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CONFERENCE CHAIR WELCOME
Dear	conference	attendees,
	
Climate	change	is	a	complex,	multidimensional	issue	where	physical	hazards	and	
social	and	economic	drivers	interact.	For	these	reasons,	climate	change	is	deeply	
intertwined	with	global	patterns	of	 inequity.	While	 the	human	 tendency	 to	adapt	
reactively	is	well-known,	we	believe	that	proactive	adaptation	is	now	necessary	to	
avoid	far	more	impacts	of	climate	change,	and	we	believe	that	adaptation	plays	a	
crucial	role	in	reducing	communities’	exposure	and	vulnerability.	
	
In the last two centuries, we have entered the Anthropocene. We are removed from the 
evolution of the Homo sapiens by 10,000 generations, yet the five generations of the twentieth 
century have used fossil resources at unheard-of rates while accumulating waste and 
creating irreversible pollution in the air, water and soil. This is a challenge for humanity 
and civilization.
 
This challenge is enormous and has multiple dimensions, from the political, where choices 
can no longer be based solely on the criterion of our short-term interests, to the economy, 
we must abandon blind growth. The ethical dimension is where we should apply the 
macrocosm in the microcosm of our desires. The symbolic dimension is where we need 
to break the “always positive” archetypes of the individual’s “material success.” The list of 
dimensions is long and includes the arts, where we must explore other modes of reality 
and imagine revisions and redesigns. 

If anything is clear, however, it is that climate change will not be neutralized in the course 
of our lives. 
 
This necessary transition will have costs and require us to make sacrifices. Even if econ-
omists think the market will solve everything, energy and food insecurity is already a 
reality that plagues evermore people worldwide. People will be forced to migrate; 
animals will go extinct; new parasites will arrive in new areas; through various pathways, 
climate change will exacerbate existing health threats or create new public health 
challenges. We must return the human condition to the center of our future projects. 

[continued on next page]
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CONFERENCE CHAIR WELCOME
[continued] 

This challenge will require a team effort; just as science needs philosophy and design will 
need ethics, we need more stakeholders at the table. Will we be able to forge other paths? 
We hope so. Which ones? Nobody knows yet, but maybe the solution to the impacts of 
climate change lies within the Earth, our minds and our capacities. 
 
Let’s take tangible steps to prepare and respond to the greatest threat to humanity and 
beyond. Here at the Cumulus Conference, you will be introduced to innovative ways of 
training the next generation of designers, learn how everyday materials can play a role 
in helping laypeople recognize their impact on the environment, and see new ways of 
bringing the climate crisis to the public’s attention. 

We hope you return home with profound memories, new knowledge and inspiration for 
your work. Have a great conference, and welcome to Detroit!

Maria	Luisa	Rossi
Conference	Chair	
Chair	and	Professor	
MFA	System	Design	Thinking



Are Trees the Key to Promoting the Adaptation of EnvironmentallySustainable Attitudes and Behavior? 
A Case Study Examination 

10	 Cumulus	Conference	Proceedings	Detroit	2022

CUMULUS PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
Design	for	Adaptation	in	the	Complexity

The	2022	Cumulus	conference	in	Detroit	at	the	College	for	Creative	Studies	is	the	
second	in	the	U.S.	in	more	than	30	years	of	history	and	the	first	after	a	long	global	
pandemic,	which	made	us	rethink	how	we	meet,	network	and	disseminate	globally	
in	new,	creative	ways.	Accordingly,	the	topic	selected	revolves	around	the	concept	
of	adaptation,	which	is	one	of	the	properties	of	any	complex	system	to	survive	and	
grow	under	the	pressing	global	challenges,	such	as	global	warming,	while	reducing	
vulnerabilities	 and	 fostering	 resilience.	 As	 the	 call	 points	 out,	 climate	 change	
consequences	are	impacting	not	only	our	environment	but	human	rights,	poverty,	
inequity,	global	food	security	and	health.	They	are	calling	for	rapid	action	and	adap-
tation.	Such	an	emergency,	without	precedent,	requires	bold	and	creative	thinking.

Along with three days of paper presentations, panels, keynotes and working groups, the 
conference sent a clear call to action to the large global design community to explore 
sustainable and equitable solutions: we are living in a time of emergency and at the same 
time of complexity, which needs bold ideas and actions, where every single element may 
interact to each other and the whole at different levels, without any linear predictions. The 
good news is that a property of a complex system is adaptivity, which means it can adapt 
to its surrounding environment when it is composed of many elements in a network of 
actions and feedback in a dynamic state. 

