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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in fulfilment
of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

TRANSFORMING 2D CHILDREN'S PAINTING INTO 3D
PUBLIC ART FOR IMPROVING PUBLIC SPACES TOWARDS PEOPLE'S
HAPPINESS

By

LUO NA

January 2024

Chairman : Professor Ts. Rahinah binti Ibrahim, PhD

Faculty : Design and Architecture

COVID-19 has caused a large part of the population to suffer depression, hence there
is a need for cities to provide mass relief to the public. This thesis formulates a process
to transform 2D children’s painting into 3D public art in order to help artists produce
more quality public arts for cities. The objective of this study is to enhance the quality
of urban public spaces to boost people's happiness by transforming 2D children's
paintings into 3D public art. This study reviewed extensive literature, focusing on the
relationship between children’s paintings and public art and people’s happiness as well
as the principles of public art creation. This study posits that applying the visual
characteristics found in 2D children's painting can support its transformation into 3D
public art suitable for urban public space which can help boost people's happiness. A
case study and in-depth interviews with 7 public arts’ artists were conducted to develop
a workflow for 3D public art creation with children's paintings as the feature. Then,
three public arts were created according to the workflow, namely "Colourful Shadow

Print", "Rainbow Swing", and "The Harvest of Happiness". Finally, a statistical



analysis on a survey conducted using a questionnaire found that over 90% of people
believe that public art featuring children's paintings in public spaces can alleviate
people's mental stress, enhance their leisure experience, and boost sense of happiness.
Applying the visual characteristics of 2D children's painting (rich and high-purity
colours, simple and general shape, free and random composition) can support
transformation into 3D public art (publicity, interaction, innovation) suitable for urban
public space (urban culture, enhance the urban image) which helps to improve people's
happiness. In conclusion, this study contributes in developing a methodology for
transforming 2D children’s paintings into 3D public art. Furthermore, this study also
encourages Chinese artists to create more public art for urban public spaces that meets
people's aesthetic needs. Besides supporting fellow artists to earn more public
commissions, public arts located in urban spaces suit people's aesthetic needs, relieve
people’s stress, and enhance their leisure experience, thereby able to evoke a sense of

well-being.

Keywords: Children’s paintings’ characteristics, Public art, Public space, People’s
happiness

SDG: Goal 3: Good health and well-being



Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia sebagai
memenuhi keperluan untuk ijazah Doktor Falsafah

TRANSFORMASI LUKISAN 2D KANAK-KANAK KEPADA ARCA
AWAM 3D UNTUK MENAMBAH BAIK RUANG AWAM MENUJU
KEBAHAGIAAN RAKYAT

Oleh

LUO NA

Januari 2024

Pengerusi : Professor Ts. Rahinah binti Ibrahim, PhD

Fakulti : Rekabentuk dan Senibina

COVID-19 menyebabkan populasi besar mengalami kemurungan justeru, terdapat
keperluan untuk bandar-bandar menyediakan bantuan besar-besaran kepada orang
ramai yang boleh digunakan di seluruh bandar. Tesis ini merumuskan proses untuk
mengubah lukisan kanak-kanak 2D kepada seni awam 3D untuk membantu artis
menghasilkan lebih banyak seni awam yang berkualiti untuk bandar. Objektif kajian
ini adalah untuk meningkatkan kualiti ruang awam bandar dan dengan itu,
meningkatkan kebahagiaan orang ramai dengan mengubah lukisan kanak-kanak 2D
kepada seni awam 3D. Kajian ini mengkaji literatur yang luas, memberi tumpuan
kepada hubungan antara lukisan kanak-kanak dan seni awam dan kebahagiaan orang
ramai serta prinsip penciptaan seni awam. Kajian ini menekankan bahawa penerapan
ciri visual lukisan kanak-kanak 2D dapat menyokong transformasinya kepada seni
awam 3D yang sesuai untuk ruang awam bandar yang dapat membantu meningkatkan
keceriaan orang ramai. Kajian kes dan temu bual mendalam dengan 7 artis seni awam

