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Steps, Tools  
and Strategies
This guide offers a systematic approach to evaluate key spatial 
conditions and user activities in the neighbourhood and eases 
the process of choosing conducive settings for community arts 
and cultural activities. Accordingly, it proposes steps, tools and 
strategies for anyone keen to build a strong ecology of arts and 
culture spaces, programmes and communities to boost vibrant 
public life and creative activities in the neighbourhood.  
The overarching aim of this guide is to:

 Whom this guide is for

•	 Organisers of community arts  
who want to understand the 
spatial capacities of their 
neighbourhoods (within and 
beyond their own premises), 
and choose the most 
appropriate spaces (and 
collaborators) for their arts 
and cultural activities.

•	 Agencies and policy makers  
who want to consider 
informal venues for the arts 
or identify potential partners 
in neighbourhoods.

• Artists  
who want to understand how 
their arts practices might 
best synergise with the 
spaces, people and activities 
in a neighbourhood.

Support Growth of  
Arts and Culture Ecology  

in the Neighbourhood

Choose Suitable 
Arts Venues

Present a step-by-step 
framework to identify  
and evaluate spatial 
opportunities in the 

neighbourhood and choose 
the most suitable formal 
and informal venues for 

community arts and 
cultural activities

Activate  
Public Space

Articulate strategies  
to activate public  

space through arts

Engage and Benefit 
the Community

Suggest ways  
in which arts and  

space can actively  
engage the  

community and  
trigger positive  
social impact

Creative Placemaking

Arts and Culture Ecology

Key Concepts:  
Creating the Place,  
Fostering an Arts Ecology
Neighbourhoods provide valuable spatial and human resources for 
arts and culture. These opportunities are however, often untapped. 
Good overall quality of space is essential for social activities  
such as arts and cultural activities.3 Therefore, careful selection  
of spaces in the neighbourhood and understanding the ways 
communities use them are critical.

The diagram below summarises the key elements of  
a neighbourhood arts and culture ecology. There are numerous 
possibilities for intersections between stakeholders, arts 
processes and spaces.

Creative Placemaking
 
Creative placemaking is the process of bringing 
positive impacts to the community through a 
symbiotic relationship between arts, space, and 
people.4 Creative placemaking may or may not 
involve permanent physical changes to 
neighbourhood spaces, but it always involves 
enhancing the sense of belonging and attachment 
to the neighbourhood and community.5

Arts and Culture Ecology

Neighbourhood arts and culture ecology refers  
to a comprehensive network of physical 
infrastructure (space), people, and organisations 
established to support the regular creation, 
practice, performance and exhibition of the arts. 
It offers a useful means to leverage the symbiotic 
clustering of creative resources and activities 
within the neighbourhood.6
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Three Key Questions
With space, people, and the arts as the main components,  
this guide develops strategies for establishing successful community 
arts and culture initiatives and networks in the neighbourhood, 
framed by the following key questions:

What can Arts and Space do for  
the Community, and vice versa?

What can the Arts do for a Space?

What can Space do for the Arts?
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What is Your Starting Point?

People

Space What are the general spatial conditions? 
Is the space close to pedestrian activity?
Does the space fulfil suitability criteria? 

Who is the target audience? 
How to engage them? 
Where do they gather?

What type of arts and cultural activity?
What is the scale of the activity? 
What is the level of engagement?
Who is the target audience? 

Arts

Reflect on key intentions and requirements of your  
planned arts and cultural activity in reference to your spatial 
capacity. Any of the three aspects of placemaking –  
People, Space, and Arts – can serve as a starting point  
for developing community arts initiatives or strategies. 

•	 What outcomes do you want to achieve? 
E.g. activate the space through the arts;  
promote quality arts in the neighbourhoods;  
deepen or diversify arts engagement;  
bring the community together?

•	 What are (or might be) the challenges in achieving  
such outcomes?

•	 What resources do you have – space, human resources, 
skills, time, etc.?

 Examples of potential visions

•	 Activating under-utilised 
indoor and outdoor 
neighbourhood spaces 
through the arts

•	 Building a stronger sense 
of neighbourhood identity, 
pride and attachment 
through the arts

•	 Empowering the residents 
by encouraging active 
community participation

•	 Boosting social bonding 
and inter-generational 
interaction

•	 Improving the well-being 
of elderly residents

•	 Supporting grassroots 
initiatives and boosting 
creativity through the arts 

•	 Branding spaces and 
activities, etc.

