Spaces for Connection
fostering creative citizens through makerspaces in China
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In June 2019, I visited Shanghai on a research study trip to see makerspaces in China, and to
explore the role that co-design might play in shaping them and in making them thrive.
Fostering creative citizens through co-design and public makerspaces is a three-year research
project in collaboration with Brunel University London and Tongji University in Shanghai, funded
by the Arts and Humanities Research Council and Newton Fund, UK.
This project seeks to develop a novel and inclusive means of fostering creative citizens in China in
a bottom-up manner through strategic use of co-design and public makerspaces. The project will
produce bilingual resources that share experience and learning from the UK and China, to help
inspire makerspaces of the future.
During the trip, we visited a number of community centres and various types of makerspaces, and
spoke to the people who manage and use them. While the context of China is very different from
ours in the UK, I was struck by some of the mechanisms that supported these creative spaces,
and was keen to explore whether some might be transferable. How much were these approaches
influenced by their cultural and political environment, and what would make them work in ours?
Our visit brought us into contact with a pretty international crowd. Shanghai is a city with a strong
international presence, through business, education and through tourism, and it was interesting
to see that while some of the places we visited were recognisably influenced by the country’s
socio-political tendencies, others were influenced by the merging of cultures.
This raised further questions for me about the potential to cross-pollinate approaches and
practices across cultures and socio-political environments. How much does the success of these
creative making spaces owe to the environment in which they sit, and what do they achieve in
spite of it? Are the differences between our cultures really that marked, and how much is simply
about the implementation of systems and approaches that could be replicable in some shape or
form anywhere? How can stepping into other contexts help remind us of what is important in our
own?
This series of stories will explore these themes and questions in relation to: neighbourhood
community centres; hackerspaces; Fablab technology centres; and Taobao Villages and
collaborative making economies.
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1. Neighbourhood community centres
We visited three community neighbourhood centres while we were in Shanghai.
Each was distinct in some way, but all shared some basic approaches and principles.

Funded infrastructure

Connectivity with other centres

The neighbourhood centres are funded by the
government, and are run by organisations that
receive funding to maintain a skeleton staff
who oversee the centres and coordinate their
activities. The centres provide the infrastructure
for a variety of activities, which are in some
ways responsive to the area and to current
issues. Each centre has its own programme,
which is driven by local interests, partnerships
and initiatives.

Each area has a sort of network of centres
linked by a live digital platform, which serves
as a notice board for each centre to post its
schedule and to capture and share stories
about activities that have taken place.
The platform is managed and maintained
centrally by the government, but the centres
and its users can upload content through the
WeChat app, which many local citizens have
on their phones.

There are different funding models within the
centres to support a spectrum of activities.
The organisations managing the centres have
a small budget to provide a certain number of
activities and services, which are offered at no
cost to participants.
Some examples include: offering access
to newspapers and to technology such as
tablets and computers; basic health, fitness
and wellbeing activities, information and
monitoring; arts and crafts activities and so on.
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Community-led initiatives
Local groups and organisations can also access
government funding to run their own activities
from the centre. Proposals are assessed by
the centre managers, and those selected
are provided with free space, provision of
materials, and support in promoting the
activities. Those who run the activities do so on
a voluntary basis.

–

A workshop on traditional landscape
painting organised and run by a group of
older people.

–

Students from Tongji University organising
an English language workshop for school
children;A group teaching local citizens
how to sort their rubbish to help them
behave responsibly;

This means that as well as offering their basic
programmes, the centres work with external
partners and community groups to provide the
activities and services.

–

A dance programme run by a local person
with some experience and expertise;

–

A calligraphy room which provides the
space and equipment for people to
practice the art, with an informal network
of those sharing their skills and experience
with each other

Some examples that we encountered include:
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Design
One community centre in particular stood out
to me for its design. Surrounded by multistory housing blocks, the Fuxin Community
Neighbourhood Center is a single story
complex of modular spaces around a central
courtyard. As you walk through the gates, you
are greeted by a stone sign carved with many
different ways of saying “home”.
As you step into the courtyard through the
entrance gates, you immediately feel as if you
are stepping into a quiet oasis away from the
busy street, but at the same time you have the
sense of activity and connection. The visibility
of the various activities immediately provokes a
sense of opportunity.
The central courtyard means that connection
with others is inevitable. And yet, the scale
and simplicity of the space and the courtyard
at its heart, offers a stark contrast with the
high density housing that surrounds it. It was
practical, efficient and beautiful.
Each of the spaces around the courtyard is
distinct, with its own door, and can be locked
or opened as needed. Many are glass-fronted,
so that you can see into the spaces and the
activities happening there.