All living and social systems are considered complex adaptive systems, from ant colonies 
to the stock market, from the biosphere to ecosystems, from the brain to social networks, 
and from technological to communication systems, therefore falling into the broad and 
increasingly widespread transdisciplinary cognitive paradigm developed with complexity 
theories in its ability to describe nonlinear systems, such as biological, ecological, financial, 
economic, medical and healthcare, and social systems. 

What is the future of the cities? How do we combine local and global solutions? Where are 
the flows of migration going? What is the role of the citizens, the communities and the 
people? How can we develop equitable solutions to ensure access to life-saving resources? 
How can we foster technological innovation safeguarding access and inclusion at 
every social level?

[continued on next page]
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CUMULUS PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
[continued] 

Since Detroit is a UNESCO City of Design, it was the ultimate location to convene globally 
for sharing knowledge, research, projects and practices responding to the urgent 
challenges emerging from the environment and society. Additionally, Detroit is speaking 
a long story of technological, economic and social transformations, which are noteworthy 
for the design.

Moreover, the partnership developed by the College for Creative Studies for the 
conference with the Association of Independent Colleges of Art & Design (AICAD) 
gave participants coming from all over the world a broader view to design education in 
North America.

The memory of such a rich experience is included in the following volume, which is not 
only speaking about the conference proceedings, but furthermore, it is celebrating our 
large global Cumulus community through its common values around open exchange and 
knowledge sharing.

Finally, we were back in presence!

Lorenzo	Imbesi
Full	Professor,	Sapienza	University	of	Rome
President,	Cumulus	Association
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COLLEGE FOR CREATIVE STUDIES
Located	in	the	heart	of	Midtown	Detroit,	the	College	for	Creative	Studies	(CCS)	is	a		
world-class	 institution	 that	 educates	 artists	 and	 designers	 to	 be	 leaders	 in	 the		
creative	 professions.	 A	 private,	 fully	 accredited	 college,	 CCS	 enrolls	 more	 than		
1,400	 students	 pursuing	 Bachelor	 of	 Fine	 Arts	 (BFA),	 Master	 of	 Arts	 (MA)	 and		
Master	of	Fine	Arts	(MFA)	degrees.

Students in the BFA program can major in Advertising Design, Art Practice,  
Communication Design, Craft and Material Studies, Entertainment Arts, Fashion Design, 
Film, Illustration, Interdisciplinary Art + Design, Interior Design, Photography, Product Design 
and Transportation Design, in addition to a dual major Art Education program. Students in 
the graduate program can major in Art Education, Color and Materials Design, Design for 
Climate Action, Interdisciplinary Design Studies, Motion Design, Transportation Design 
and User Experience Design.

ASSOCIATION OF INDEPENDENT COLLEGES  
OF ART AND DESIGN
The	Association	of	Independent	Colleges	of	Art	and	Design	(AICAD)	is	a	non-profit	
consortium	of	the	leading	specialized	arts	and	design	schools	in	the	U.S.	and	Canada.	
Founded	in	1991,	the	mission	is	to	help	strengthen	the	member	colleges	individually	
and	collectively,	and	to	inform	the	public	about	these	colleges	and	universities	and	
the	value	of	studying	the	arts	and	design.

AICAD institutions educate more than 50,000 undergraduate and graduate students each 
year, plus many thousands more in summer and continuing education programs.
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Abstract
This paper examines the positive impact of collaboration between government, designers, 
and community residents on the resilience and sustainability of communities through 
current design practice. The design practice is an urban renewal event initiated by the 
government based on China’s urban development shift from incremental expansion to 
sustainable stock resource exploitation. It has been successfully held for four years. The 
fourth edition (this project) of the event is a micro perspective of the community space, 
with a real focus on the needs of community residents.

The project aims to help urban communities gain better sustainability, comfort, and 
accessibility to public space through low-intervention strategies on stock land resources 
so that local governments, residents, and designers can be connected through a process 
of social participation. This paper advocates the active impact of design initiatives for 
community public spaces in response to urban development and social change. It 
analyzes how to design interventions for public spaces that can improve the adaptability 
of older communities in the modern urban development process. Through the idea of 
integrated resilient cities, design empowerment connects government-initiated design 
activities to the community, creating a new model for micro-renewal of sustainable 
community public spaces (Ahmad & Talib, 2015).