Articulate 
Your Vision1

STEP
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Land Use and Amenities
Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

 Residential

 Educational  
 Institution

 Commercial

 Open Space

 Park

 Transport  
 Facilities

 Badminton 

 Basketball

 Bus Stop

 Community Centre

 Community Garden

 Daycare or  
 Kindergarten

 Food Court or  
 Hawker Centre

 Fitness Corner

 Parking

 Playground

 School

 Supermarket

Visit and 
study 400m 
radius of 
identified 
landmark

Woodlands MRT

Woodlands
Regional Library

Consult online and offline resources to be informed about 
key landmarks, amenities and institutions in the selected 
neighbourhood (example on the right shows the key land use 
and amenities in Woodlands neighbourhood). 

Identify a potential partnering institution, public space 
or landmark and consider an area of about 400m radius 
(equivalent to a 5-minute walk) to visit and study in  
greater detail.

Identify and shortlist all potential spots for arts in the 
neighbourhood. Conduct a site visit to verify these  
initial choices.

 Notes

•	 Heaviest pedestrian flow 
typically occurs next to 
public transport stations 
and commercial areas 
(shopping centres, food 
courts, etc.).

•	 Spaces where people 
normally gather include 
commercial areas  
and public amenities 
(parks, playgrounds, 
sports courts, community 
clubs, etc.).

•	 Amenities such as 
amphitheatres, pavilions 
and void decks, contain 
activity only at certain 
times of the day or week.

Consult Secondary Sources to 
Understand the Neighbourhood2

STEP
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This filter describes basic pre-conditions of neighbourhood 
spaces to become arts and cultural activity venues.

Filter 1:

General Spatial Conditions

       General 
      Spatial Conditions

  1a. Scale (size) ......................... 14
 1b. Level of Enclosure ............ 16
1c. Ground Surface  .................. 18

Filter 1: 
General Spatial Conditions
Inspect and validate basic spatial 
conditions of areas pre-selected  
in Step 2.

Filter 2: 
Pedestrian Activity
Observe movement patterns and 
stationary activities in and around  
the pre-selected areas and shortlist 
spaces for detailed evaluation.

Filter 3: 
Suitability Criteria 
Evaluate shortlisted spaces according  
to criteria for good public space and 
suitability for arts and cultural activities.

Narrow the search for suitable spaces in the neighbourhood 
using the following three filters and Checklists for 
Neighbourhood Space Evaluation on pg. 40.

Visit the Neighbourhood and 
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces3

STEP
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Available Spaces Categorised by Scale
Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

400m

 Small 

 Medium

 Large

 Extra Large

 Double Extra Large

S
 Small 

Pavilion

M
 Medium 

Basketball Court

XL
 Extra Large 

Woodlands Civic Centre Plaza

S

M

Woodlands
Regional Library

XL

S  Small Up to 200m2 
M  Medium 200-500m2 
L  Large 500-1,000m2 

XL  Extra Large 1,000-5,000m2 
XXL  Double Extra Large Over 5,000m2 

Visit the Neighbourhood and
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Filter 1: General Spatial Conditions3

 Notes

•	 In general, a seating place 
requires about 0.5m2 
of floor area. For more 
accurate estimation, 
areas dedicated for stage 
and main circulation 
should be deducted. 

• Seated participants 
would normally require 
larger area per person 
than standing ones. 

•	 Workshops often  
require more furniture  
(e.g. tables, writing 
boards) and specific 
seating arrangements 
different from typical 
spectator activities.

• Workshops may require  
a larger area per person 
than performances,  
but not necessarily  
a larger space.

The size of the venue is primarily defined by its floor area 
and participants capacity. While suitability depends on  
the type of arts and cultural activity, in general the larger 
the space, the more favourable it is considered, primarily 
due to its flexibility.

1a. Scale (size)

* Most of the advantages and disadvantages of large scale spaces  
are opposite to those listed in regards to small scale spaces.

Advantages
+ Greater participants 

capacity

+ Greater flexibility  
for the arrangement of 
stage, seating area, etc.

Disadvantages
 – Reduced visibility of  

stage and performers 

 – Reduced audibility

 – Lack of intimacy,  
which is important  
for social interaction

  – Weaker connection  
between the performers  
and participants

Large Scale Spaces*
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 Sheltered 
Multi-purpose Hall

 Indoor
Woodlands Regional  
Library Auditorium

Available Spaces Categorised by Level of Enclosure
Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

 Open

 Sheltered + Indoor

 Limited Access /  
 Fenced

400m
Woodlands

Regional Library

 Open 
Woodlands Civic Centre Plaza 

 Open Spaces with no roof or walls

 Sheltered Spaces with a roof but no walls

 Indoor Fully enclosed spaces

Visit the Neighbourhood and
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Filter 1: General Spatial Conditions3

* Most of the advantages and disadvantages of open and sheltered spaces  
are opposite to those listed in regards to indoor spaces.

