement 

Toolkit. 
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS:
Final Thoughts and Next Steps 7
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FINAL THOUGHTS ON THE THESIS:
Exchange Values between Social Practice and Human Centered Design

SOCIAL PRACTICE HUMAN CENTERED DESIGN

Artists’ Meeting

Interview Contextual Interview

Affinity Diagramming

Figure 7.1 : Social Practice and Human Centered Design Share Most Similarities at Research and Reflection (Sensemaking) Stages.

This thesis has been an explorative experience for myself and a 

continuation on the topic that I have been thinking about -- “How 

to promote meaningful interactions between art and its audience.” 

In my design process I have been putting efforts on practicing in 

both Social Practice and Human Centered Design fields. 

Although every artist and designer may follow their own approach, 

I identified that these two fields share values and, in some cases, 

methodologies to engage with local communities. 

How can Social Practice benefit from Human Centered Design?

Human Centered Designers have spent a considerable amount 

of effort designing tools and outreach strategies for meaningful 

engagement with individuals and communities. As I mentioned 

the similarities above, I believe Social Practice may benefit from 

existing toolkits employed by Human Centered Design.  

Based on my synthesis of Social Practice, I also believe Human 

Centered Design and Social Practice are most similar in the Re-

search and Sensemaking (Reflection) processes. For example, 

Social Practice Artists often engage in informal contextual in-

terviews, similar to Human Centered Designers.  They then take 

these interviews and reflect on them, sometimes talking with other 

Social Practice Artists or organizers to make sense of the informa-

tion.  

In addition, given the large variety of Social Practice Projects, 

Implementation and Impact may be very context specific, which 

makes it more difficult to develop general tools. For these rea-

sons, I focused on Research and Sensemaking (Reflection) tool-

kits to assist Social Practice Artists. (Review in Chapter 6)

Why don’t Social Practice Artists use existing Design Tools?

One of the reasons is that most artists are not aware of the ex-

istence of the design tools. However, I do not believe that is the 

entire story.  Instead, most of the design tools employed a con-

siderable amount of design terminology, which need to be modi-

fied to fit the proper art context, because the terminologies that 

artists and designers employ can differ greatly and evoke different 

responses.  

For example, from my conversations and experience with the art-

ists, several of them mentioned a dislike for the term “evaluation”, 

feeling it took away from their artistic authority, but were usually 

open to “feedback” or “impact”. The language of the tool may 

change how it is received as users interpret the words and the 

world differently. Yet for some tools, Designers and Artists may 

approach engagement too differently, which can make the tools 

inapplicable.   

Are there new tools that could be designed for the context of 

Social Practice? 

As mentioned above, some tools may not be applicable to Social 

Practice, or may be too far removed from the approach artists 

take. However, this provides a unique opportunity to create new 

tools for Social Practice Artists to employ.  Specifically, the con-

text of Social Practice led me to design a new sensemaking tool, 

Influence Timeline (on page 99), to help artists organize people, 

events, and thoughts.  This tool may not be useful outside of So-

cial Practice, but based on my prototypes and iterations, it helped 

Social Practice Artists understand their own research and inter-

ests.  This was discussed during Chapter 6. I believe there may 

be additional tools that could be designed to help Social Practice, 

however time limitations made this unfeasible. 

Are there methodologies that Artists use that could help Human 

Centered Design?

While I learned much from the Artists and am thankful for their 

unique insights, that is not the primary goal of this thesis and is 

too broad. I do believe this exchange is beneficial and also look 

forward to exploring this more in the future. As will be discussed 

in the next section - Next Steps: A Starting Point of Future Career.
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NEXT STEPS:
A Starting Point for Future Career

Being a designer, my goal is to combine the theories and method-

ologies of Human Centered Design and the practical case stud-

ies in Social Practice in order to generate positive social changes 

through actual practices in some tangible way. I believe by shar-

ing the knowledge of Human Centered Design with Social Prac-

tice artists I can help artists engage with the local community in 

a larger scope and transform the community itself in a more sus-

tainable way. From the feedback I collected, I learned that the 

framework of the toolkit is most likely to benefit emerging Social 

Practice artists rather than established ones. 