8

Images: Fuxin Community Neighbourhood Centre

There are spaces of many sizes, some with
specific features and uses, such as a dance
studio, a library and a calligraphy room, and
others which are flexible and can be used for a
variety of activities.
It is a modular system that allows the centre to
organise a flexible and responsive programme
to welcome its approximately 200 visitors per
day, while managing to achieve both a sense
of activity, and of tranquility.
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Key takeaways from these visits:
Neighbourhood community centres can and should be all-rounders
Community Centres can provide valuable infrastructure for a broad spectrum of activities
and services, which can be a strength in terms of diversity of offer to audiences and financial
sustainability. Here are some things to consider.

1. Guarantee the basics through
public funding
Community centres at a neighbourhood
level provide essential social and economic
infrastructure and should be available
to all of us. In the UK, the past decade
has seen drastic funding cuts and the
closure of community centres, children
and young people’s centres, day centres
for older people, libraries and other
community facilities. A recent rise in
local authority investment in ‘community
hubs’, creates an opportunity to provide
essential infrastructure that is supported
in the long term by public funding, but
that if planned and managed well, can
be enlivened, enriched and made more
sustainable through partnership working
and community-led activities.

2. Create space and opportunities
for community-led initiatives
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It is not enough to build the physical
spaces for community-led activities. These

locally driven initiatives need to be enabled
and supported. Empower local groups to
inject their skills, experience and initiative
into the offer for local people. If possible,
provide funding, but if not, provide
managed access to free spaces that local
groups and organisations can use, and
create flexible environments that allow
people to experiment with new ideas.

3. Design matters
The design of a community centre can
make a real difference to how it looks,
feels, and functions. Every place is different,
and will have different requirements, but
looking at community buildings through
a design lens can help explore the
opportunities design offers to make places
work better for people. We have created
a web-based resource Explore Design:
Community Buildings to help with this.

Image: Fuxin Community Neighbourhood Centre
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2. Hackerspace

The XinCheJian workshop, located in
Shanghai’s city centre, claims to be the first
hackerspace in China, and has evolved
over the development of three different
makerspaces. We visited the space known as
Xinchejian 3.0, in a unit that sits within a large
and vibrant co-working space. As you cross the
threshold into the workshop, it is immediately
clear that this is a different kind of environment
from the very designed and orderly centre
within which it sits. One is immediately
confronted with shelves full of all sorts of made
objects, visible tools and machinery, and a
sense of activity.
The membership, which at the time of our visit
was about 100 people, represents a broad
range in levels of making experience, including
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those with highly developed making skills, and
those just starting out who would like to learn
from others. Some members sign up for short
periods of time to work on specific projects,
while others spend extended periods there
working on a number of different projects.
They are keen to network through this space
and to link with each other’s connections.
Of the places we visited in Shanghai, this was
perhaps the most similar to the makerspaces
one might find in the UK. Indeed it is worth
noting that as a space used predominantly by
international makers, all of the people who use
this space are required to speak English, which
is the common language for the makerspace.

Image: XinCheJian workshop
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A space to design and prototype

This Xinchejian workshop is an interesting
model for a makerspace, aimed at supporting
its members to develop products and
businesses, which attracts hobbyists who have
potential to become entrepreneurs. Members
track both their payments for the use of the
space as well as the income their products are
generating on a whiteboard which is visible
to all in the makerspace. Many of the objects
on display are quite playful, and it is clear that
they are objects linked to experimentation and
innovation.
The workshop combines traditional making
tools for woodworking and metalworking with
digital technologies such as laser cutting and
3D printing. Members spoke of the importance
of learning from each other as they worked.

