ARTISTIC INTERVENTIONS IN URBAN MOBILITY: PROPOSING A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR VISUAL ARTS INTEGRATION IN COMMUTER TOWNS

AUTHORS: VIVIAN CHING, DECLAN SCULLY

This developmental paper proposes Visual Arts for Commuter Towns (VACT), a new theoretical framework to leverage visual arts in revitalizing commuter towns, addressing infrastructural, economic, and cohesion challenges. Rooted in Placemaking and Social Capital theories, the Foundation Layer emphasizes visual art's role in fostering vibrant communities. Building on this, the Components Layer operationalizes the theory into four actionable pillars: Aesthetic Enhancement, Community Engagement, Social Interaction, and Cultural Storytelling, aimed at enriching the visual and social fabric. The Mechanisms Layer details implementation and sustainability strategies, focusing on collaborative frameworks and feedback loops. The Outcomes Layer projects improvements in communal well-being, social cohesion, and cultural identity. Acknowledging potential challenges, the framework advocates for participatory research and diverse funding strategies, urging collaboration among urban planners, community leaders, artists, and academics to unlock the transformative power of the visual arts in urban development and community unity. 
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BACKGROUND

Commuter towns face unique challenges including underinvestment and reliance on larger urban centres (Sahlqvist et al., 2015; Ryser et al., 2016; Beatty & Fothergill, 2020). Serving as the residential base for individuals traveling to nearby cities, commuter towns experience unique socio-cultural dynamics due to their linkage with metropolitan areas, complicating social cohesion and cultural vitality (Carbonell, 2021; Jessiman et al., 2023). The difficulties are compounded by the psychological impacts of commuting, such as increased stress and diminished community engagement (Mayer et al., 2021; Storey & Hall, 2017; Wolff et al., 2021; Martinus, 2016; Chatterjee et al., 2019).

The integration of visual arts is a strategic solution to counteract such challenges, ranging from traditional mediums like paintings, ceramics, and sculptures to digital media and installation art (Bell 2019; Walker & Chaplin 1997). Artistic interventions promote social interaction, reduce stress, and improve mental well-being (Gordon-Nesbitt & Howarth 2020; Groot et al. 2021; Mastandrea et al. 2019). Visual arts also contribute to economic revitalization by attracting tourism, supporting local artists, and encouraging public infrastructure investment, leading to a more cohesive, culturally enriched, and resilient urban fabric (Cudny et al. 2020; Matthews & Gadaloff 2022; Pavliuk 2023).

This paper proposes a theoretical framework for integrating visual arts into commuter towns to address these challenges and leverage visual arts for community revitalization.

FOUNDATION LAYER

The VACT Framework is anchored in its Foundation Layer, drawing from Placemaking and Social Capital theories. Placemaking Theory highlights the role of art in creating aesthetically-pleasing spaces that foster community interaction, reflecting societal shifts and communal aspirations (Markusen & Gadwa, 2010). This multidisciplinary approach has been applied successfully across diverse contexts such as urban planning, post-disaster recovery, community development, transportation planning, and tourism, demonstrating its potential to promote social connectedness, cultural diversity, and community empowerment in commuter towns (Brand et al., 2019; Eldelin & Kyblom, 2021; Karge, 2018; Lew, 2019).

Simultaneously, Social Capital Theory underscores the importance of social networks, trust, and reciprocity in enhancing community well-being through the facilitation of collective action, thereby contributing to vibrant communities (Son & Feng, 2019; Claridge, 2018). Research indicates that participatory visual arts programmes and community-based arts education effectively bolster social capital, advancing social cohesion, collective identity, well-being, and trust—critical elements for community regeneration and social transformation through creative engagement (Delconte et al., 2016; Lawton, 2019; Pulla & Riggs, 2015).

The VACT Framework comprises multiple layers illustrated in Diagram A (see below), offering a comprehensive view of its components, mechanisms, and outcomes detailed in subsequent sections.
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Diagram A: Visual Representation of the VACT Framework.

