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Abstract     

Public space and community development are vital to the building of social capital.  The 

creation of networks and connections between community members from different 

backgrounds is facilitated by the creation of public spaces that provide opportunities for social 

interactions.  Hence a key to developing social capital is the creation of more public spaces.  

But what can be done in crowded cities with limited spaces such as Hong Kong?  This paper 
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posits the close connection between public spaces, social capital, and community development, 

and examines a Hong Kong community-based project that demonstrates an alternative 

approach to the creation of public spaces.  This project’s mobile public arts spaces highlight 

the potential for adding the element of mobility to public spaces as well as the importance of 

artistic events in building social capital.  These spaces also constitute a form of community-

based education. 
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Introduction 

The dispute regarding the ground floor area of Time Square is another example of public 

concern about the use of public space in Hong Kong.  In 2008, the Democratic Party demanded 

the government collect the proceeds from private property owners who had been renting out 

designated open public spaces for profit (Chui, 2008).  The call came after disclosure that the 

ground floor area of Time Square was public space and the Time Square management had 

leased the space for profit.  From 2003 to 2005, a corner of the piazza was leased to a coffee 

shop; the management claimed that this was an unintentional oversight.  Complaints were made 

against security guards employed by the proprietor of Time Square for preventing pedestrians 

from sitting or remaining in the designated public area.  These disputes over the use of public 

space reflect the growing awareness and concern about how public spaces are utilized. 

  Another concern related to the lack of public spaces and their use in Hong Kong is the 

high level of socio-economic segregation in the city (Monkkonen & Zhang, 2011).  The 

widening gap between Hong Kong’s rich and poor and the city’s fast-paced lifestyle mean that 

people are constantly busy going about their own business with little time to stop and connect 

or relate with the people around them.  Creating public spaces that provide opportunities for 

communication and relationship building is one way to combat such undesirable segregation.  

In addition, there is a strong relationship between arts organizations and neighborhood 

amenities. Arts organizations are closely linked with young professionals in the “creative class” 

(Florida 2002). 

  A project that sought an innovative way to create mobile public spaces with limited 

space is presented in this article.  The article examines how relationships and networks can 

thrive in public spaces with the addition of the arts.  It also shows that creating public spaces 

with an artistic focus contributes to community development from a social capital perspective.  

This project was initiated by a tertiary education institution in collaboration with a major bus 
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company in Hong Kong to create mobile public arts spaces to bridge diverse sectors of the 

community through arts.  The project shares similar goals with the West Kowloon Cultural 

District, a US$3 billion project envisioned by the Hong Kong government to promote the arts 

in community and create public spaces for social interaction.  However, the project differs from 

the government venture in its mobile approach to creating public arts spaces.  Informed by 

theories about social capital, in particular bridging social capital, the project is designed to 

foster connections and communication between different sectors of the Hong Kong community.  

 

Public Spaces, Social Capital, and Community Development 

Social capital is a very important aspect of community development.  The latter depends on the 

successful creation of social relationships that connect individuals; these relationships 

constitute what has been called social capital1 (Hustedde, 2009).  Quality social relationships 

are the cornerstone of society building and successful community initiatives and relationships 

are the essence of social capital.  As Field (2003) put it: 

membership of networks and a set of shared values are at the heart of the concept of 

social capital…  The central idea of social capital is that social networks are valuable 

assets.  Networks provide a basis for social cohesion because they enable people to 

cooperate with one another – and not just with people they know directly – for mutual 

advantage. (pp. 3, 14)  

There are primarily two kinds of social capital: bonding social capital and bridging 

social capital.  While bonding social capital is defined as “the strength of relationships glued 

amongst in-group members”, bridging social capital is defined as “the network of relationships 

between people from different social categories” (Chong & Ng 2010, p. 78).  Chong and Ng 

singled out bridging social capital for examination because they recognized two of its important 

capacities: (1) its capacity to go beyond intra-group bonding to bridge different groups and 
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social entities for “real capacity building” (p. 76) and (2) its capacity to secure new resources 

and opportunities by bridging external and diverse groups.  They explained that bridging social 

capital offer benefits that go beyond bonding social capital as “bridging enables impoverished 

groups to secure resources that are not available among their homogenous members, but can 

be mobilized through interactions and ties with members across heterogeneous groups” (p. 82).  

