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ABSTRACT
Current urban renewal in China lacks effective public engagement, 
limiting the agency enabled by the ‘Responsible Planner’ mechan
ism. This paper explores how exploratory walks mediated by plan
ners support problem identification and co-production of 
interventions. By analysing spatial capital through the spatial dis
tribution of four forms of capital, it examines and operationalizes 
spatial (in)justices in community renewal. Two case studies in 
Beijing’s historical and commercial districts reveal capital imbal
ance, empowering participants to potentially mobilize spatial capi
tal to address spatial disparities co-creatively. The paper highlights 
the practical value of walking research and provides an actionable 
model for participatory planning and long-term policymaking.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Spatial justice

Rather than viewing space as a static backdrop of social activities, the ‘spatial turn’ emphasizes 
the active role of spatiality of (in)justice which influences society and social life (Soja, 2010). 
Ensuring spatial justice increasingly serves as a guiding principle in the field of spatial 
planning (Kunzmann, 1998). Drawing on David Harvey’s notion of the ‘Right to the City’, 
urban residents, especially marginalized groups, should be engaged democratically and 
equitably in shaping urban renewal and the development processes, with planners translating 
these principles into practice (Harvey, 2015). Community participation and localized plan
ning are essential for achieving spatial justice, especially within urban renewal models that 
aim to alleviate the unequal spatial distribution of power, capital, and opportunities, thereby 
promoting genuinely sustainable and equitable urban development (Currie & Sorensen,  
2019), and ultimately realizing the vision of ‘designing for all’. However, as Soja argues, 
identifying and understanding the underlying processes that produce spatial inequities 
remains far more complex (Soja, 2010). Spatial capital serves as a potential analytical 
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framework to elucidate the processes behind spatial injustice, such as gentrification, and is a 
meaningful tool to enhance resilience in communities (Callaghan & Colton, 2008; Centner,  
2008; Lévy, 2014; Marcus, 2007; Tomay & Berger, 2024).

1.2. Participatory planning approach

In the context of urban renewal, climate crisis response and post-COVID recovery, public 
participation has gained increased attention for its potential to generate synergistic benefits 
within constrained urban environments (Khatibi et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021; 
Champlinet al., 2023). Recent decades have witnessed a notable surge in participatory 
practices, aligned with the rise of grassroots citizen participation movements. Arnstein’s ‘A 
Ladder of Citizen Participation’ (Arnstein, 1969) laid the theoretical foundation for public 
participation, and the participatory planning theory (Smith, 1973; Habermas, 1984; Healey,  
1999) provides important methodological support. The UN’s New Urban Agenda embraces 
a participatory approach by ‘providing safe and equal access for all, and by providing equal 
access for all to physical and social infrastructure and basic services, as well as adequate and 
affordable housing’ (United Nations, 2017). There is a wide spectrum of procedural activities 
and support instruments to operationalize participatory planning, yet gaps remain in 
approaching inclusive and effective participation.

1.3. Responsible planner

In architectural practice, the tension lies between client-centric compliance and ethical 
imperatives (Till, 2009, 2005). Chinese urban planners are faced with a similar situation: 
The typical top-down process empowers local authorities to determine the degree and 
procedure of public participation and make spatial decisions (Xu et al., 2024). Like what 
Till states about the architect’s ethical duty (Till, 2009), cities like Beijing, Shanghai, 
Shenzhen, and Chengdu, are exploring an institutionalized model, community planner 
system, to deploy ‘Delegated Planner’, ‘Community Planner’, or ‘Responsible Planner’ to 
act as a mediator and third-party consultant to identify the needs of local communities 
and help them to shape interventions for urban renewal planning (Wang & Ma, 2019).

1.4. Gaps in planning practice

Firstly, scholars have developed various measures under different definitions of spatial 
capital, trying to understand and explain the mechanism behind social injustice in the 
spatial dimension; however, there is a lack of operationalizable approaches to observing 
and mobilizing spatial capital through everyday practices.