The level of enclosure of a space is primarily defined by  
the presence of a roof and walls.

1b. Level of Enclosure

Advantages
+ Usually better equipped

+ Greater control  
(of space) and easier 
logistics management

+ Fewer distractions  
and greater comfort  
(e.g. better temperature, 
light, sound and  
seating conditions)

+ Favourable for  
events that require 
focused attention 

Disadvantages
  – Reduced visual and  

physical accessibility  
for incidental 
participants

 – Need for  
enhanced publicity

 – Tendency to be 
associated with closed-
door or paid activities

 – Implicit obligation  
to stay for the entire 
duration of the activity

The biggest 
difference is the 

level of control in the 
environment. In a 
concert hall, you can 
work with lighting and 
control the settings 
around you, but in a 
public space you do not 
have that much control.
– Artist

Indoor Spaces*
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Available Spaces Categorised by the Type of Ground Surface
Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

 Paved

 Unpaved

 Trees

400m
Woodlands

Regional Library

 Paved
Roof of Multi-Storey Car Park

 Unpaved 
Green Space within Precinct

 Paved Hardscape, e.g. rigid surface  

  (tiles, concrete, etc.)

 Unpaved Softscape, e.g. soft surface  
  (grass, soil, sand, pebbles, etc.)

Visit the Neighbourhood and
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Filter 1: General Spatial Conditions3

This criterion describes whether the ground surface  
of a space has been laid with rigid flooring materials or  
is in its natural state.

 Notes

•	 Large spaces suitable for big-scale activities are often 
unpaved, such as the green lawns.

1c. Ground Surface

Paved
• Placing chairs, 

temporary shelter, 
equipment, stage, 
dance mats, and other 
provisions is generally 
easier on paved 
surfaces, especially 
when ground is wet

• Paved surfaces 
generally offer better 
acoustics due to  
sound reflection

Unpaved
• Unpaved surfaces 

present lower need for 
providing conventional 
seats (e.g. potential 
seating on grass during 
dry weather)

• Unpaved surfaces  
can provide a more 
relaxed environment

Characteristics of Surfaces
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      Pedestrian Activity

 2a. Transient Activity .......................22
2b. Stationary Activity ..................... 24

This filter describes the intensity of pedestrian activity in the 
neighbourhood – where people move and where they gather; 
who they are, how many of them, when and what kind of 
activity they are engaged with.7

Filter 2:

Pedestrian Activity

400m

Visit the Neighbourhood and
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Overlay of Filters 1a + b + c3

Example of a potential space for the arts, 
Woodlands Civic Centre Plaza
1a. Extra Large Scale: 1,000-5,000m2 
1b. Level of Enclosure: Open
1c. Ground Surface: Paved

Available Spaces by Combining Filters 
1a. Scale + 1b. Level of Enclosure + 1c. Ground Surface

Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

Spatial Opportunity Scale
Darker shades indicate more opportunities for arts and cultural activities.

LESS MORE

Woodlands
Regional Library
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400m

Selected Points of Observation and 
Volume of Observed Transient Activities & Dominant Pedestrian Movement Paths

Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

People Count

 Dominant  
 Pedestrian Paths

1   2   3  etc.

Selected Points of Observation
Prior to site visit, identify the points  
in the neighbourhood where on-site 
observation of pedestrian activities will be 
done (as shown in example map above). 

Points of observation should include  
spots next to key junctions, pedestrian 
walkways, bus stops and MRT stations,  
and neighbourhood amenities.

Woodlands
Regional Library

100+502510

Woodlands
Regional Library

2

31

5

8

13
14

9

15

21

22

17

16

18

10

24

20

23

6

4

7

12

11

19

Visit the Neighbourhood and
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Filter 2: Pedestrian Activity3

Passing By: Number of People & Where?
The question of ‘how many’ is basic for understanding  
how intensively neighbourhood spaces are used.  

Knowing the number of passers-by (commuting or strolling) 
and where they go on an everyday basis can inform  
the decision about desirable venues and the choice  
of arts and cultural activities. 

 Notes

• Counting is often 
conducted by two 
researchers. While one 
observer pays attention 
to people moving, the 
other focuses on the 
characteristics of the 
space and how people 
interact with and within it 
(See 2b: Stationary 
Activity on pg.24).

• ‘Shadowing’ can be a 
time-consuming exercise. 
It requires following  
a substantial number  
of people (often for an 
unpredictable period  
of time) in order to 
observe movement 
patterns and generate 
solid conclusions.