Social capital cannot be harnessed without the availability of public space, of which 

there are three main types: housing public space, commercial public space, and cultural public 

space.  These public spaces provide opportunities for social capital building.  Ijla (2009) 

suggested that public spaces “facilitate the exchange of words between people not likely to 

interact relative to their social groups” and “have the potential to bring people into contact with 

each other if the space is designed with a focus on beauty and activity” (p. 49).  The Hong 

Kong Public Space Initiative broadly defined public space as “an area where everyone, 

regardless of his or her background, can enter without pre-requisite, such as an entry fee” (Hong 

Kong Public Space Initiative, n.d., p. 1).  According to a study by Laughlin and Johnson (2011), 

young people and adults share a similar understanding of public spaces, which typically 

involves three characteristics: easy accessibility, a sense of belonging, and the ability to find 

and be with friends. 

Public spaces facilitate the building of social capital by providing opportunities for 

social interactions.  Ludvigsen (2006) designed a conceptual framework for describing the 

types of social interaction taking place in public spaces.  The framework consists of four levels 

which denote increasing levels of commitment, availability, and engagement by the 

participants (viz., distributed attention, shared focus, dialogue, and collective action).  The first 

level is when people are together in the same space but with different foci.  They may be 

occupying the same space without interacting with one another.  The second level is when 

people are together and their attention is directed towards the same thing, for example a 
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performance, and the communication is only one-way, for example, from the performer to the 

audience.  The third level of dialogue denotes a “two-way communication and interaction as 

opposed to broadcast or one-way communication” (p. 45).  The fourth level – collective action 

– is when people work together towards a shared goal and are engaged in the same activity.  

Situational interaction and mobility increase along with the levels, demonstrating “the change 

in level of social interaction in the framework, and how well a service, product or installation 

supports this change in engagement” (p. 46).  Ludvigsen proposed that if a higher level of 

interaction is desired, “a greater emphasis [is] needed on the specific direction through, for 

example, a focus on aesthetic interaction, encouraging an explorative curiosity by the users” 

(p. 47.) Ludvigsen’s framework is represented diagrammatically below: 

 

Figure 1  Ludvigsen’s (2006) public space-social interaction framework, p. 47. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

 

 

Methodology 

The research methodology adopted in this project was qualitative, which provided a flexible 

and iterative approach.  In the process of data collecting, the design of research methodology 

was continuously modified based on ongoing analysis.  This allowed the study of important 

new issues and questions as they arose, also, allowed the researchers to drop unproductive areas 

of study from the original plan.  Data collection methods included participant interviews, direct 

observations, and systematic data collection.  We used a variety of methods to achieve 

triangulation to increase the validity of the results.  

Key informants such as the cooperating partner, student assistants, competition 

winners, participating students, and their parents were interviewed.  Unlike an in-depth 

academic interview, the interviews in this study were conducted much like a dialogue between 

participant and interviewer, generating individual narratives that provided rich insights into the 

interviewees’ lived experiences, shed light on the meaning of personal experiences (Carless & 

Douglas, 2013), as well as offered insights into the trajectory or arc of a life across time 

(Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998).  Questions were open-ended and the interviewer 

made a dynamic effort to build relationship with the interviewees.  Sometimes, the interviewer 

explored appropriate topics as the interviewee brought them up during the interview.  More 

than that, the interviewer interviewed the same interviewee quite a few times on different 

occasions to discuss certain issues in greater depth.  