Marcus deploys space syntax analysis to evaluate spatial capital by quantifying 
spatial integration, capacity, and diversity indices, revealing significant correlations 
(Marcus, 2007). UN-Habitat examines the spatial capital of 17 Saudi Arabian cities 
through a detailed study of street connectivity, operationalizing spatial capital 
through objective urban morphology (López Moreno & Orvañanos, 2015). On the 
other hand, qualitative approaches are used to study spatial capital. Rérat focuses on 
empirical phenomena such as residential location choices and mobility patterns 
through questionnaires and semi-structured interviews (Rérat, 2018). Horsch & 
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Ouvrard use in-depth interviews and ethnographic surveys to trace the evolution of 
spatial capital among architecture students (Horsch & Ouvrard, 2023). Despite 
advancements in methodology, either with quantitative approaches (like space syntax, 
focusing on spatial form) or with qualitative methods (like interviews with spatial 
agents), there is a lack of observation and recording of how spatial agents interact 
with physical locations in daily life, shaping the spatialized habitus and capital which 
leads to injustice.

Secondly, existing participatory planning in practice faces significant challenges 
rooted in both structural inequities and procedural limitations.

Conventional methods such as public councils and hearings often fail to ensure 
equitable stakeholder engagement due to entrenched power imbalances (Akbar et al.,  
2020). Privileged stakeholders with greater temporal, material, and social capital tend to 
dominate participatory processes (Fung, 2015), while marginalized groups face exclusion 
due to resource constraints, power imbalances, or technical/verbal barriers (Feruglio & 
Rifai, 2017). Procedural constraints further restrict participants’ agency and engagement. 
Technical jargon, complicated planning documents, and bureaucratic processes create 
barriers to comprehension, contributing to chronically low attendance at public hearings 
and disengagement from participatory mechanisms (Kweit & Kweit, 1984). Additionally, 
rigid procedural frameworks, coupled with the intricate nature of urban planning issues 
and institutional inertia, often erode public trust and interest in participation and further 
lead to the underrepresentation of vulnerable groups for a long time, diminishing both 
the efficiency and legitimacy of these processes (Duţu et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2022).

Thirdly, responsible planners in China encounter challenges in embedding public 
participation in the existing top-down urban governance framework.

To achieve an equitable distribution of spatial resources, opportunities, and rights across 
various social groups, planners need to act as mediators between experts, officials, and 
communities (Forester, 1982). However, due to the government-led and citizen-passively- 
involved feature of urban planning in China, responsible planners often play a supporting 
and supervisory role. Additionally, planners tend to prioritize specialized technical skills over 
addressing the tacit and collective needs of the community (Till, 2009).

1.5. Objective and contribution

Faced with the gaps mentioned above, the key research question lies in how to address 
spatial injustice in urban renewal by examining spatial capital more collaboratively and 
effectively. This article aims to introduce and apply a novel participatory planning 
approach to observe, document, analyze and mobilize spatial capital in a co-creative 
manner for more equitable planning outcomes. This approach contributes to the appli
cation of spatial capital in urban planning practice, enabling planners to observe spatial 
practices in daily life and understand the underlying forms of capital that shape spatial 
agents’ interactions with urban spaces. The results can inform policymakers of the 
structural drivers of spatial injustice and thereby support the formulation of long-term 
strategies. The paper offers an operationalizable framework for participatory planning 
under China’s ‘Responsible Planner’ mechanism, engaging communities in urban 
renewal for addressing spatial (in)justice.
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2. Methodology

2.1. Conceptual framework and hypothesis

Spatial justice concerns the equitable distribution of spatial capital (Lévy, 2014). Spatial 
capital, along with its exchange with other forms of capital, such as economic, cultural, 
social and ecological, shapes individuals’ ability to benefit from and contribute to space, 
which thus influences spatial justice (Lévy, 2014). Moreover, building a sustainable and 
resilient community requires a balance of these forms of capital (Callaghan & Colton,  
2008), ensuring that the spatial advantages do not disproportionately benefit certain 
groups while excluding others. In this context, analysing spatial capital through the 
spatial distribution of other forms of capital serves as a key lens to understand and 
operationalize spatial (in)justices in community renewal.