COMPONENTS LAYER

The Components Layer of the VACT Framework translates the theoretical foundations into four key elements: Aesthetic Enhancement, Community Engagement, Social Interaction, and Cultural Storytelling. These core components bridge theory and practice, essential ingredients for successful integration of the visual arts into commuter towns.

a) Aesthetic Enhancement
Aesthetic enhancement enriches commuter community spaces, nurturing a sense of identity and belonging. Research indicates that improving aesthetics in public areas and community gardens enhances visual appeal, promotes social cohesion, and boosts individual well-being through interaction with natural beauty (Hale et al., 2011; Montefrio et al., 2020).

b) Community Engagement
Community engagement in visual arts creation and appreciation ensures resonance with commuter community values, by amplifying narratives and social bonds. Goulding (2013) illustrates how art interactions benefit social capital among older adults, while Rubin et al. (2021) underlines the role of visual arts in improving community cohesion amidst immigration stress and gentrification.

c) Social Interaction
Visual art installations and activities can foster social interaction by consolidating interpersonal bonds and augmenting community resilience. Francis et al. (2012) and Slawsky et al. (2022) emphasize the role of community art projects in supporting mental health and well-being by validating aesthetic experiences and collaborative efforts. 

d) Cultural Storytelling
Cultural Storytelling enables commuter communities to express and preserve their cultural identities, fostering shared heritage and understanding. Research demonstrates that visual art projects focusing on cultural narratives enhance community pride, and mutual respect among diverse members (Gunnarsson et al., 2017; Grodach, 2011).

MECHANISMS LAYER

The Mechanisms Layer operationalizes the Components Layer through Collaborative Frameworks and Feedback Loops to sustain visual arts integration in commuter towns.

a) Collaborative Frameworks
Collaborative frameworks prioritize cross-sector partnerships to pool resources, share expertise, and ensure that art projects benefit all stakeholders. Bubliz et al. (2019) underscore the transformative potential of these collaborations, while Ching (2024) cites successful examples in commuter towns across the United States, Netherlands, and Japan.

b) Feedback Loops
Feedback Loops ensure visual art remains relevant, engaging, and reflective of commuter towns’ evolving needs and values. This adaptive process encourages community ownership and sustained engagement in visual art projects. Minelli & Ruffini (2018) highlights the use of feedback loops for continuous improvement in community projects, while Jackson et al. (2018) outlines an eight-step process to engage diverse communities in enhancing community-cantered visual arts projects.

OUTCOMES LAYER

The Outcomes Layer of the VACT Framework encapsulates the culmination of preceding layers, signifying the integration of visual arts as a catalyst for community well-being, social cohesion, and cultural identity preservation in commuter towns, supported by existing empirical findings. 

a) Community Well-being
Gattenhof et al. (2023) demonstrates how the visual arts lead to community well-being within regional Australian contexts. The sentiment is echoed by Berman (2018), Daykin (2020), and Richardson et al. (2017) who highlight the efficacy of participatory visual arts as tools for political engagement and bridging social division, whilst Frantzeskaki and Rok (2018) focus on its contributions to urban sustainability and knowledge co-creation. 

b) Social Cohesion
Goldstraw et al. (2020) highlights the success of collaborative artistic efforts in fostering social cohesiveness across university and community boundaries by bridging gaps between diverse groups and promoting mutual respect. During the COVID-19 pandemic, visual arts initiatives demonstrated resilience by seamlessly transitioning to digital formats to maintain community cohesion despite physical distancing (Mughal et al., 2022; Chapple et al., 2023). Co-created community murals have been shown to strengthen community ties by promoting shared identity and values, while visual arts educational programs enhance cohesion across different age groups through cross-demographic collaborations (Bublitz et al., 2019; Taylor, 2020).

c) Cultural Identity Preservation
Hetland & Kelley (2022) and Baumann and Burke (2021) emphasize how visual arts preserve cultural narratives and mobilize collective involvement, even amidst global crises. Visual arts can incorporate local materials and traditional techniques to uphold cultural heritage while addressing contemporary challenges, safeguarding cultural identity across diverse socio-economic and cultural contexts (Gao et al., 2023).