2a. Transient Activity

• Counting
 At selected points of observation (example on the right), 

count the number of people passing by for a short period 
of time (e.g. 5-10mins). 

 Repeat this exercise at different times of the day 
(morning, afternoon, evening) and week (weekday  
vs. weekend) to get comprehensive insights about the 
intensity of pedestrian movement at these points.  
If possible, note down or estimate gender, age and 
ethnicity of passers-by.

• Tracing and ‘shadowing’
 If time allows, discreetly follow groups of pedestrians 

to verify data gathered through counting and gain more 
specific insight into where people go to.  

Plot the most frequented movement paths based  
on counting and ‘shadowing’ results (as shown in  
an example on the right).

Snap-shot techniques7  
to capture and map movement patterns
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Volume of Observed  
Stationary Vs. Transient Activities at Selected Points

Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

400m
Woodlands

Regional Library

2

31

5

8

13
14

9

15

21

22

10

24

20

23

6

4

7

12

11

19

People Count

 Stationary Activity

 Transitional Movement

 Dominant  
 Pedestrian Paths

100+502510

17

16

18

Visit the Neighbourhood and
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Filter 2: Pedestrian Activity3

• Noting down activities 
Parallel to counting passers-by (See 2a: Transient 
activity on pg. 22), record the number of people and  
the specific stationary activities they are engaged in  
at each observation point for a short period of time  
(e.g. 5-10mins). 

Note gender, age and ethnicity of users engaged in 
observed stationary activities. 

Repeat this exercise at different times of the day 
(morning, afternoon, evening) and week (weekday  
vs. weekend).

Snap-shot techniques7  
to capture stationary activities

Stationary: Who & What?
Mapping what specific activities happen in specific 
neighbourhood spaces and who performs them is useful 
for identifying potential synergies with specific arts and 
cultural activities. 

Typical stationary activities include – gathering, sitting, 
people-watching, playing, exercising, etc. Such a record 
indicates if the space encourages dwelling and interaction 
between the users or just passing by. Stationary activities 
can be further categorised as necessary (e.g. waiting for  
the bus), optional (e.g. reading) or social (e.g. playing chess).

Gathering knowledge about the behaviour of different 
user groups in public space is a cornerstone of a public 
life study. It provides useful insights for planning arts 
and cultural activities that target the needs of specific 
population groups. Such groups are commonly (but not 
solely) defined by gender, age and ethnicity, which are the 
characteristics that are relatively easy to observe on-site. 

2b. Stationary Activity
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400m

Overlay of 
Filter 1: General Spatial Conditions  

+
Filter 2: Pedestrian Activities 

Selected Four Types of Spaces
Map of Woodlands Neighbourhood

Woodlands
Regional Library

People Count

 Stationary Activity

 Transitional Movement

 Dominant  
 Pedestrian Paths

 4 Types of Spaces

100+502510

A1

D3

B3

A2

D1

C1

B1

D2
B2

C2

Visit the Neighbourhood and 
Evaluate Shortlisted Spaces
> Overlay of Filters 1 + 23

Four Types of Spaces
Types of spaces in the neighbourhood can be identified based on 
their proximity to the most frequent pedestrian patterns and 
availability of pedestrian activities (Filter 2) and general spatial 
conditions (Filter 1). 

Advantages
+ High visibility, 

accessibility 
and adjacent 
amenities provide 
reasons for people 
to visit and remain 
in a space

Disadvantages
 – Often crowded 

and noisy settings, 
with many 
distractions

 – Not suitable for 
activities that 
require deeper 
engagement and 
focused attention

 – Competitive 
spaces (with other 
event organisers)

Type A
Spaces close to the most frequented 
pedestrian movement paths and containing 
stationary activity

Advantages
+ Often of good 

overall quality, 
close to public 
amenities  
and familiar  
to residents

Disadvantages
 – Not as accessible 

as Type A spaces

  – Challenging to 
draw incidental 
participants

 – Enhanced 
publicity required

Type B
Spaces away from pedestrian movement  
but close to stationary activity

Advantages
+ Typically good 

visibility and 
accessibility

Disadvantages
 – Little or no 

incentives for 
people to linger  
in space

Type C
Spaces close to pedestrian movement  
but away from stationary activity

Advantages
+ Quiet spaces, 

with often good 
overall quality 
and without 
competition from 
other uses

Disadvantages
 – Strong publicity 

needed to attract 
people to attend 
activities

Type D
Spaces away from both pedestrian movement 
and stationary activity