An effective participatory planning process is crucial to ensure spatial justice in urban 
renewal, where responsible planners can play a mediatory role in engaging and co- 
designing with local inhabitants. The walking method is a valuable tool for observing 
and understanding spatial injustices in situ, which helps planners and other participants 
directly tap into spatial practices and the underlying structures of habitus, as well as 
distribution of different forms of capital. Under such a conceptual framework, the paper 
is positioned as a plea to reintegrate exploratory walks as a critical planning tool.

Therefore, we hypothesize that to effectively address spatial injustices and enable 
participatory urban renewal, (responsible) planners must first conceptualize spatial 
capital as a means of understanding community dynamics; Exploratory walks serve as 
an effective methodological tool to observe, document, and activate different forms of 
capital (economic, cultural, social, and ecological) to understand and mobilize spatial 
capital in a co-creative manner.

The overall methodology with the conceptual framework is shown in Figure 1.

2.2. Detailed methods

2.2.1. Spatial capital
Bourdieu differentiates three fundamental forms of capital (economic, cultural, social) 
and refers to symbolic capital as any form of capital that is socially recognized and valued 
within a certain context, with the effect of habitus as ‘a socially constituted cognitive 
capacity’ (Bourdieu, 1986). Building on Bourdieu’s theory of capital and habitus, spatial 
capital has been evolving as a key concept for understanding the advantages and 
disadvantages experienced by spatial agents, as well as the power imbalance embedded 
in spatial configurations.

Ramos deduces from Bourdieu’s theory of capitals, arguing that ‘agents not only 
possess different forms of capital but also often combine and apply them synergistically 
to gain advantages in different social fields’, which shapes spatial practices (Ramos, 2024). 
We adopt two perspectives, implicitly differentiated in Ramos’s work, in our analysis to 
organize the literature on diverse definitions, meanings, and measures of spatial capital.

From the agent’s perspective, spatial capital is ‘a skill, resource or asset that enables 
agents to develop spatial practices’ and the ‘ability to capitalize on resources and skills 
for practices in geographical space’ (Ramos, 2024). Such interpretation is closely 
connected to Bourdieusian symbolic capital. Centner uses ‘spatial capital’ with an 
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explicit focus on how dominant groups reshape place, who claims it is a form of 
symbolic capital that originates from economic, social, and cultural capital, with the 
ability to take and make place (Centner, 2008). Mosselson develops the concept of 
spatial capital, following Centner, as ‘the ability to take and make place, but also as 
the ability to successfully navigate, inhabit and engage with space’ (Mosselson, 2020). 
Mosselson argues spatial capital is ‘subsumed and enacted through one’s habitus’, 
engaging ‘with the day-to-day realities of a space and understand[ing] its inner 
workings and multiple worlds’ (Mosselson, 2020). Lévy uses spatial capital in 
a narrow sense, as ‘a “species” of social capital, non-reducible to other species’; it 
falls into the agent-based interpretation, as ‘a significant component of an actor’s 
social capital’ which ‘can be exchanged with other capitals’ (Lévy, 2014).

From the location’s perspective, spatial capital refers to the advantages endowed by 
a physical space itself, such as living in well-connected urban areas that facilitate access to 
economic, cultural, or educational opportunities, or businesses strategically using spatial 
knowledge for real estate and investment decisions (Ramos, 2024). Lévy similarly claims 
‘a space may also have spatial capital in terms of stock and flows’, e.g. a city can leverage 
its location to strengthen connections with other areas while enhancing its appeal to 
various spatial actors (Lévy, 2014). Marcus provides one of the earliest attempts to 
quantify spatial capital as an outcome of urban form (Marcus, 2007). Marcus argues 

Figure 1. Illustration of the overall methodology.
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that spatial capital can serve as a measurement of urbanity for evaluating social perfor
mativity of urban form and its influence on land-value (Marcus, 2007).