telah dijalankan untuk membangunkan aliran kerja bagi penciptaan seni awam 3D



dengan lukisan kanak-kanak sebagai ciri. Kemudian, tiga seni awam telah dicipta
mengikut aliran kerja, iaitu "Cetakan Bayangan Berwarna", "Rainbow Swing", dan
"The Harvest of Happiness". Akhir sekali, analisis statistik pada tinjauan yang
dijalankan menggunakan soal selidik mendapati bahawa lebih 90% orang percaya
bahawa seni awam yang menampilkan lukisan kanak-kanak di ruang awam boleh
mengurangkan tekanan mental orang ramai, meningkatkan pengalaman masa lapang
mereka dan meningkatkan rasa gembira. Mengaplikasikan ciri visual lukisan kanak-
kanak 2D (warna yang kaya dan ketulenan tinggi, bentuk ringkas dan umum, gubahan
bebas dan rawak) boleh menyokong transformasi kepada seni awam 3D (publisiti,
interaksi, inovasi) sesuai untuk ruang awam bandar (budaya bandar, meningkatkan
imej bandar) yang membantu meningkatkan kebahagiaan rakyat. Kesimpulannya,
kajian ini menyumbang dalam membangunkan metodologi untuk mengubah lukisan
kanak-kanak 2D kepada seni awam 3D. Tambahan pula, kajian ini juga menggalakkan
pencipta seni awam Cina untuk mencipta lebih banyak seni awam untuk ruang awam
bandar yang memenuhi keperluan estetik orang ramai. Selain menyokong rakan artis
untuk mendapatkan lebih banyak komisen awam, seni awam yang terletak di ruang
awam bandar sesuai dengan keperluan estetik orang ramai, melegakan orang ramai.
tekanan, dan meningkatkan pengalaman masa lapang mereka, dengan itu terbukti

membangkitkan rasa kesejahteraan.

Kata Kunci: Ciri-ciri lukisan kanak-kanak, Seni awam, Ruang awam, kebahagian rakyat

SDG: MATLAMAT 3: Kesihatan dan kesejahteraan yang baik
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the context and background of the study and the research
statement. This chapter also describes the main research gaps, research questions, and
research objectives. These are followed by the significance of the study and the

operational definitions and organization of the thesis.

1.2 Context and Background of Study

Personal subjective well-being is an important indicator of the level of social
development and the quality of people's lives (Zhou et al., 2021; Lu et al., 2021).
According to Chai & Li (2019), happiness is both an ideal goal that people have been

pursuing for a long time and a life practice that people have been striving for.

The rapid development of society has brought unprecedented convenience to human
beings, but at the same time, it has also brought great pressure to people's work and
life. Urban dwellers also face the dilemma of "happiness stagnation”, meaning rapid
economic growth does not have a significant impact on happiness (Chai & Li, 2019).
At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused unlimited stress and suffering
which has seriously affected people's well-being (Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 2020;

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020).



People's well-being significantly declined and improving one's subjective well-being
became increasingly important. The World Happiness Report 2022 stated that
economic insecurity, anxiety, and disruptions in all aspects of life increased during the
COVID-19 pandemic, and for many people, physical and mental health are under

stress and challenge (Helliwell et al., 2022).

Numerous studies have demonstrated the positive impact of participation in arts on
individuals' well-being. For instance, a research by Kafashpor et al. (2018) found that
engaging in artistic activities such as painting, sculpture, or music can promote
positive emotions and subjective happiness. With the rapid development of the social
economy and rise of culture and art consumption, people are slowly adapting to the
popularization of art participation and art consumption. People have unlimited

yearning for a better life and look forward to more happiness.

The new crown pneumonia epidemic has severely affected people's daily lives in
different ways and caused great harm to people (Qin et al., 2020). In this context,
efforts must be made to improve people’s well-being. Therefore, improving people's
well-being is not only a key task for practitioners but also an important topic for

theoretical research.

1.3 Problem Statement

1. Children's paintings are a child's perception of the world and a tool for
communicating emotions and ideas through visual means (McArdle &
Piscatelli, 2002). Children's art is expressive (McClure 2011). The visual
characteristics of children's painting can effectively enrich and regulate
people's spiritual life, thus relieving all forms of stress and increasing the
overall level of well-being (Gracanin et al., 2015).



2. This study focused on examining children's painting. The happiness that
children's paintings bring can be used to elicit some sense of well-being in
people. Kozlowska and Hanney (2001) state that children's artwork can
facilitate emotional expression and coping which indirectly benefits the adults
around them. This study agrees that children's art can also stimulate creativity
and imagination in adults and may provide a sense of nostalgia for one's
childhood (Thomson et al., 2018). The characteristics of children's painting can
give unlimited inspiration (Layous et al., 2013). They can be used to evoke
public delight through visual means (Olley, 2009; Whitebread, 2003; Willats,
2006; Xu et al., 2021; Bland, 2012; Metin, 2020).

3. Public art is an important part of the urban landscape. Public art can convey
important messages, reflect collective values, and provoke thought and
discussion on societal issues (Barrett et al., 2010). However, in many
developing countries, public art is still a new concept. In the 1980s, the concept
of public art was introduced in China, and since then, public art has been
modernized like never before. Public art in China has gone through a process
of development from "sculpture art” to "urban sculpture” to "public art" (Wang
etal., 2015).