Direct observation emphasizes observing and recording actual behavior, rather than 

reported or recalled behavior.  In this project, the observation focused on an individual, a 

location, or an event.  The researcher recorded as much of the perceived behavior as possible, 

including activities, dialogs, and explanations of the locale and persons observed.  
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A Mobile Public Space Project 

The close connection between public spaces, social capital, and community development has 

been discussed earlier.  This section describes a mobile public space project, Arts Bus: In the 

Community, designed to create public arts spaces that provide opportunities for social 

interactions.  The project facilitates the connections between different social groups and 

individuals by bringing artworks and events into the community at mobile arts venues, 

contributing to community development through fostering “bridging social capital” – building 

relationships and networks among heterogeneous groups.  It also constitutes a form of 

community-based education. 

The project echoed Ludvigsen’s framework by including various artistic activities and 

performances designed for participation by the general public.  The four levels of the project, 

as shown in Table 1 below, took one and a half years to progress from level one to level four. 

 

Table 1 Four levels of the project  

Level Activity Venue 

Approx. 

number of 

participants 

Level One: 

Distributed 

focus 

Bus Body Design 

Competition  
All Hong Kong  1,100 

Project Launching 

Ceremony  
Stanley Plaza, Kwun Tong 350 

Level Two:  

Shared 

attention 

Exhibition 
K11 Art Mall, Tsim Sha 

Tsui  
6,000 

Opening of the Exhibition  
K11 Art Mall, Tsim Sha 

Tsui 
100 

Bus Body Design 

Competition Award 

Presentation Ceremony 

K11 Art Mall, Tsim Sha 

Tsui 
120 

Bus Groove Performance HKIEd, Tai Po 100 
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Level Three: 

Dialogue 

The School Tours! 1 
Heung To Middle School, 

Tin Shui Wai 
150 

The School Tours! 2 
Po Leung Kuk 1984 

College, Tseung Kwan O  
160 

The School Tours! 3 
Yew Chung International 

School, Kowloon 
420 

Level Four:  

Collective 

action 

Free Music Festival 
Sha Tin Racecourse, Sha 

Tin   
1,500 

Artwork and music 

performances 

Central Hollywood Road, 

Kowloon  
250 

Total number of the events participants 10,250 

 

At the first level of distributed focus, a Bus Body Design Competition bearing a project 

theme invited proposals or artwork from primary and secondary school students across Hong 

Kong.  Twenty winning works of art that conveyed the message of road safety were selected 

from amongst a large number of submissions.  Design workshops led by professional art 

practitioners and visual arts students were then organized for the winners.  The refined winning 

designs were then put onto twenty Arts Buses that went on public display while serving as 

regular transportation buses around Hong Kong for a period of around 6 months.  

Apart from the bus body design competition, there was a variety of artistic activities 

that encouraged active participation and collaboration – entering the Level 2 of shared attention.  

These activities aimed to bring the arts into the heart of local districts and bring people from 

different social circles together.  All the activities extended beyond the less active approach of 

arts appreciation, being designed in such a way that participants would be able to become 

actively involved in a more engaging experience of the arts. 

By displaying the Arts Buses near school playgrounds, school campuses were 

transformed into art fairs that were open to the public.  Three school tours were organized to 

three carefully selected schools with different backgrounds in different regions of Hong Kong.  
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The school tour activities were open for public participation and people living in the 

neighborhood had opportunities to interact with one another.  Hence, dialogue with the 

community at Level 3 involved different groups of participants brought closer together by the 

arts bus activities to cooperate and communicate with each other.  

In addition, the concept of sharing the arts via the Arts Buses displayed at different 

schools is being applied to a community outreach learning programme entitled ‘Museum of 

Art on Wheels’.  This programme is aimed at providing arts learning and aesthetic appreciation 

for schools and the wider community, and will be organised in the 2015-16 academic year.  

The programme will feature different themes of arts learning on the buses during school visits, 

targeting at least 100 schools and over 20 public spaces showcasing a series of supporting 

events and educational activities.  As the circle of public arts grows, such programmes will 

provide students with valuable learning and volunteer opportunities in a real-world arts 

environment.   