Building on Centner’s spatial capital concept (Centner, 2008) and Ramos’s location- 
based perspective (Ramos, 2024), this research conceptualizes spatial capital as 
a collective resource and service embedded in communities, which the physical location 
possesses, originating from other forms of capital and enabling spatial agents to gain 
advantages. Adapted from the framework of ‘community capital’ (Callaghan & Colton,  
2008), we adopt four basic forms of capital forming communities’ spatial capital which 
will be spatialized and analyzed throughout the participatory planning process. We also 
follow Mosselson’s spatialized perspective on habitus, assuming disposition and practice 
are deeply influenced by experiences in particular physical spaces (Mosselson, 2020).

2.2.1.1. Economic capital. This is capital that can be directly converted into money and 
is often institutionalized as property rights (Bourdieu, 1986). In the participatory process, 
it is linked to areas where economic investments are apparent, such as commercial zones, 
high-end residential areas, and well-maintained amenities.

2.2.1.2. Cultural capital. Bourdieusian cultural capital refers to three forms: embodied 
(long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body), objectified (cultural goods), and 
institutionalized (educational qualifications) (Bourdieu, 1986). Here, we adapt the term 
from its original agent-based definition, shifting the focus to the advantages embedded in 
physical space. Cultural capital in this context is prominent in culturally significant sites 
like historical buildings, cultural centers, and public art installations.

2.2.1.3. Social capital. This is composed of social obligations, connections, or any other 
relationships that have developed around shared values, norms, and trust (Callaghan & 
Colton, 2008). This type of capital can be transformed into economic capital under 
specific conditions and may be institutionalized as a title of nobility (Bourdieu, 1986). In 
the case studies, social capital is observed through social interactions and networks in 
public spaces like parks, squares, and community centers.

2.2.1.4. Ecological capital. It refers to the stock of natural resources that provide valuable 
services and contribute to human well-being and economic activities (Costanza et al.,  
1997). It encompasses stocks such as geology, soil, air, water, and all living organisms, and 
services like flood regulation, atmospheric gas exchange, and erosion control, which is 
magnified by its contribution to other forms of community capital (Callaghan & Colton,  
2008, Missemer, 2018). In this research, the emphasis is not on the direct utilization of 
natural resources for industrial mass production within capitalism, but rather on the 
intrinsic value and effects that the ecological services can bring to the communities.

2.2.1.5. Habitus. Bourdieu defines it as ‘a system of dispositions’ in a permanent 
manner or ‘schemata or structures of perception, conception and action’ in a long-lasting 
manner (Rooksby, 2017). According to Bourdieu, habitus and lifestyle both are closely 
linked in people’s behavior ‘in a sense very systematic’ when they occupy ‘a similar or 
neighboring position in social space’. Mosselson adapts the Bourdieusian concept and 
defines the developers’ habitus as ‘the set of socially inculcated dispositions, motivations 
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and practices that inform social action and shape the processes through which they 
redevelop the inner-city’. Such spatial habitus enacts spatial capital to take and make 
place successfully (Mosselson, 2020). Tomay & Berger further apply Bourdieusian con
cepts of habitus, dispositions, and practices to spatiality, providing a possibility to 
‘distinguish between urban and rural habitus’ and reflecting the reinforced social injus
tice (Tomay & Berger, 2024). Since habitus is not easily verifiable or observable 
(Mosselson, 2020; Sköldberg & Alvesson, 2009), in our approach, we observe the spatial 
practices or lifestyles of local inhabitants shaped by spatial habitus (Tomay & Berger,  
2024) to understand the underlying spatial capital and spatial injustice.