Figure 7.2 : Continuation of the Community Engagement Toolkit

THESIS DEFENSE

PROPOSE INTRODUCTION WORKSHOPS

PRESENTATION

2013
Spring

2014
Spring Fall

2015
Spring

BRAINSTORM AND DESIGN DELIVERABLES

TEST AND ITERATE TOOLKIT

Future Plans for Community Engagement Toolkit:

2013 Fall ~ 2014 Spring

Collaborating with potential partners to evaluate how the toolkit 

works in real working contexts. The potential partners could be:

•	 Graduate students from studio arts programs

•	 Muralists from Mural Arts program

•	 Artists planning to participate in Social Practice projects

Why? 

At this stage, the key of the prototype is to see if the toolkit is 

really feasible and useful for artists in Social Practice. In order to 

gather more accurate feedback on the Community Engagement 

toolkit, the next steps for my thesis is to shadow and collaborate 

with artists for their actual Social Practice projects. I believe that 

only by placing the toolkit in real Social Practice context with the 

artists can the toolkit be improved and shaped into a more acces-

sible and useful form.

2014 Spring

Brainstorming and designing different deliverables for the con-

tent. For instance, setting up a digital platform of the toolkit col-

lection which is accessible to the artists and the public. 

Why?

Easy access and understandable deliverable are essential to dis-

tribute a meaningful design process and content. In this thesis 

context, the current artists-in-residence that I interviewed ex-

pressed that the tools and methods of the toolkit would benefit 

their Social Practice process, however, finding ways of simplifying 

and customizing tools is a crucial part for the toolkit be more likely 

to be adopted.

2014 Fall

Proposing an introduction workshop of the toolkit to art or cultural 

organizations which have interests in supporting artists in Social 

Practice process. In the workshop, the organization and I can co-

facilitate and introduce a set of useful tools that can assist artists 

to step into socially engaged art field and engage local communi-

ties for social impact. 

Why?

The idea of the introduction workshop is to share the possible 

scenario which shows how the artists could facilitate the tools for 

Social Practice projects. 

2015 Spring

Preparing a presentation around my design research and proto-

type - the Community Engagement Toolkit - on a conference level 

that invites different art and cultural organizations to participate in 

conversations - how to foster bridge building between artists and 

communities, and promote social impact through Social Practice.

Why?

By sharing and exchanging the knowledge between Human Cen-

tered Design and Social Practice artists and organizations, both 

the practices of Designers and Artists will benefit.
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POSTSCRIPT

In my thesis defense, this project received some praises and con-

cerns. As me and my committee all agreed, the toolkit should pro-

vide a resource of research engagement methods for artists to 

refer to, rather than a fixed guideline. Moreover, several valuable 

points were also addressed by the committee members. These 

comments led me to think more about how I could move forward 

with the thesis in a more sustainable way. 

How did the research inform my toolkit?

My research both in the community of Chinatown and with the 

artists-in-residence gave me the opportunity to apply Human 

Centered Design to engaging my audience. In particular, I had rel-

atively little knowledge about the Chinatown community, similar to 

the artists-in-residence. Hence, the toolkit design was very much 

impacted by those research tools that I employed. For instance, 

the Design Scenario tool at Stage II of my toolkit was designed 

because the local resources team expressed that the community 

members were not as visionary as the artists, and they had trouble 

envisioning artists’ Social Practice concept and plans (page 113). 

How to transfer the toolkit to the artists? 

I agree it is crucial to consider ways of transferring the toolkits 

to the artists. This is far from trivial and to some extent, an open 

question. I plan to prototype and implement several methods for 

distribution. For instance, I hope to follow the thesis committee’s 

suggestion to create a road map outlining how artists can apply 

the tools. In addition, the ideas of a simple appendix with an ex-

tended template of tools, and video tutorials were also discussed 

in the previous chapter (page 147).  

What is the support need for artists to sustain and practice the 

tools?