At Level 4 (Collective Action), the community was brought together with the belief 

that when given the opportunity, everyone can appreciate, create, and benefit from the arts.  

The project organized two “sharing festivals” – a Music Festival and an artwork cum music 

performance festival – which were participatory in nature and facilitated a higher level of social 

interaction.  For instance, the artwork cum music performance festival included an Art 

Jamming competition that required participants to work in teams.  During the competition, the 

participants went through all four levels of social interaction – sharing the same physical space 

and attention, conducting dialogue, and engaging in collective action when they worked 

towards the common goal of creating arts products.  Participants and attendees at these sharing 

workshops included both students from the above-mentioned schools as well as members of 

the public. The two sharing festivals attracted a large number of participants (1500 and 250 

people respectively), creating a platform for joyful participation in a range of arts activities.  
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Participants from different backgrounds and communities worked together to promote the arts 

in the community, raise public awareness, and boost interest in the arts.  The primary purpose 

of these festivals was for the message “Arts for all” to be shared with the wider Hong Kong 

community.  

 

Discussion 

Creating mobile public arts spaces 

The collaboration between a commercial bus company, a public university, tertiary arts 

educators, and arts practitioners enabled the transformation of buses into public arts venues.  

By adding an edge of mobility, these mobile spaces can reach out to more people than 

stationary arts venues.  Of the 22 buses provided for the project by the bus company, 20 

showcased winning students’ artwork from the bus body design competition and 2 were 

deployed as event buses reserved for planned events and functions.  The underlying goal of 

this project was to stimulate social interaction.  The two event buses helped create mobile art 

spaces to facilitate communication and interactions among heterogeneous groups in a densely 

populated city setting.  

An American tourist who participated in one of the events expressed being “impressed 

by the arts bus project as the use of mobility immediately breaks down the traditional art 

presentation or display barriers”.  The spaces in and around buses are narrowly excluded from 

being public spaces because fares are required for passengers to get on and thus they do not 

fulfil the criteria of free entry.  In the case of our mobile project, no fares were required for 

anyone to get on the two event buses.  The exemption of bus fares essentially transformed the 

bus spaces into public spaces which were free and open for all.  Activities hosted on these event 

buses created opportunities for social interaction.  While social interaction amongst passengers 

on ordinary public transportation is minimal, transforming bus spaces into public spaces 
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provided opportunities for the first level of social interaction – “co-presence”.  With the 

addition of artistic activities, opportunities for higher levels of social interaction were 

engendered.  The artistic activities captured the attention of those who were present and 

afforded them with topics for conversation, thus creating shared attention and dialogue which 

relate to the second and third level of social interaction (cf. Ludvigsen’s framework).  In fact, 

the 20 remaining buses that were decorated with artwork from the bus body design competition 

also helped create shared attention and dialogue for passers-by as the eye-catching artwork 

clearly distinguished them from ordinary buses or those with commercial bus body stickers.  In 

other words, these specially decorated buses created opportunities for social interaction in 

public spaces.  

In addition to transforming bus spaces into public spaces, the two event arts buses also 

temporarily transformed school campuses into public spaces.  The event buses toured the city 

to offer arts-focused activities: travelling to primary and secondary schools to bring to the 

public arts performances and sharing sessions organized around the development of arts 

knowledge and arts creation skills.  Although school campuses are usually restricted areas 

inaccessible to the public, the community activities provided by the two event buses 

transformed the school campuses into arts fairs accessible to the public.  The arts fairs offered 

artistic workshops that allowed participants to take part in arts making. The temporarily created 

public spaces on school campuses catered to the interaction of the diverse groups of people 

who came together to the organized events.  A local resident, Mr. Tam, expressed his 

appreciation:  

In the old days, the actual level of connection between people was much stronger. For 

example, people were very close not only to their next door neighbours but possibly the 

entire estate or building, and neighbours will help out each other in their daily life 

matters such as looking after one’s child when the mother needs to go out for groceries.  
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But, nowadays, more and more people in Hong Kong, including the youngsters, decided 

to live in a shut off style which means they choose not to communicate or build 

relationships with others.  