2.2.2. Exploratory walk
Walking research, alternatively coined as ‘commented walk’ (Thibaud, 2001), ‘mobile 
interview’, ‘walk-along’, ‘walking fieldwork’, etc. (King & Woodroffe, 2019), is character
ized by researchers organizing interviews during the walking events together with the 
participants at given locations or along certain routes (Kinney, 2017). ‘Exploratory walk’, 
as a walking research method, enhances the attributes of participatory action research in 
mobile activities, enabling ‘co-walkers’ to explore the relations between physical space 
and people’s everyday life, exchange knowledge and opinions (Bazuń & Kwiatkowski,  
2022), as well as deepen the understandings of habitus and spatial capital. The approach 
has the following benefits in urban planning practice:

(1) Exploratory walk enables more effective and comprehensive observations of the 
physical space and spatial practices to identify potential design problems (Bazuń & 
Kwiatkowski, 2022). Through exploratory walks, the researchers become partners 
with the participants, enabling more continuous observation of spaces and facil
itating in-depth interviews (O’Neill & Roberts, 2019). The uncertainties encoun
tered during the walk also provide opportunities for researchers to observe 
affective states and dispositions of participants and residents (Bazuń & 
Kwiatkowski, 2020). The observatory results from the walking research, either 
factual material (sensory observation of urban spaces and identification of proble
matic areas) or strategic material (identification of certain needs and potentials) 
(Evans & Jones, 2011; Piga, 2021) can form the basis for documenting and 
analyzing the distribution of different forms of capital in the community. This, 
in turn, can inform spatial interventions that mobilize the imbalanced capital to 
enhance the community’s resilience.

(2) Exploratory walk contributes to just planning (Harvey, 1992) through the process 
of co-production by involving both technical specialists and life-experienced 
inhabitants (Kinney, 2017). Such events can enhance spatial justice by delivering 
inclusive participation during the decision-making processes (European 
Environment Agency, 2023). Such activities, with their ‘inclusive and participa
tory’ feature (O’Neill & Roberts, 2019), increase the chance and level of participa
tion (Back, 2017) hence reducing the power imbalances during the planning 
process (Bazuń & Kwiatkowski, 2022).

(3) Exploratory walk benefits the participants’ agency and their sense of belonging to 
communities. Exploratory walk, as a form of pedagogy or a collective learning 
activity (Back, 2017), can provoke participants’ motivation to engage due to the 
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familiarity of geographical locations (Bazuń & Kwiatkowski, 2022). Exploratory 
walk also offers participants opportunities for ‘reflective learning’ about the com
munity (Moon, 2013, Piga, 2021), and forms good interpersonal relationships, as 
well as a sense of belonging (Bazuń & Kwiatkowski, 2022).

2.2.3. Responsible planner’s mediation role
In the Global North, planning professionals are increasingly believed to act as mediators 
balancing interests amongst stakeholders (Forester, 2006) and help engage marginalized 
groups during the decision-making process (Fainstein, 2000; Suddaby & Viale, 2011; 
Tayebi, 2013). Despite the mainstream top-down planning structure in China, planners still 
can act as ‘mediators’ and ‘activists’ to enhance citizen participation (Zhang et al., 2020).

The official initiative of the ‘Responsible Planner’ mechanism in the Chinese context 
provides great potential for planners to perform the role of mediators in urban renewal 
interventions and long-term maintenance. Since 2019, the government of Beijing 
assigned professional planners to cover all streets and towns, aiming to realize urban 
renewal and infrastructure construction in a shared co-governance manner (Tang & 
Zhang, 2023). The main responsibilities of such planners include facilitating commu
nications among governments, markets, and the public, as well as providing independent 
technical opinions and consulting for planning, design, assessment of projects 
(BMCPNR, 2024). After years of rollout of the mechanism, an overall improvement in 
the living environment and urban quality through co-governance has been achieved in 
Beijing’s core areas (Wang & Ma, 2019). The operational framework of the Beijing 
Responsible Planner System (Figure 2) facilitates the restructuring of power in the 
governance process, thereby paving the way for participatory planning and shared 

Figure 2. Typical organizational structure of the Responsible Planner system in Beijing (adapted from 
Wang et al., 2022).
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decision-making within the top-down governance process (Zhu et al., 2023). The idea of 
Responsible Planner aligns with Till’s notion of the ‘expert-citizen/citizen-expert’ role of 
architects, ‘moving between the worlds of expert and citizen’, and ‘engages with the world 
as organic intellectual, a new form of professional’ (Till, 2005).