The project site is one of Shanghai’s communities, which contains the earliest workers’ 
village in Shanghai, built in the 1950s. There is a low level of spatial participation throughout 
the community due to housing conditions, outdated infrastructure, a lack of quality public 
spaces, and many leftover spaces that are not well utilized. Therefore, the project develops 
solutions through small and incremental steps. In curated exhibitions, urban furniture 
(artistic sitting furniture, telephone booth art gallery, child-friendly activity facilities, 
public art) are placed as exhibits in some of the leftover spaces in the community’s 
public space. In this way, the public space of the entire community becomes a “public 
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exhibition hall” and a “community living room,” and the design strategy maximizes solving 
the leftover space in the community to meet the daily interaction needs of the community 
residents. Some co-creation activities will be held with community residents during 
the exhibition to facilitate effective civic empowerment through social participation and 
engagement. Ultimately, the design study creates a new model of “exhibition for building” 
community renewal and considers the future direction of community resilience and 
sustainability. At the same time, the exploration of this model provides new ideas for 
adaptive design in older communities, contributing to social innovation and providing 
well-being for community residents.

Author	Keywords
Resilient communities; public space; sustainable urban renewal; adaptive design;  
“exhibition for building.”

Introduction
Since 2013, the Chinese government has gradually implemented a sustainable develop-
ment strategy, and China’s urban development has entered a new stage of action with 
the stock of spatial resources (Wang & He, 2015). In Shanghai, due to economic and other 
reasons, many old communities in the urban area are long-established. The accelerated 
urbanization process has led to the decay of these old neighborhoods, which are not well 
adapted to the development of the times, thus creating a series of social problems. The 
Shanghai government has launched a top-down urban public activity since 2015 to enhance 
the resilience of older neighborhoods and restore urban adaptability. This activity is a 
crucial practice around the interaction between public art and the spatial environment 
at this stage in China and an essential exploration of the current urban renewal process.

The activity has now been successfully held for four years. The first three editions had a 
more macroscopic perspective, focusing on the transformation of urban industrial sites 
on a large scale. The fourth edition microscopes the view into the community space, with 
the theme “15-Minute Community Living Circle – People’s City,” and studies the needs of 
community residents.

The project site is located in a community with a strong sense of life, a high percentage 
of elderly and children, and a traditional old workers’ new village. Since more than 70% 
of the existing community are old houses built in the 1950s and 1980s, the area inside 
the homes is about 40-60 square meters, with less space available for indoor activities, 
and the residents have a high frequency of use and demand for public space. In the field-
work process, many cases were found in which the changing times and the changing 
needs of residents led to a decrease in the utilization rate of some spaces, a weakening of 
space functions, and a large amount of leftover space. Faced with the growing needs of 
the urban population, the public facilities and public space environment of communities 
urgently need renewal.

In the above context, how can designers use their practical expertise to empower design 
to restore adaptive capacity in older communities? Design requires a new, more  
proactive approach to economic and social change. Design must shift from passive to 
active (Lou, 2010).
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Therefore, in the context of government-led projects, the designer coordinates all stake-
holders in a collaborative co-creation and brings into play the initiative of the site users 
(residents) in the community building process. Combining the top-down approach of 
the government and the bottom-up approach of the community, they jointly promote 
the adaptive development of old communities towards a new model of spatial and social 
resilience (Thorpe & Manzini, 2018).

Resilient	Design	Enhances	Adaptability	in	Older	Communities
Theories Related to Resilient Cities
Resilient cities were originally applied to disaster preparedness, particularly for response and 
recovery from unexpected emergencies. In recent years, the concept has received renewed 
and widespread attention due to the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. Resilience is 
the ability of a social-ecological system to absorb or withstand perturbations and other 
stressors, keeping the system within the same framework and essentially maintaining 
its structure and function. It describes the degree to which a system can self-organize, 
learn, and adapt (Holling et al., 2002). Urban communities are facing adaptive issues 
such as environmental, economic, and social well-being, proposing the use of restoration, 
acupuncture, and other methods to make communities healthier and more dynamic 
(Pearson et al., 2014).

Social resilience is operationalized as the ability of social systems to maintain functionality 
while promoting social trust, reciprocity, collaboration, and characteristics among networks 
of different sizes (Putnam, 2015). Social resilience has three main dimensions: the ability 
to cope, the ability to adapt, and the ability to change (Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013).