4. Chinese public art is also slowly fusing traditional aesthetics with modern
emotions while integrating public art into urban planning and transforming
public spaces into cultural landmarks (Chen, 2022; Wang et al., 2022). There
are scholars who believe that traditional Chinese cultural values and social
norms also impose restrictions that sometimes lead to the rejection of
contemporary or abstract art forms that are perceived as inconsistent with
Chinese culture (Li & Chen, 2020). More could be done to fully utilize public
arts to realize its full potential despite government regulations in China that
seems to restrict artistic freedom and expression (Sun, 2022). Adding to this
backdrop, strict censorship policies also inhibit creativity (Wang, 2018). This
study agrees that many new public spaces have been designed primarily for
aesthetic purposes or as tourist attractions as opposed to meeting the needs of
local residents.

However, in its current form, Chinese urban public art is still in the primary stage of
development, and there are many weak links in both the practice system and the
theoretical system (Zhao, 2015). Although Chinese urban public art has made great
progress, some public arts of poor quality have been moved onto the squares and streets
of cities. These public artworks simply adopt geometric forms from international style,
lack regional characteristics in terms of shape, and ignore the connotation of the works

(Liu, 2020; Pan, 2012).



Many issues in the development of contemporary public art in China are worth
reflecting on such as the understanding of the subjects of public art audiences, the
public artists' understanding of art language and publicness, and the issue of public art
subjects and the public art system (Wu, 2005). Such imbalance between the internal
and external contradictions of Chinese contemporary public art has caused artists to
lower their standards and slowly develop their public arts into low-level cloning
lacking artistry and having short life span (Wang, 2012). Located in the southwestern
part of China, Guangxi Province lacks public art commissions compared to other

regions such as Beijing and Shanghai (Wu, 2015). This study conducted a series of

surveys and research in Guangxi, China.

Therefore, there is no doubt that in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, efforts

must be made to improve the well-being of citizens. There is a need to formulate a
process to transform 2D children’s paintings into 3D public art in order to help art

creators to produce more quality public arts for cities.

1.4 Research Questions and Research Objectives

This study combines children's paintings with public art specifically applying their
visual characteristics to public art design and exploring the possibility of transforming
the color and shape elements of children's painting into public art. The aim of this study
is to provide new forms of expression and art for public art, recommend the design of
urban public arts with the characteristics of children's paintings, and enrich urban
culture to enhance the aesthetics of public space. There is a well-established research

on the impact of children's art on audiences, and this study demonstrates a



way to bring 2D children's artworks into 3D public art forms on a larger scale. This
study hopes to improve the quality of life of urban dwellers and bring happiness to
people. This study used Ibrahim’s (2011 & 2020) research question (RQ) construct
classification technique to identify three different RQ constructs, namely the “WHO?”,
“WHAT”, and “HOW” in formulating the primary research questions. A specific
research structure related to the research question has been identified which led to the

formation of the research question and research objectives.

The "WHO" research question structure was defined as the well-being of the people
as it refers to the settings that will be affected by the research. The "WHAT" research
question structure was defined as 2D children's paintings as it formed the body of
knowledge needed to address the research inquiry. The two "HOW” research questions
were defined as impacts or actions necessary to the people and/or to the 2D children’s
paintings. In this study, the targeted impacts are transforming 3D public art and
improving public spaces. The main research question and research objective of this

study are stated below:

Research Question 1: What is the impact of artistic participation on subjective
people's happiness? Research Objective 1: To investigative the impact of artistic

participation on subjective people's happiness.

Research Question 2: What is the influence of 2D children's painting characteristics
on people's happiness? Research Objective 2: To identify the influence of 2D

children's painting characteristics on people's happiness.



Research Question 3: What are the design principles of 3D public arts from 2D
children's painting characteristics for people's happiness? Research Objective 3: To
analyse the design principles of 3D public arts from 2D children's painting

characteristics for people's happiness.

Main Research Question: How to develop the best process for transforming 2D
children's painting into 3D public art in order to improve public space for people's
happiness? Main Research Objective: To develop the process for transforming 2D

children's painting into 3D public art to improve public space for people's happiness.

Table 1.1 presents the how the researcher utilizes the EAGLE Research Design
Framework to systematically break down the research questions and subsequently

answer the main research question and achieve the main research objective.