Personally, after going through ups and downs in my life, I believe social interactions 

and relationships give people support, happiness, and when people have support in place 

then they can strive through hard times much more easily.  Today, it is a pleasure to see 

this arts project in our community and through attending the arts bus activities it created 

and increased our neighborhood connectedness.  After all, hopefully the arts bus event 

will remind individuals of the importance of building relationships with others.  

 

A sampling of representative comments received is provided below:  

I had a great time participating in this arts bus activity.  It was a very good arts experience 

and I can see how this could replace the elite art galleries in Central (Vivian, a student 

participant in a school tour). 

The arts bus is something productive for me, not only in relation to the creation of bus 

body banners, but I also have an art space to work with (student designer). 

The project helped me gain more understanding of other people’s cultures (local resident 

from Sha Tin). 

The arts bus created mobile arts space so public passing by can drop in and look at the 

art and communicate with one another (Tony, a musician at a performance event). 

The mobile arts bus is essential for a city like Hong Kong where space is so valuable and 

limited (Mr. H, a parent of a student). 

This is a space for the exploration of ideas (Mr. K, a project director of an art mall). 

All in all, the project provides encouraging evidence that public spaces can be created 

with positive impact, and how creating public spaces with a design and focus on the arts can 
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generate opportunities for social interaction amongst diverse groups of people.  The desired 

outcome of community interaction was enhanced by the element of mobility.  These public arts 

spaces were not fixed to one location.  They were created wherever the buses went and thus 

could reach a wider audience.  The idea of mobile public spaces represents a proactive approach 

to initiate social interaction by bringing public spaces to people as opposed to ordinary fixed 

public spaces such as parks that only provide spaces for people to gather and meet.  The 

temporal nature of these mobile public spaces also overcomes the obstacle of insufficient land 

when creating public spaces.  Without having to occupy a physical space permanently, mobile 

public spaces alleviate the problem of lack of space in Hong Kong.  This mobile project takes 

a different approach to creating public space to achieve enhanced social interaction.  It 

demonstrates that creating public space alone is not a proactive approach to bringing people 

together and bridging interactions between different social groups.  Public spaces can provide 

opportunities for people to meet on their own initiative but the catalyst for bridging and bonding 

in this project was the artistic activities hosted within these public spaces.  People cross paths 

every day in public spaces but seeing strangers’ kick-starting dialogues and conversations with 

each other is a rare phenomenon.  The arts possess powerful potential to act as a magnetic force 

drawing different people to one another as well as allowing them to work collectively in 

creative activities.  

 

Building networks and relationships 

Nowadays, people may experience similar changes when meeting with the natural sciences, 

but a distinct place are often claimed for the arts in terms of an ability to break down barriers 

(Weitz, 1996; Lowe, 2000).  Besides, educational benefits, arts involvements are progressively 

recognized with nurturing social capital (Williams, 1997), a process which establishes 
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networks, mutual trust and co-operation within communities for the benefit of all (Kay, 2000; 

Kay and Watt, 2000). 

As mentioned earlier, both the Arts Bus and Museum of Art on Wheels programmes 

were free art educational programmes tailor-made for primary and secondary school students, 

bringing different artefact reproductions and art activities to schools or popping up in public 

spaces to create an arts-based social circle.  Such programmes are not just desirable to bring 

art to people, but also to promote art appreciation and to connect people with local artists.  

Different programmes in this project made use of different kinds of art themes to provide social 

interactive, multi-media, and hands-on experiences of art appreciation.  

Social interactions contribute to the building of social capital.  The essence of social 

capital is relationships and networks which cannot be garnered without social interactions.  