Impact of “Resilience” on the Adaptability of Older Communities in Modern Cities
Older communities are not better adapted to the rapidly developing urban environment 
due to their long construction time. Therefore, it often leads to physical space problems 
and internal social cohesion problems in communities, producing lower spatial functional 
and social system resilience (Ni & Cattaneo, 2019). Consequently, the design team used 
adaptive intervention strategies to create spatially, systematically, and socially oriented 
resilient communities. We coordinate government, community residents, and designers to 
explore the spatial potential of older communities, restore their self-adaptation to modern 
cities, and promote more sustainable urban development (Webb et al., 2018).

How	Do	We	Collaborate	to	Build	Resilient	Communities?
Stakeholder Collaboration
In this project, three different important groups of participants were involved in co-creation 
(Figure 1):
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Figure	1.	Stakeholder map of the co-creation process.

1.	Government	agencies.	
Government agencies are also divided into municipal government functions and local 
governments in the community management sector. As the initiator of this project, the 
city government plays a leading role in controlling the direction of the entire project. 
It also plays a vital role in terms of funding and policy support. The community’s local 
government has a more comprehensive understanding of the community. It proposes a 
general plan of expectations for the community and reflects the excellent reference value. 
At the same time, the local government is responsible for mediating communication 
between the designer and the municipality and conveying adequate information. There-
fore the idea of combining with the top-down strategy of the government can make the 
whole project process go smoothly. 

2.	The	community	residents	are	also	the	actual	users	of	the	public	space.	
Several co-creation workshops were held before and after the project to discuss environ-
mental issues about the community space and conceive a vision for the community’s future 
development. They were encouraged to express their life scenes, memories, and community 
stories. At the same time, the community spatial environment was scored in grid-based 
zoning based on the daily use of the community’s public space, thus categorizing 
the public space and laying a compelling foundation for subsequent design planning. 
The participation of residents also creates a direct connection between the space and its 
users to facilitate the restoration of social resilience.

3.	Professional	designers,	artists,	and	design	students	from	nearby	universities.	
The designer’s role in this project is more like that of a coordinator by building a platform 
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for community co-creation, integrating the needs of different stakeholders, and coordi-
nating the strategies proposed by the government from the top-down and the visions 
described by the community residents from the bottom up. The final result is the best 
solution to solve the actual problem and help restore community resilience.

A curatorial approach is explored through tripartite stakeholder collaboration for systematic 
and sustainable regeneration planning in community public spaces. Based on several 
workshops, a summary of residents’ opinions on the public space environment, and their 
votes, the final spatial scope of the design intervention was focused on a linear public 
street in the community. This street, the most frequently used street by the residents, 
became the spatial design object of this project (Figure 2).

A Community Curation Process
Curatorial Theme
Due to the lack of publicness of some spaces, there are more leftover spaces in this street, 
resulting in severe spatial fragmentation. Therefore, a curatorial approach was produced 
in the synergistic process to develop solutions through catalytic, small, and progressive 
steps. The leftover space is used to the maximum to meet the daily interaction needs of 
the community residents. The primary purpose of the curation is to make the community 
a “public exhibition hall” and a “community living room.” The concept of a “15-minute 
community living circle” is conveyed to the public through an immersion experience, and 
the 15-minute walkable area is taken as the basic unit of urban life. At the same time, the 
essential public service functions and public activity spaces needed in the area are set up 
to form a network of community living circles within walking distance.

The main subject of the curatorial exhibition is urban furniture. Urban furniture, public 
art, and other public service facilities are introduced in the leftover space of the site so 
that they can operate as an adaptive link, connecting space with space and people with 
space. It generates a neighborhood effect and promotes the recovery of community 
resilience (Zautra et al., 2008). Meanwhile, to create a sustainable, resilient community, all 
exhibits will be permanently retained in the community space for residents’ use after the 
exhibition ends (Figure 2).
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Figure	2.	Exhibition route and community exhibition photos.

Specific Implementation
The community exhibition of this project is run by an exhibition line that contains five 
parts: a systematic exhibition of urban furniture themes, a community gallery, two pocket 
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garden updates, a series of co-creation activities for community residents, and sustainable 
exhibition visual materials.