XinCheJian is very clearly a workshop. Surfaces
are there to be worked on and tools are on
display. Even the storage system for members
to keep their personal possessions is utilitarian
if playful, using storage chests to hold and limit
what people leave on site.
It is far from pristine, which might put some
users off, but within what at first glance seems
a pretty chaotic space, there are quite strict
health and safety rules, and while it will tolerate
people being untidy, there is a sense of mutual
respect for both the space itself and the
other makers. While they are working towards
prototyping and product development, there is
also a clear generosity of spirit and willingness
to share, clearly illustrated by those we spoke
to showing us the work that fellow makers were
working on.
Images: XinCheJian
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A social purpose
Several of the makers also share a sense of
social purpose. We spoke to one member who
had developed a machine to flake plastic and
mould precious plastic materials, but wanted
to use it for educational purposes. She saw the
product as a tool to help people understand
that plastic recycling is in itself a resourceheavy process and to encourage others to
reduce their plastic consumption. She ran
workshops at the makerspace, and worked
with schools, and industrial partners such as
H&M and Adidas to support the work.
Members see their making fitting into a wider
dialogue, exploring not only how to make and
sell their work, but how these objects might
contribute to environmental activism, arts and
culture, and education. They run a weekly
Open Night, as a space for members to talk
about their work, and to invite external fellow
makers to connect with the membership.
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Key takeaways from this visit:
Hackerspaces are spaces for connection
Hackerspaces bring their members into contact with others who share their passion for making.
They foster a sense of community among makers, and can offer valuable new networks. They can
be points of connection for a community of makers (and the ideas, objects and processes they
create) and either industry or their local place-based community.

1. Create spaces for learning
Spaces for experimentation and connection
create fertile ground for learning.
Makerspaces can offer that route to
learning through people’s own journey’s of
making and experimentation and through
contact with other makers. They offer a
valuable space to build new skills and
experience.

3. Find your social purpose
Making is often linked to the innovation
of new products and services, and to
the repurposing of materials for new
uses. These outputs and processes,
whether large or small, can make valuable
contributions, to society. Makerspaces
can also serve the vital social purpose of
bringing people and communities together
through making.

2. Nurture innovation
Makerspaces create an environment in
which people feel safe to experiment
and to innovate. They create a space for
makers to develop within a community of
like-minded people who can act as critical
friends and advisors. Very often, makers in
these environments benefit from interaction
with other makers to enhance and
broaden their skills, which can help nurture
innovation.
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3. Fablab technology centre
FabLab O sits within the grounds of Tongji University in Shanghai, and offers a space for
connection and experimentation with design and technology. This centre was initially established
by Junfeng Ding of the College of Design and Innovation at the university, but is now working
towards becoming an independent organisation while maintaining a strong partnership with the
university; indeed some staff are employed by both.
This relationship helps give the Fablab credibility and reach, and offers a vital route into the
university environment and community for those in school or not formally linked to education.

A design-centred approach
Fablab O focuses on STEAM education, an
approach that uses Science, Technology,
Engineering, the Arts and Mathematics as
access points for learning, dialogue, and
critical thinking. The Director of the Fablab,
described it as ‘a space for design thinking
and human-centred design’. Fablab O shows
a particular interest in digital fabrication,
3D design and manufacturing, CNC, as well
as using basic tools. They are also doing
some work through their Biolab to explore
sustainable materials.
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Connecting with local schools and community
Fablab O is particularly interested in
supporting the transition from school into
business, and works with a number of local
schools, inviting students into classes and
activities, and helping schools to set up their
own fablabs.
As well as injecting educational outreach into
schools, for both middle and high school
students, Fablab O has also been working with
teachers in hopes of training them to deliver
some of these activities themselves.
Fablab O has also opened an education centre
based in the local neighbourhood, which offers
a space to host activities and classes outside
the university environment.

These include a series of themed summer
classes as well as free experience classes to
make simple objects, such as a speaker using
a paper cup. Another example is teaching
people how to make bioplastic using starch
and vinegar. The education centre also
provides a space for art and technology
projects, which are exhibited there by
companies and artists.
Fablab O is also working on a mobile lab,
equipping a container that can be moved
around to create pop-up labs.

Images: Fablab O research and education

22

23

Research and development
Fablab O does their own research to develop
educational content, for example to develop
wearable devices such as clothing with builtin charging points. At the time of our visit
they had four students, with an average age
of 24, working with them to develop their
educational programmes for schools.
They also develop educational products, and
shared with us a new technology package
SHANGHAINO, which was designed to
introduce children to digital circuitry through
the construction of a motherboard and minicomputer.