Since bonding social capital refers to the strength of relationships, its creation relies on active 

social interactions, namely dialogue and collective actions.  Bridging capital, on the other hand, 

refers to the relationships amongst different people and social groups and builds on passive 

social interaction.  Public space thus plays a very important role in creating networks and 

relationships amongst different people.  As they are free and open to all, public spaces allow 

people from diverse backgrounds to come together; public spaces designed with a focus on 

beauty and activity can create opportunities for active social interactions for people co-existing 

in the same public space.   

By creating mobile public art spaces, this community-based project facilitated the 

building of networks and relationships by connecting diverse groups from different sectors and 

localities.  The project itself was a collaborative effort between organizations from two 

different sectors – the education sector and the commercial sector.  Other groups and 

organizations were also involved in the project as sponsors or supporting partners.  Members 

and representatives from these heterogeneous organizations came together at the events held at 
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the public mobile arts venues.  The public space in which these events were held enabled face-

to-face encounters that are vital in building networks and connections.  The wide range of 

people who interacted included members from commercial organizations that sponsored the 

project, arts groups that performed at these events, media groups that reported on the events, 

as well as charity organizations, education organizations, government officials who supported 

the arts, and, most importantly, members of the public.  Connections and bridges between these 

diverse groups and individuals were forged at the events.  For example, friendships were 

formed between members of the performing arts groups and representatives from the bus 

company which was one of the two co-organizers of the project.  Acquaintances were also 

made between participating university students and members of arts groups.  A Facebook page 

that was created for this on-going project has become a significant platform for friendship and 

network building.  With the help of social networking tools, brief encounters that take place in 

public spaces can easily evolve into friendships and long-lasting connections, as was the case 

with this community-based project.  

Building networks and connection between different social entities and individuals 

from different backgrounds is important because it allows them to secure resources and 

opportunities that are not usually available amongst homogenous membership groups.  People 

who were involved in the project and participated in the events benefited from these friendships 

and networks created by encounters in these public spaces.  For instance, students from the co-

organizing university met with a professional music group at one of the events.  The latter was 

impressed with the students’ abilities in organizing events and offered them job opportunities.  

The professional music group which usually performed for charity organizations was also able 

to expand their audience to the commercial sector after meeting representatives from the 

commercial bus company and other commercial enterprises.  A reporter present at one the 

events was introduced to a university arts educator who was later invited to host a radio show.  
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The co-organizing university made new acquaintances with principals of primary and 

secondary schools while hosting events on their school campuses that have led to the 

conceptualization of new projects.  Several officials from a government bureau, after hearing 

the performance of a student band, spoke to the band about performing at government 

functions.  The above examples show how different individuals and organizations managed to 

secure new resources from their brief encounters with one another at the events hosted at the 

mobile public spaces. 

 

Conclusion 

Networks and connections between individuals and organizations from different sectors are 

important sources of social capital because they facilitate the utilization of new resources and 

affordance of new opportunities in community development.  Public spaces are crucial for the 

building of these networks and connections as they provide opportunities that could facilitate 

significant encounters between people from different backgrounds and localities.  The 

organization of events that call for participation and engagement is essential in developing 

temporal encounters into networks and relationships.   

The community-based project examined in this paper has demonstrated how creating 

public spaces with an artistic focus contributes to community development from a social capital 

perspective.  The project demonstrates a proactive approach to tackling a seemingly 

insurmountable task – creating public spaces in a small city where land is scarce.  It also offers 

an alternative approach to community development by creating mobile public spaces that do 

not permanently take up any fixed land.  By organizing artistic events at temporal mobile public 

spaces, the project demonstrates a powerful approach to harnessing the community-building 

potential of normally unassessed public places and the potential of the arts for such purposes.  

These events contribute to transforming public spaces into avenues for community-based 
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education.  They also serve as catalysts for engaging people who may never come together 

even though they may live in the same locality to share and interact together at the mobile 

public spaces – forming networks and relationships with the resultant creation of social capital 

and community development.   

 

Notes 

1. Defined as “resources intrinsic to social relations and includes trust, norms, and networks” 

(Hustedde, 2009, p. 22). 
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