Table 1.1: Identifying the structure of the research questions, formulating sub-
research questions and defining the research objectives

RQ Construct Research Sub- Questions Research objectives
construct  Description

What is the impact of artistic To investigative the impact of
WHO People's  participation on subjective people's  artistic participation on subjective
happiness  happiness? people's happiness.
What is the influence of 2D To identify the influence of 2D
WHAT 2D children  children's painting characteristics on ~children's painting characteristics
painting  people's happiness? on people's happiness
characteristics
What are the design principles of 3D To analyse the design principles of
Transform  public arts from 2D children's 3D public arts from 2D children's
HOW1 3D public art painting characteristics for people's painting characteristics for people's
happiness? happiness

How to develop the best process for ~ To develop the best process for
Improve  transforming 3D public art from 2D transforming 3D public art from 2D

HOW2  public space  children's painting in order to children's painting in order to
improve public space for people's improve public space for people's
happiness? happiness

(Adapted from Ibrahim, 2011 & 2020)



15 Research Significance

The results of this study are significant from several perspectives. First, by
investigating the simple, primitive, and unpretentious aesthetic elements in children's
paintings and by distilling and applying them to create public art design, this study

finds a novel approach to successfully create a public art design process.

Secondly, this study helps to identify the factors that affect people's happiness and
understand the impact of art participation on people's happiness. The study presents
the characteristics of children's painting elements, proposes a theory for adding
children's elements to public art, and suggests a theoretical framework for converting

2D children's painting elements into 3D public art.

Third, the results of the study suggest that the creative process of transforming 2D
children's painting elements into 3D public art can give ordinary urban residents more
opportunities to participate in the creation of public art and give public art creators
more artistic inspiration. In the creation of public art in the early stage of this study, a
questionnaire collected people's wishes, so that public art and urban residents had
better interaction and public art in urban public space can contain the ideas and
intentions of urban residents. It helps public art creators to create more public art for
the city that meets people's wishes and inspires people's happiness in the field of art.
This study can also improve the utilisation of local cultural resources and enhance the

local atmosphere of the city, thus improving the sense of place and cultural tourism.

Fourth, this research is important because transforming 2D children's paintings into

3D art is a fun and creative activity. This activity is in line with children's educational
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development; thus, the content of this study can even be applied to kindergarten and
elementary school art curricula which can enrich children's art classes. This concept
can be applied to children's education. The process of transforming children’s art from

2D to 3D will allow them to activate their minds, develop creativity, and enjoy art.

1.6 Operational Definitions

The operational definitions of the key terms that are used in this study are stipulated

in this section.

People's happiness. This study follows Diener et al.’s (1999) definition of people's
happiness often referred to as subjective well-being which is "a person's cognitive and
affective evaluations of his or her life." This encompasses three interrelated
components: 1) life satisfaction (a cognitive assessment of one's life as a whole); 2)
positive affect (experiencing positive emotions and moods); and 3) negative affect

(experiencing low levels of negative moods and emotions).

Children’s painting. This study follows Lowenfeld (1957) definition of children's
painting which is the expression of a child's perception of the world that is influenced
by developmental stages, experience, and individual creativity which allow children

to communicate emotions and ideas through visual means.

Public art. This study follows Senie’s (1992) definition of public art which is art that
is situated in a public space or is publicly accessible, created to engage the public,
enrich the community, and often reflect or interpret the history, culture, and values of

the place where it resides.



Public Space. This study follows Carmona et al. (2010) definition of public space
which refers to places that are open and accessible to all people regardless of gender,
race, ethnicity, age, or socio-economic level. These spaces are a social space that is

generally open.

1.7 Organization of Thesis

The thesis is structured into six chapters as follows:

Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 1 introduces the background and context of the study, the problem statement,
the main research questions and sub-research guestions, the research objectives, the

overview of the research methodology, and the scope and limitations of the study.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter explores and discusses how the researcher constructed the theoretical
framework which was used to guide this study's research design. It covers how the
literature review was conducted and presents the results before synthesizing them to

form the theoretical proposition for this study.

Chapter 3: Research Methodology

This chapter describes the case study research methodology developed to conduct this
study. The researcher explains the workflow of the research design and details the five
components of the case study methodology. In addition, this chapter presents the

methodology of the validation, limitations, and ethical matters.
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Chapter 4: Results and Analysis

This chapter presents the results and analysis of data from seven artists in creating
public art featuring children's paintings and summarized the principles and methods of
creating public art featuring children's paintings. Finally, this study summarizes the
workflows and synthesized them into a singular process for the transformation of the

characteristics of children’s paintings into 3D public art.

Chapter 5: Development of Public Art Prototype

This chapter describes the process of developing three prototypes—"Colorful Shadow
Print”, “Rainbow Swing” and “The Harvest of Happiness”—following the workflow
for the transformation of the characteristics of children's paintings into 3D public art.
The researcher also reports the results from a survey to verify public satisfaction with

the public art featuring children's paintings.

Chapter 6: Conclusions

This chapter provides answers to the sub-research questions and subsequently the main
research question. It also presents the study’s knowledge contributions, its benefits,

limitations, and future research recommendations.
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