An international movement
Fablab O is part of an international accredited
network that follows quite strict guidance
on its structure, and uses equipment and
training from the Fablab Academy. The Fablab
movement aims to use design thinking not
only to drive better product design, but also
drive social behaviour and change behaviour.

They also look at creating design files that can
be shared and used by anyone, innovating
with a culture for open sourcing as much as
possible.
There are different models for Fablabs,
including:
–

A makerspace for makers who already now
how to use the tools and technology

–

A space for different makers to come
together to work on specific challenges

–

Educational centres

There is also a Fab City movement, involving
cities that have pledged to be self-sufficient by
2050. They are interested in challenging the
current system of economy and manufacture,
favouring places that are locally productive but
that are globally connected through a sharing
economy.

Fablabs in different parts of the world work
together to train new practitioners and help
to establish Fablabs in new places. They
also establish and collaborate on design
challenges, such as a project to address
practical tools to help people with additional
needs tackle everyday challenges like opening
a bottle of sauce.
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Key takeaways from these visits:
Fablabs are spaces for co-design and collaboration
Fablabs and makerspaces offer a wonderful structure for collaboration and co-design with a
social purpose. These spaces for experimentation and innovation can help tackle issues faced by
individuals, our communities and by our planet as a whole. Bringing people together to
co-design new approaches, requires spaces for connection and people coordinating and enabling
that activity.

1. Create spaces to introduce
design and co-design
Design thinking is a vital tool for
responding to opportunities and
challenges, and it is essential to create
spaces both inside and outside formal
education settings for people to explore
and use design. The Fablab approach
demonstrates that these spaces can also be
virtual spaces forged through relationships
and networks.

2. Create connections between
higher education & community
Makerspaces create an environment in
which people feel safe to experiment
and to innovate. They create a space for
makers to develop within a community of
like-minded people who can act as critical
friends and advisors. Very often, makers in
these environments benefit from interaction
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with other makers to enhance and
broaden their skills, which can help nurture
innovation.

3. Use co-design to shift culture,
behaviour & practice
Making is often linked to the innovation
of new products and services, and to
the repurposing of materials for new
uses. These outputs and processes,
whether large or small, can make valuable
contributions, to society. Makerspaces
can also serve the vital social purpose of
bringing people and communities together
through making.

Image: Fablab O
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3. Taobao Village

The only visit that took us outside of Shanghai
was our visit to the Shaji Taobao Village in
Jiangsu province. This is considered the first
Taobao Village (Tao Bao Cun in Chinese), which
grew from local people using entrepreneurial
skills to develop e-commerce, and has grown
into a movement of public-private partnerships
that has completely transformed a number of
rural economies.

city. He then moved on to flat-pack furniture,
having seen the success of products made
by large international companies among the
wealthier middle classes in the cities. Working
with friends in the village and sourcing both
talent and supplies locally, he set up a small
online company to sell his flat-pack furniture,
which quickly began to generate a substantial
income.

Shaji is a small town with a population of
50,000, in the north Jiangsu Province next
to the city of Xuzhou. This transformation of
this rural community began when a young
local resident, who had returned to the
village in 2005 after a period in the more
industrialised urban areas, set up a small
e-commerce company to set mobile phone
accessories sourced from his contacts in the

As others in the village saw the success of
this e-commerce company, others set up their
own small companies out of their homes and
garages, and a local movement of e-commerce
began, which has led to a national movement
of Taobao villages.
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A rapidly growing movement
As people in China and abroad began to
notice the rapid growth in e-commerce,
and the associated growth in local wealth,
interest and investment in the model of the
Taobao village grew. In 2014, the Alibaba
Group (an online distribution marketplace
similar to Amazon), in collaboration with the
government, set up the Rural Taobao Program
to help give rural communities better access
to online goods and services, and to help
them take their own goods to the online
marketplace. Taoboa villages bring together
small local family-based businesses with
industry, marketing and promotions. Local
governments provide direct support through
infrastructure, e-commerce training, and
finance.
The Rural Taobao Program has expanded
rapidly. From the initial 212 villages, in 12
counties, involved in the programme in 2014,
the movement grew to more than 30,000
villages in 1,000 counties by 2018.