2.2.4. Participatory process of the planner-mediated exploratory walk
The new approach we propose applies exploratory walks [49] combined with a follow-up 
diagnosis workshop to co-produce analysis of the findings and shed light on future 
intervention strategies (Bazuń & Kwiatkowski, 2022). The approach deploys planning 
professionals, or responsible planners in the Chinese context, as mediators in guiding the 
participants in the walking sessions, as well as providing knowledge sharing and coordinat
ing diagnosis in the follow-up workshop sessions (KİRMİZİ, 2019). Bridging top-down 
planning structure and bottom-up grassroots initiatives, planners can facilitate observation, 
activation, education, and integration with participants to increase the chance of success 
(Kwiatkowski, 2016) and contribute to the dissemination of ‘findings’ (O’Neill & Roberts,  
2019). Spatial capital is innovatively used as a lens to analyze the findings derived from the 
walking sessions. By mobilizing spatial capital, more effective and equitable future strate
gies can be developed. The participatory process follows the Double Diamond approach, 
with the steps Discover, Define, Develop, and Deliver (the Design Council, 2024). The 
Double Diamond approach helps planners to collaborate effectively and efficiently in 
interdisciplinary teams, especially when involving non-experts, owing to the high complex
ity of design problems (Kochanowska & Gagliardi, 2022; Stelzle et al., 2017). It helps to 
make the planning process visible to the participants, leaving flexibility in problem 
identification and solution synthesis, as well as enabling ‘reflective practice’ 
(Kochanowska & Gagliardi, 2022).

The detailed procedure is shown in Figure 1. The full process includes three stages: 
preparation, exploratory walk session (Discover), and co-production workshop session 
(Define and Develop). The preparation stage covers participant recruitment, participant 
selection, route selection, topic selection, and grouping, balancing the representativeness 
and diversity of the participants. Grouping with pre-defined topics adopts the method of 
‘Focus Groups’, a research technique that collects data through group interaction on 
a topic predetermined by researchers (Morgan, 1996). Such a method enables researchers 
not only to collect what participants think but also to delve into how and why they think 
in a particular way, thus providing more valuable insights as compared to other data 
collection methods (Kitzinger, 1995). During the planner-mediated walking session, 
participants follow certain pre-selected routes and experience the community dynamics. 
Moreover, by shooting pictures and videos, as well as by interacting with local inhabi
tants, the participants are encouraged to document the findings and observations on 
activities, animals, alleyway houses, waterfronts, etc., to gain diverse perspectives related 
to the planning topics and observe spatial habitus and various forms of capital. The co- 
production workshop starts with lectures shared by planning professionals and residents, 
followed by a discussion on problem identification and possible spatial and social 
interventions. During the discussion, methods such as role-playing and storytelling are 
employed (Hribernik et al., 2011), prompting participants to immerse themselves in the 
perspectives of potential inhabitants (e.g. students, elderly individuals, staff members of 
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scenic spots) and imagine their experiences at the site. Cognitive mapping exercises are 
deployed to have participants draw their perceptions of the neighborhoods, which helps 
to highlight disparities in spatial capital among different groups and facilitate discussions 
on how these capitals can be mobilized (Hou et al., 2021). Mapping and sketching serve 
as tools for participants to visualize and articulate their aspirations for the community’s 
future. With the identified problems and collected insights for future interventions, 
planners can further refine and develop actionable plans. Such ‘Deliver’ can be either 
performed by co-creation during the workshop together with the participants or refined 
solely by planners after the workshop, depending on the types of planning projects.

2.3. Case study description

The proposed approach is applied in two critical urban renewal districts as identified in 
the Beijing Urban Renewal Sector Plan (Beijing Municipal People’s Government, 2022) 
(Figure 3): one is Shichahai, a historic area with a strong local identity with high 
cultural capital and ecological capital, and the other is the China World Trade Centre 
(Guomao), a central business district known for its bustling commercial activities and 
symbolic capital of business elite affected by the globalization. All three stages in the 
approach are customized to the characteristics of the two sites and various co-design 
methods are used, while planners act as mediators in both cases.