•  A systematic exhibition of urban furniture themes. We organized  
curated urban furniture currently available in the community versus  
urban furniture designed to address the remaining community space  
and meet users’ needs, including a range of sitting furniture, child- 
friendly play installations, public art vignettes, and a sustainable  
exhibition of reused public phone booths. Given the proportion of  
people in the community, most of the exhibited urban furniture has  
aesthetic characteristics and practicality, aiming to solve space  
problems while meeting community residents’ needs and improving  
the community’s environmental quality. Through the interaction with 
urban furniture, we hope that community residents will experience the 
“small but beautiful, old but beautiful” public living room atmosphere  
of the community.

•  A community gallery. Transformed from a community center, the  
community’s cultural spirit and historical stories are distilled into  
a 100% recyclable towel material printed display. Through reading,  
feeling, and communicating, community residents can enhance the  
cohesiveness within the community and promote the restoration  
of social resilience in the old community.

•  Two pocket garden updates. During the preliminary co-creation  
research stage, two street corner spaces were identified that  
needed to be improved in quality. Combining the needs of community 
residents, the two spaces were renewed and became community  
pocket parks.

•  A series of co-creation activities for community residents. During  
the exhibition process, we maintained close contact with the  
residents. Through the exhibition’s community co-creation activities,  
the design team enhanced the residents’ emotional identification  
with the community. These activities include the “Poetry One Way  
Street” story collection, the “Community A to Z” jogging event, and the 
“My Favorite Community Space Collection” online and offline activities.

•  Sustainable exhibition visual materials. The community exhibition  
upholds the concept of sustainable design, and all urban furniture  
will be permanently preserved in the community space. In addition  
to the urban furniture, the visuals of the exhibition also became a  
highlight. The exhibition materials are innovatively made of towels;  
and the road flags, display cloths, and posters can be recycled,  
minimizing the waste of exhibition materials and realizing the concept  
of green curation. The materials will be distributed to community  
residents by the community volunteer team after the exhibition to  
carry on the whole life cycle of the materials (Figure 3).
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Figure	3.	A community gallery and sustainable exhibition of visual materials.
Renewal Model and Resident Feedback through Co-Creation of Outputs

Renewal Model of “Exhibition for Building”
As a cultural tool, curatorial exhibitions gradually extend more artworks into open urban 
spaces rather than being confined to museums or galleries. Curatorial exhibitions system-
atically involve public art in the community, penetrate daily life, and make close contact 
with the public, forming a place for interaction between people and people and people 
and art. In this process, curatorship actively contributes to the quality improvement of 
urban space and the connection between people and space (Cheng et al., 2020).

Through the specific design study of this project, a new type of urban micro-renewal 
model, the “exhibition for building” model, is derived from the overall logic. It aims to 
intervene in the leftover spaces with aesthetic public service facilities in a curatorial way. 
It aims to catalyze the positive connection between residents and community space, 
reinvent the vitality of space, and improve old communities’ adaptability to modernization.

Residents’ Evaluation and Feedback
The curatorial activity implanted a large amount of urban furniture into the community 
and reserved it permanently for residents’ use, solving the problem of nearly 70% of the 
leftover space in the exhibition area and significantly increasing the utilization rate of the 
leftover space. Feedback from residents during the exhibition showed that community 
residents were much more satisfied with the spatial environment. 

Therefore, the project’s conclusion is in line with the expectation that the co-curatorial 
approach has contributed to the community’s micro-renewal and improved the residents’ 
happiness index; it will serve as an example for more community renewal projects.

Conclusion
In summary, as China’s current urban development shifts from sprawl to the sustainable 
development of stock land resources, many older communities can use this boom to 
improve their resilience in large cities. This paper focuses on collaborating with various 
stakeholders to participate in the renewal of old communities, effectively empowering 



250	 Cumulus	Conference	Proceedings	Detroit	2022

Collaborating to Build Resilient Communities: Creating a Model for Sustainable Community Spatial Renewal

residents and creating a new “exhibition for building” model to promote the adaptive 
recovery of old communities. It also combines top-down and bottom-up strategies to 
coordinate a curatorial perspective to improve the spatial and social resilience of the com-
munity and systematically integrate urban furniture and other facilities as a link between 
people and the environment. The act of curation promotes the neighborhood effect and 
explores the potential of curation for urban micro-renewal.

The project practice also reflects on the future of resilient and sustainable community 
development. From a macro perspective, this paper provides an innovative idea for urban 
micro-renewal that helps Chinese cities move toward more sustainable and resilient 
development. From a micro perspective, through the mutual coordination of government, 
residents, and designers, design empowers a community to meet users’ actual needs and 
improve residents’ happiness. The design thinking approach creates well-being for the 
residents and promotes social innovation.
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