Supporting small businesses
through infrastructure
Taobao villages are ecosystems that benefit
from home-grown initiative and talent,
nurtured through infrastructure that is provided
by the government.
The Taobao model bring in investment to
support four key activities:
1. Setting up an e-commerce service network
in counties and villages
2. Improving logistical connections for villages
through coordinated delivery networks
3. Providing training in e-commerce and
promoting entrepreneurship

Sharing the learning
There is now a dedicated programme to
help others learn from the experience of
Shaji. Studio Shaji and The Summer School
is organised through a collaboration between
The Institute for Advanced Architecture of
Catalonia (IAAC) , Fab City, SZOIL, Aformal
Acadamy, IAU, Distributed Design Market
Platform and Wikifactory. Through this
programme, you can visit Shaji and take part
in educational programmes about the Taobao
Village movement, and about the specific
experience of Shaji.

4. Developing rural financial services and
creating shared access to insurance,
accountancy and systems for ensuring
health and safety, quality control and
other elements of business management
that can be difficult or expensive for small
businesses to source.

Images: Shaji visitors centre
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Shaji today
The Shaji we visited in 2019 was a finely
tuned ecosystem of e-commerce. Local
government investment is visible not only in
the networks and services it has supported,
but in the extraordinary pace of building and
development in the area. There is now a large
business park, with new roads being built
to improve access, and even the bullet train
being brought into the area. We were greeted
in a visitors centre and showroom which charts
the history of growth in Shaji over the past 15
years, and showcases local companies and
products. It is slick, modern and built with the
efficiencies of a sharing economy in mind.
The business park is curated so that several
small, complementary companies provide
different elements of the e-commerce
production line, ranging from different
stages of the production of goods for sale,
to marketing companies and even a small
video production company that makes videos
demonstrating how to assemble flat-packed
furniture.

spec ventilation for painting and finishing, and
modular areas that can expand and contract
to different activities. There is a quality control
centre, as well as a highly organised packing
and shipping facility, with regular distribution
to and from the various production areas of
the site.

The impact of a collaborative
economy
Through the co-location and collaboration of
these many small companies, and through the
infrastructure support system, micro-business
don’t just survive, they thrive. At the time of
our visit in 2019, Shaji Village was home to
13,100 companies and disposable income had
grown 100 fold for local people since 2006. It
has made the radical shift from being one of
the poorest to one of the wealthiest areas in
the region.

There are highly specialised work areas
designed to accommodate the various
activities, which small companies can rent.
For example, there are digital printing and
laser cutting facilities for the production of
furniture pieces, areas designed with high
Images: Shaji showrooms and factory space
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Key takeaways from this visit:
Small ideas can lead to massive change
This story illustrates that from the spark of an idea and one person trying something new, radical
change can follow. It is so easy for us to keep doing things that way we have always done them,
but vitally important that we try new things, learn from them and help others learn from them too.
Thanks to the example of the first Taoboa Village, and further iterations of it, there is now a huge
movement that has transformed the lives of millions of people. The message here is smart small
but think big, and encourage others to learn from and build on your ideas.

1. Repurpose existing ideas for new
contexts
Taobao villages grew from an individual
asking how a formula he had seen
working within another context could be
repurposed and reimagined to work in
his. When thinking about how to bring
great ideas to our own places, rather than
discounting them, we should ask ourselves
which aspects of them might work, and
what would we need to do differently to
make it happen.

2. Use co-location to support
collaboration
Specialisation can work, if it is linked into
a network of complementary activities
and services. Small organisations and
businesses can be both effective and
34

impactful if they are not trying to do
everything on their own, but playing to
their own strengths within a network of
complementary collaborators.

3. Invest in infrastructure to
support an ecosystem of small
businesses
It is worth exploring more closely the
potential for impact and sustainability
through long-term investment in
infrastructure to support many, as opposed
to multiple short-term investments to
support individual groups or organisations.
How can systems thinking help us create
economies of scale, while still promoting
both specialism and collaboration?