2.3.1. Shichahai
Shichahai is the largest historic and cultural district in Beijing, which sits at the north
ernmost part of World Heritage ‘the Grand Canal’ (UNESCO, n.d.-b) and next to ‘the 
Central Axis of Beijing’ (UNESCO, n.d.-a). Shichahai carries a rich inheritance combined 
with traditional residences, scenic tourism, and local commercial activities, as well as its 
unique natural landscape with 33.6 hectares of water bodies (Zhang et al., 2018). As an 
important component of the construction of the cultural essence zone outlined in the 
‘Beijing Urban Master Plan (2016–2035)’, how to balance tourism (economic capital) and 
the historic landscape (cultural and ecological capital) is the key to the urban renewal of 
Shichahai (Beijing Daily, 2022).

The case study of Shichahai (Table 1) was carried out on 10 October 2022. Given that 
Shichahai serves as a multifunctional public space, participants, recruited through social 
media posts, were carefully chosen to represent diverse age groups and occupations, aiming 
to gather insights from a broad spectrum of stakeholders. Considering the timeframe of the 
walking activity (around 1.5 hours), the participants were randomly sampled into two 
groups, the north line and the south line, to cover the whole waterfronts of Shichahai 
(Figure 4). The topics of ‘living’ and ‘ecology’ were introduced to the participants for 
observations along the walk and discussions in the subsequent co-production workshop.

The co-production workshop initially synthesized the findings from the walk, using 
cognitive maps sketched by participants (Hou et al., 2021). Subsequently, planners 
facilitated discussions on the topics of ‘living’ and ‘ecology’. Furthermore, four guests 
were invited to provide insights into various aspects: the community’s history, traditional 
water management practices, Nature-based Solutions (NbS) for climate adaptation, and 
the historical evolution and prospects of canal systems in Beijing. The workshop 
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concluded by gathering insights on urban renewal in the area and feedback from 
participants regarding the entire activity.

2.3.2. Guomao
Guomao is located at the heart of Beijing’s central business district, at the intersection of 
Jianguomen Outer Street and the Third Ring Road. As a pivotal area in Beijing’s urban 
renewal initiative, its revitalization is anticipated to drive economic vitality in the region 
(Beijing Daily, 2024). As outlined in Beijing Commercial Service Industry Development Plan 
during the 14th Five-Year Plan Period (Beijing Municipal Commerce Bureau, 2021), 
Guomao stands as one of the commercial districts aspiring to set trends and lead the 
international consumer wave by introducing flagship and concept stores of high-end 
brands. Additionally, Guomao is included in the planned central urban consumption 
cluster, which integrates fashion, art, social activities, and retail, thereby enhancing 

Figure 3. Urban renewal districts of Beijing and the locations of the two case areas.
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international competitiveness and influence (Beijing Municipal Commerce Bureau, 2021). 
The government has made significant place-based investments to enhance facilities and 
improve access to the central business district (CBD), gentrifying the communities around 
Guomao and attracting wealthier and more educated groups (Zheng & Kahn, 2013). This 
has further increased housing and consumer prices in the area, leading to serious social 

Figure 4. Walk routes of Shichahai case.

Table 1. Summary of the design of two cases.
Case Shichahai Guomao

Spatial features Historic, residential, ecological, tourism Modern, commercial, working
Preparation Participants 

recruiting
18 23

Grouping 2 lines for walking (north and south) 
2 topics for the workshop (living and 

ecology)

2 lines for walking (north and south) 
2 topics for the workshop (conflict and 

synergy)
Walk Around 1.5 hours along the lakeside of 

Shichahai.
Around 1.5 hours in Guomao area.

Workshop Synthesizing 
findings

Participants share their findings along the 
way by mapping, including social 
activities, waterfront plants, animals, and 
memorable waterfront landscapes.

With participants’ respective role tasks, they 
share their observations and experiences 
along the way by mapping.

