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Abstract
Recently we have witnessed increasing interest in 
dynamic art forms in public areas using interactive art 
installations. We find that funny games are mostly used 
as the form of these design works, which often results 
in a mismatch of artifacts and culture. 

This paper describes the design process of an inter-
active installation in the working environment. This 
installation is designed to create sense of belonging for 
employees in the Taicang industrial zone based on their 
needs and local culture. We attempt to find out the 
elements which can influence the form of interactive 
art installation through this process to remove the 
“mismatch”.

Keywords
Interaction design, working environment, interactive 
installation. 

1 Introduction
For centuries, design is always about form and function.  
But where is the “function” when it comes to interaction 
design. It is a bit different from many other kinds of 
design such as industrial design. After the process of 
using an industrial product we can say this work of 
design is useful. However, can we say a interaction 
device is very useful when we have just experienced it?  

Maybe not. Interaction design is that kind of effort 
which combines process with emotion rather than just 
colorful digital animation or games for fun. How can we 
say an interaction device is useful and how can designers 
make it useful? We want to find the answer from this 
workshop by exploring the concept of interactive 
patina of culture. Culture is one of the factors which 
we believe to make the process of interaction unique 
and useful. The traditional dynamic arts have much to 
offer and it is time to explore how the theories and 
techniques from drama, film and opera could contribute 
to interaction design [1].

1.1 Taicang industrial zone
We start the project from the case of the Taicang 
industrial zone (Fig 1).Newly developed hi-tech zone 
like the Taicang industrial zone is very typical for this 
project. It is a hi-tech zone 40 kilometers away from the 
center of Shanghai. The Taicang industrial zone which 
is set up by the Taicang government is built to attract 
hi-tech companies, investors and talents to transform 
the structure of local economy, creating more working 
opportunities. There are a lot of companies in this 
hi-tech zone now including scientific institute, media 
companies and communication enterprise. Most of them 
are newly set up as branches or department offices. The 
Taicang industrial zone is still under construction, the 
second wave of establishment is about to finish.
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Fig. 1. The Taicang industrial zone 

1.2  Stakeholders
What we want to achieve is to put valuable emotion 
into interactive physical interface which we believe is 
“useful” and this emotion may come from local culture. 
Although employees in this working environment are 
the group we want to design for we hope it is not only 
useful for employees but other stakeholders. The 
usability may be different to different stakeholders. 

There	are	3	main	stakeholders	groups:	Taicang	govern-
ment, companies which has set its department office 
or decide to invest in the Taicang industrial zone and 
employees following by. 

The Taicang government builds this zone as a platform 
to attract hi-tech companies to boost the local econo-
my to create more working opportunities and attract 
more talents into this local community. They want it  
to be charming and energetic.

These hi-tech companies which are characterized as  
innovation, communication and creating values set their 
branches here to look for more opportunities to  
cooperate with other companies in this zone. They also 
want to absorb professional people in Taicang because 
the government has ability and resources to  
cooperate with many universities to introduce out-

standing talents. Of course, employers hope their staff 
fit in with the company culture to be more efficient to 
gain greater benefits.
Because of the cooperative relationship between the 
Taicang government and universities most of the talents 
are fresh graduates who travel every day from home 
or rental houses to the working place. According to 
previous researches and interviews, most employees are 
young people who come from other cities or even other 
provinces. They are eager to start a new life in Taicang, 
not just a career. Although there are lots of companies 
in the zone and they can see many familiar faces every 
day, they barely talk to each other. They feel lonely 
after work and easy to get tired when they are working. 
They hope there can be a comfortable zone in their 
working environment for them to release pressure and 
communicate with others. They showed great interest 
if they can escape for a short voyage or role alternative 
during the short break of work.

However this is the current situation of the Taicang 
industrial	zone:	the	construction	of	the	whole	zone	is	
standardized. The working environment is treated as 
a tool not an emotional space. Functional zones like 
affiliated gyms are still not set up yet, there is no space 
for employees to relieve stress and escape for a while 
effectively from heavy work, not to mention make friends. 
It is essential for government to build its own profile 
and create sense of belonging for these newcomers.

2.   Create sense of belonging for employees
2.2  User Requirement Analysis
The need of employees can be classified into two levels 
according to Maslow’s hierarchical theory. A shallow 
level of need is characterized as their motivation to 
escape from their working place for a short while.  
This kind of need is physiological like eat and sleep.  
It is very common after a long-term heavy work when 
they get physical exhausted. They need some time 
or some space to relax. Besides, the contradiction 
between their passion for a new life style and monotony 
of their current situation results in their need for love 
and belonging. This is a higher level of need. The “tired” 
they mentioned to is the combination of physical and 
psychological. The two needs are consistent with the 
need of government and company essentially. What 
designers can do is to build the bridge between the 
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stakeholders to create value. If we design something 
which can meet the two needs, it is useful for employers 
and the government too. 

2.2 Idea development
As designers, we want to create a vision of future 
through some smart system which can bring a defined 
emotion for the users. The emotion of pleasure can 
be created by escaping scenario to follow the users’ 
need. Projection as a medium is a good choice to create 
this scenario based on current level of technology, 
no matter for practical use or demonstration. 
Projector can create a multifunctional zone in working 
environment, connecting virtual and real world. 
However, this is not enough for higher level needs and 
fixed scenario means different to different users. The 
function of this system does not come from the images 
post by the projector but from the moment when users 
do something in this virtual environment. In other 
words, designers provide a platform for users to define 
the usability of the system. 