The answer to this question is open-ended. Several possible sce-

narios were discussed with the committee. For instance, whether 

Human Centered Designers will be brought on as a dedicate sup-

port consultant to mediate the experience of using these methods 

and tools, or the toolkit could be built into the Social Practice 

program with art organizations. 

Some other suggestion were also addressed during the thesis de-

fense. For instance: 

•	 Coordinating with experienced Social Practice artists or or-

ganizers to co-aurthor the toolkit moving forward. This would 

allow the experts to  bring in their history of work as a way to 

collectively improve the content.

•	 Addressing that many Social Practice projects relate to po-

litical conflicts and can also lead to outreach anxiety. In this 

sense, the artists are also traversing the local political land-

scape.  Government resouces and funding for the arts is in-

creasingly focused on Social Practice, rather than traditional 

static art.  

•	 Reaching out to Fine Arts students at UArts or others to con-

nect them with Human Centered Design students for pos-

sible collaboration.
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GLOSSARY

Affinity Diagramming: A method of data organization intended to 

define categories based on likeness of information.

Boundary Object: Objects which are both plastic enough to 

adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties 

employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common 

identity across sites. 

Card Sort: Asking people to organize cards spatially, in ways that 

make sense to them, revealing expectations and priorities about 

intended functions.

Co-creation:  The process of creating something collaboratively 

with the belief that the outcome will be richer and better than 

from a solo endeavor.

Concept Map: Graphical method for organizing and representing 

knowledge supporting meaningful learning through associative 

and hierarchical connection forming.

Contextual Interview: Conducted in the environment, or context, 

in which the service process occurs allowing interviewer to both 

observe and probe the behavior they are interested in.

Collaboration: To work jointly with others or together especially 

in an intellectual endeavor.

Design Tools: Artifacts and frameworks that aid multiple aspects 

of the design process.

Empowerment: To promote the self-actualization or influence of 

an individual or group.

Facilitation: To make easier or help bring out.

Framework: A basic conceptional structure (as of ideas).

Participatory Design: An approach to design that attempts 

to actively involve all stakeholders (e.g. partners, customers, 

citizens, end users) in the design process to help ensure that the 

product designed meets their needs and is usable.

Secondary Research: Supportive information including published 

articles, papers and other pertinent documents to develop an 

informed point of view on design issues.

Shadowing: Involves researchers immersing themselves in 

the lives of people in order to observe day-today routines, 

interactions and context.

Stakeholder: One who is involved in or affected by a course of 

action.

Storytelling: A method for sharing insights and new concepts 

through the use of compelling narratives.
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APPENDIX

In this section, I will share the first stage of the Community 

Engagement Toolkit prototype -- Natural Discovery. Hope you 

enjoy them! Please contact me if you have any comments and 

advice: tcai.shanghai@gmail.com

Natural 
Discovery

DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT

Learning from the community

Community Engagement Toolkit Stage I
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Community Engagement Toolkit
was designed to remind artists and art organizations, who 
/ which are interested in socially engaged art projects, of 
various approaches to engaging with local communities. 
It helps the participants to plan for outreach strategies to 
their potential audience or partners in their creation pro-
cesses.

The Engagement Toolkit is divided into three stages which 
represent different methods of engagement with the com-
munity: Natural Discovery, Field Investigation and Commu-
nity Links. The tools will assist you to facilitate the interac-
tions with the external world, as well as provide 
support for your internal reflections.

DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT

* Note: Time frame is merely suggestive. Please create your own!

Stage I : Natural Discovery
Where to begin? During the Natural Discovery Stage, you 
will observe, record and learn from the community in an 
organic way in order to prepare for the follow-up field in-
vestigation. 

You could bring these on your first tour in the community:

Open Mind !

Map 

Notebook 

Tools you might create

Camera 

Recorder (Audio / Video) 

3

* Note: Make sure you get permission before you take photos or re-

cordings. Because the community members might get nervous, not 

clear about your intent for recording as you first time come to a com-

munity. 