LAYER FACILITATION

The effective deployment of the VACT Framework within commuter towns necessitates a methodically-structured strategy to ascertain visual arts can achieve the desired communal outcomes. 

The Foundation Layer is facilitated by introducing stakeholder education initiatives. Milenkova (2019) posits the role of education in broadening the comprehension of placemaking and social capital, promoting informed and engaged participation in urban visual arts projects.

The Components Layer is facilitated by the selection and implementation of pilot visual art projects to enhance aesthetics and community engagement in commuter hubs. Zitcer and Almanzar (2020) suggest the integration of public art in urban development to boost aesthetics and stimulate interaction, supporting cultural representation and social cohesion.

The Mechanisms Layer can be facilitated through the development of a governance structure involving key stakeholders across public, private, and non-profit sectors. This strategy allows oversight on visual art projects by facilitating sustainable funding and support through the pooling of resources and expertise. Chakkol et al. (2018) note that combining formal agreements with relational governance enhances collaboration, ensuring visual art initiatives are responsive and cooperative across sectors.

Finally, the Outcomes Layer is facilitated through the establishment of metrics to measure the impact of visual arts projects on community well-being, social cohesion, and cultural identity. Trivic et al. (2020) highlights the use of sophisticated evaluation tools such as the Neighbourhood Arts and Culture Impact Assessment Framework, to align projects with community needs and VACT objectives.

CHALLENGES

The conceptualization of the VACT Framework relies heavily on secondary data analysis. While insightful, this approach may have limited generalizability and publication biases due to its qualitative nature (Baldwin et al., 2022; Bornmann & Nutz, 2015; Damaskindis, 2017; Emerson, 2021; McKibben, 2021). Although existing research provides a solid theoretical foundation, additional empirical studies are necessary to test these theories in practice (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Empirical testing and implementation of the VACT Framework can be achieved through Participatory Action Research (PAR). By involving stakeholders throughout the research process, visual arts projects can be better aligned with community needs and values. PAR methods, including surveys, interviews, and case studies, offer detailed insights into the framework's effectiveness in transforming commuter towns. This approach facilitates meaningful stakeholder interaction and effective assessment of project impacts, capturing diverse perspectives crucial for assessing VACT outcomes (Heslop et al., 2021; Nikoloudis et al., 2020; Peake et al., 2020; Voight & Velez, 2018).

Although initially developed for Western contexts, VACT principles can be adapted to various cultural and socio-economic environments worldwide (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). Customizing the framework by engaging local stakeholders to identify community needs and cultural values allows urban planners and community leaders to globally harness the benefits of visual arts for cohesion and revitalization (Escobar, 2011; Leadbeater, 2004).

The VACT Framework also faces challenges in aligning diverse stakeholder interests, securing consistent funding amid resource competition and economic variability, and developing metrics to evaluate its broad and evolving impacts on commuter towns. Navigating these challenges necessitates a comprehensive approach, including hosting workshops to forge consensus among diverse stakeholders, diversifying funding mechanisms through public-private partnerships for enhanced fiscal stability, and developing dynamic metrics to quantify the multifaceted impacts of visual arts in commuter towns (Bessette & Gregory, 2020; Daskalova, 2019; Radchenko, 2022). 

Establishing a steering committee with representatives from each stakeholder group can further ensure transparency and trust (Bryson, 2004; Quick & Feldman, 2011). Sustainable funding can be facilitated through public funds, private investments, grants, and community fundraising. Grants from organisations like the European Cultural Foundation can support large-scale initiatives, whilst local government budgets and private partnerships enhance financial stability (Prebanić & Vukomanović, 2023; Van Tulder & Van Mil, 2023)

CONCLUSION

The VACT Framework has the potential to transform commuter towns, turning theoretical concepts into practical improvements that enhance urban mobility, community engagement, and artistic expression. This paper outlines a roadmap for future exploration and application, highlighting the role of visual arts in unifying commuter communities, sparking innovation, and nurturing cultural identity. It calls on urban planners, community leaders, artists, and scholars to unite in reimagining commuter towns as vibrant centres of creativity and connection, demonstrating the Framework's potential to redefine urban landscapes.
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