What is the platform? How does it work? This is what 
we need to design. The process has to come back to 
the need of belonging. Belonging is a close and intimate 
relationship to a community. Riger, LeBailly and Gordon 
identified four types of community involvement of 
feelings	[2]:	feeling	of	bond,	extent	of	residential	roots,	
use of local facilities, and degree of social interaction 
with neighbors. In a sense, working environment is a 
special community which is fragmented. There need 
to be something to “reconstruct” it and connect 
the people in it to create sense of social cohesion of 
working together. The more people interact, the more 
likely they are to become close [3]. The more positive 
the experience and the relationships, the greater the 
bond is. To sum up, we need the virtual environment 
created by projector to connect different section of 
this real world working environment where employees 
can interact with their “neighbor”. Sense of belonging 
can be created after some positive experiences which 
make them closer. However, users also have the need to 
escape. We hope this connection can be a boundary to 
make them feel safe and private. People can step out of 
the atmosphere anytime if they want.

How can interaction design serve for this? Different 
people have different emotions and as time passes 

by, emotions of a person also change. How can the 
interactive system grow itself to intertwine with? We 
have to digger deeper and find answer from patina of 
local culture to strike the right chord.

2.3 Design and prototype
We want to use an indirect way of metaphor to 
integrate the scenario and meaning which has already 
accepted by users who have nurtured in Chinese culture 
for a long term. Such embedded scenery arouses 
emotion of defined scene, by implanting the meeting 
moment at train station into the working environment. 

Why train station? It means a little different from many 
other countries. For example, in western countries 
train is one of many forms of transportation to 
commute to their work or for a short trip. Train station 
is just like a bus station. However, because of the 
geography and history aspects, train station relates to 
long farewell and reunion especially in the very moment 
of approaching the platform in Chinese culture (Fig 2). It 
has mentioned above that the young like many people in 
the Taicang industrial zone go far away to start their life 
and career in a new city, but they can hardly beat their 
homesickness. Although they are passionate for their 
new life, train station image is still the scenario they can 
accept. The culture is sensitive to be alone and unfixed 
living settlements. 

Fig. 2. The moment of meeting someone on the platform means 

a lot to Chinese

Considering the users’ motivation to go out from their 
office when they feel exhausted, we want to “put” them 
into a train which moving among colorful views created 
by projector (Fig 3). The train windows which are real 
are set in the corridors in the office building (Fig 5). 
The corridors are set as a railway carriage and the role 
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of people as employees are transitioned to passengers. 
Images projected are continuous visual scenery which 
makes user feel like in a train. The speed of users 
passing by is designed to trigger the interaction. We 
have to admit the pace of life and work is speeding up. 
The employees usually follow this rhythm unconsciously 
resulting their feeling of fatigue. We want the system 
to detect the speed of users passing by. If people are 
moving fast doing their work, the continuous scenery 
seen from the window is moving fast and getting 
blur, which is not that comfortable for people. When 
employees slow down or stand right in front of the 
window, the views will slow down to the speed in which 
people can enjoy the view. The installation delivers the 
message ’take a rest, go out for a while and relive your 
tense nerve so that you can work effectively which is 
employer want’. 

Fig. 3. People like to enjoy the view from the train window  

This is the first interaction and it is certainly not 
enough. We just let them “go out for a while” and 
“escape”. Where is sense of belonging? So we need 
the second interaction. We set up “train windows” in 
different floors in the office building. Different floors 
are like different train stations which are connected  
by “a moving train”. So the working environment 
becomes a community. When there are two people 
standing in front of the window at a same time, they 
can see the “train” gradually approach the station and 
halt. On the platform, there is someone standing in 
the station waiting for her (Fig 4). When they meet 
each other, they communicate and interact. This kind 
of interaction is person to person which is flexible and 
emotional. The participant of an interactive public art 
installation is more than a passive user. Participating 
in creating [4] and interacting [5] with a public art 
installation is about transferring roles among the roles 

of operator, performer, and spectator at any time.  
On many occasions, participants are both operating  
and performing, and one is also a spectator of actions  
of the others.
The design uses an implicit way of interaction 
between office workers as the relationships in the 
Chinese culture. The windows connect and pinch the 
indifference among people in the building naturally. 

Fig. 4. Interaction between the employees on different floors

We made a prototype (Fig 5) of our project with some 
technical methods to test the usability of our idea.  
Due to time constraints, some functions cannot be 
totally achieved like speed detect. We believe these  
can be finished if we decide to go further when the 
result is ideal. 

Fig. 5. Prototype  
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3. Conclusion
From the whole process of design thinking and practice, 
we find the form of the work of interaction design still 
“follows the function”, no matter the physical interface, 
the structure of scenery or the design of interactive 
behavior. The “function” of interactive design which is 
mentioned above cannot be judged just by the process 
of use. Whether the emotional needs of stakeholders 
can be satisfied by the interactive system is the criteria 
for function. The employers hope the staff of their 
company to be more efficient, which can be satisfied by 
the system even without using it. We can say it is useful 
for them. Designers just provide the platform for them, 
and the way to realize the function is designed by users. 
The platform is based on the research and analysis 
of the need. Sometimes we need to study the deep 
structure of local culture which nurtures the user group 
to make the platform unique and cannot be applied in 
other countries. After this process, we conclude that 
patina of culture is the key to determine the form and 
style of this interactive installation. Of course, more 
work needs to be done to identify more of these 
elements and organize them into a clear structure.
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