STAGE I : NATURAL DISCOVERY

Observation Map

* Note: Ask questions you think you might already know the answer 

to. We all interpret the world based on our experience and what we 

think we know. This lens of personal experience can influence what 

you focus on and can make it hard to see important issues.

WHY? Recording your pathways and routes on the 

map and document your observation and interpreta-

tion helps to define zones of different behaviors and 

cultures.

HOW? Create your own Observation Map by placing 

the map of the community on a piece of blank paper. 

As you found any interesting scenes, or events on your 

tour in the community, mark them out and ask your-

self:

•	 What do you see? (observe)

•	 Why do you think is happening? (interpret)

5

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

What do you see?

What do you think it is happening?

DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT
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STAGE I : NATURAL DISCOVERY

AEIOU
WHY? Preparing for a set of simple questions from 

your instinct according to activities, environments, in-

teractions, objects and people in the community be-

forehand will help to trigger your thought processes.

HOW? Take photos of any activities, environments, 

interactions, objects or people that interest you or 

are different than what you expected. By asking the 

sample questions on the left, you could create a visual 

collage connecting the things you learned from your 

tour in the community.

Activities Environments

Interactions

Users

Objects

•  Who are people interacting 
with? Neighbors? Friends? 
Strangers? 
•  Are they using any interfaces 
or machines?

•  Who is in the area? 
•  Can you guess their values or 
motivations for being in this 
particular area?

•  What are the items people 
are using?
•  Do they relate to the 
acitivies or interactions?
•  Are they digital or analog?

•  Where are people interacting? 
•  Is the area safe or clean? 
Harmful or dirty?

DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT STAGE I : NATURAL DISCOVERY

Share Stories
WHY? Sharing stories about what you heard in the 

community with your partners or other artists-in-res-

idence will provide you with concrete details that help 

you imagine possible entry points for your creation 

project. 

HOW? Tell stories according to the collage or any visu-

al formats you might create. Remember to be specific, 

descriptive, and include: who, what, when, where, why 

and how. It would be more effective if you have the 

listener(s) of your stories take notes of key words. You 

could brainstorm: 

•	 What are the next steps this information leads to?

* Note: It’s best to share stories soon after your research in the commu-

nity so that details are not lost. When you tell the stories, try to avoid: 

generalizing, hypothesizing, judging, prescribing or assuming.

9DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT
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STAGE I : NATURAL DISCOVERY

Influence Timeline
WHY? Mapping out your detailed observations and 

stories you learned in the community and visually com-

paring the influence of each finding will help you to un-

derstand a broad picture of the community.

HOW? Step 1. Take a piece of blank paper and draw 

vertical and horizontal lines, representing the influence 

and timeline. Step 2. Think backward about what you 

observed and learned, secondary readings, quotes, 

actions, objects, individuals or interactions involved 

in your process of research. Step 3. Write down each 

event on one post-it and place it in the grid according 

to when it happens and how much influence it has on 

you. Try to map all the observations or stories out in 

the grid.

* Note: Video instruction to be developed.

11

TIME

“...should be ... safe
and happy...”

“... big contrast btw
modern and 
abandoned ...”

“ppl don’t know 
what this commu-
nity is...”

“... homeless people 
little access to  
support resources..”

“... vacant lots and 
little entertainment  
in the block...”

“... XX groups don’t 
understand what is 
community building”

“... 41 % of residents  

are mandarin speaking 

immigrants...”

DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT STAGE I : NATURAL DISCOVERY

Interest List
WHY? Listing specific groups of people you feel con-

nected to or interested in interviewing with will help 

you identify and prioritize your audience or potential 

partners as well as which issues you might want to ad-

dress.

HOW? List or categorize specific groups of people you 

feel connected to or interested in interviewing with. Pri-

oritize them and ask questions:  

•	 Where could I find and talk to them?

•	 Who do I know may be accessible to the groups?

•	 What are my possible obstacles in this outreach?

•	 What am I expecting from the potential interview?

13

Who do I 

know may be 

accessible to 

these groups?

What are my 

possible 

obstacles in 

this outreach?

What am I 

expecting 

from the 

potential 

interview?

DESIGNING SOCIAL PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT
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