Image: Shaji distribution centre
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Summing up
Our visits to different types of makerspaces in
Shanghai and Shaji, were a rich experience that
made me think a great deal about the context
of the UK. Community centres in the UK have
undergone a long period of reductions to
funding, resulting in a massive decline in their
number. However, a new wave of investment
by local authorities in community hubs offers
us new opportunities for localised provision of
the many activities and services.
Above all, they offer us the chance to explore
what these shared public buildings can offer
a community as spaces for connection, with
each other and with our own creativity. How
will they help introduce new ideas, skills
and relationships, while creating spaces for
experimentation and innovation? How will
they enable and fuel design thinking and
collaboration to help us respond to local
challenges and opportunities and to nurture
our social and economic well-being? How will
they respond to our individual and collective
needs, and encourage us to work and play
together?
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Recurring themes across makerspaces
It is my hope that this collection of stories
illustrates that there is something to learn from
every place that you visit, and no matter how
different the culture and context, there are
relevant and transferable ideas and ways to do
things. Keep your eyes and ears open, talk to
people and learn for their experiences. This
can only help us shape our places better.

Spaces for collaboration and codesign can have a social purpose
These spaces for experimentation and
innovation can help tackle issues faced by
individuals, our communities and by our planet
as a whole. Bringing people together to codesign new approaches, requires spaces for
connection and people coordinating and
enabling that activity. Makerspaces offer a
wonderful structure and opportunity to do this.

Our environments affect how we
work
Makerspaces vary in their approach to planning
and managing their working environment.
Some place great emphasis on the look and
feel of the environment, and require their
makers to keep their work areas clean and tidy.
Others create an environment in which you can
comfortably make a mess and leave work in
progress. Each community of makers will need
to work together to establish their approach.

Cultures of making and
entrepreneurship can go hand in
hand
With the rise in manufacturing, there has
sometimes been tension between the
traditions of making and crafting, and with
product design and entrepreneurship.
There is no reason for these things not to go
hand in hand.

Networks are essential
Design thinking is contagious and is fuelled
by collaboration. Being part of a network
of designers creates a sharing economy,
a pooling of ideas and resources, and
increased opportunity for connections and
collaborations. This can help extend the impact
and reach of your work.
Too many fantastic initiatives are working in
isolation because they simply do not have the
time and resources to stay connected with
others. Centralised networking systems can
help connect making places to each other
and to their communities. As well as helping
to share information, if can ensure that local
initiatives are complementing rather than
competing with each other.
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Useful links
About The XinCheJian workshop

Tools and Playbooks

http://xindanwei.com/lang/en/service/xinchejian/

Making in Schools: A Toolkit
https://s3.amazonaws.com/cmop_production/downloads/370/Making_Spaces_Toolkit.pdf

About Fablab O
Fablab O, Shanghai, Chana
https://www.fablabs.io/labs/ShanghaiFablab
About fablabs
https://www.fablabs.io
About Fab City global initiative
https://fab.city

Makerspace Playbook: School Edition
https://makered.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Makerspace-Playbook-Feb-2013.pdf
Youth Makerspace Playbook
https://makered.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Youth-Makerspace-Playbook_FINAL.pdf
Creative Citizens’ Variety Pack
http://creativecitizens.co.uk/files/2014/12/00_CC_Variety_Pack_sm-.pdf
Explore Design: community buildings
https://www.empoweringdesign.net/explore-design-community-buildings.html

About Shaji and Taobao Villages



Studio Shaji and the Summer School
https://www.studioshaji.org


Maker Ed: https://makered.org/
Maker Ed UK: http://www.makereduk.org/

E-commerce for poverty alleviation in rural China: from grassroots development to public-private
partnerships
https://blogs.worldbank.org/eastasiapacific/e-commerce-poverty-alleviation-rural-chinagrassroots-development-public-private-partnerships
The Taobao Villages as an Instrument for Poverty Reduction and Shared Prosperity
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/speech/2016/10/29/the-taobao-villages-as-an-instrumentfor-poverty-reduction-and-shared-prosperity
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On Makerspaces

NESTA’s makerspaces database: https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/ukmakerspacesdata_0.
pdf
Design Challenges, Museum of Science, Boston: https://www.mos.org/drop-in-activities/designchallenges
Libraries with makerspaces in the UK: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/libraries-andmakerspaces/libraries-and-makerspaces
DESIS Network: Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability: www.desis.polimi.it
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