Lectures 1.‘A Resident’s Memories About Water’ (by 
a local resident); 

2. ‘Urban Solutions Based on Water Ecology’ 
(by an ecologist); 

3. ‘Micro-Boutique Museums Integrated into 
the Community Space’ (by a museum 
operator); 

4. ‘The Possibility of Commuting by Boat’ (by 
an urban planner).

1. ‘Meet in Youth-Friendly Communities’; 
2. ‘Planning and transformation of CBD in 

Beijing’; 
3. ‘Observations on cultural revitalization in 

Beijing’. 
(all by urban planners)

Insights and 
feedback

Participants propose their ideal waterfront 
landscape designs and interventions for 
social spaces based on observations.

Participants from both lines are reorganized 
into two new groups: the ‘synergy’ group 
and the ‘conflict’ group to discuss the 
insights.
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segregation from the original communities. Guomao needs a balanced distribution of 
spatial capital to alleviate the community segregation caused by gentrification.

The case study of Guomao (Table 1) was carried out on 8 July 2023. The participant 
recruitment process ensured a balance between local residents and non-local residents, 
encompassing diverse occupations and age groups, with the majority being under 40, 
reflecting the spatial characteristics of the site. Similar to Shichahai, for the walk in Guomao 
participants were divided into two groups (north line and south line) (Figure 5). The 
primary themes for Guomao were ‘commercial’ and ‘youth-friendly’ (State Council of 
China, 2022). Moreover, unlike in the previous case, each participant was given a role 
before departure. Before synthesizing findings from the walk, three urban planning 
professionals were invited to introduce topics such as youth-friendly community design, 
CBD planning and design in Beijing, and post-COVID cultural revitalization initiatives. 
Subsequently, all participants engaged in discussions by mapping the ‘conflicts’ and 
‘synergies’ inherent in existing urban spaces concerning the realization of youth-friendly 
commercial areas.

3. Results

3.1. Process

During the tour of both the north and south lines at Shichahai, social activities, and 
ecological elements were prominently featured (see Table 2). Participants encountered 
not only the vibrant cultural and tourism spaces but also the lively activities of residents 
around the lake. The southern route’s ecological group focused on observing the relation
ship between people and nature in the Shichahai area, while the northern ecological 
group explored the design and functionalities of NbS in waterfront spaces.

The exploratory walk of Guomao began at the CBD Historical and Cultural Park. The 
north line passed ‘Golden Sunset’ (Jin Tai Xi Zhao, a historical landscape node), buildings of 

Figure 5. Walk routes of Guomao case.
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China Central Television (CCTV) Headquarters and CITIC Tower, Rider’s Rest Stop (a 
resting spot for nearby delivery riders, couriers, and sanitation workers), Wanda 
Community, Guanghuili Community and its surroundings (see Table 3). On the other 
hand, participants in the south line mainly visited artistic and cultural spaces, including 
a pocket park of 400 m2, the railway, Qingfeng Park, Langyuan Vintage (a cultural and 
creative hub renovated from an industrial heritage), Donglang Film Industry Park, Beijing 
SKP (a luxury department store) (see Table 3).

3.2. Outcomes

Through collective mapping and discussions on ‘living’ and ‘ecology’ of Shichahai (Figure 6 
(a)), findings on residents’ habitus can be synthesized, and implications for future 

Table 2. Some observations captured along the walk in Shichahai (all photos by participants).

Group Photos Explanation

North Beijing Municipal Park Regulations prohibit swimming, 
fishing and other activities in non-designated areas.

The public space is used by residents for the purposes 
of physical exercise and musical performance.

Urban camping, outdoor chess playing, and other 
activities are captured in the public spaces.

South Ducks are swimming leisurely in the lake beside the 
boat.

The willow trees on either side of the route sway gently 
in the prevailing winds.

Peppers, pumpkins and other fruits and vegetables 
planted by the residents of Hutong are growing well.
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interventions can be concluded. For example, many prohibition signs were spotted on the 
shore: no littering, no swimming, no climbing, no skating, etc. However, the signs did not 
stop local residents from swimming and performing other ‘prohibited’ activities, which 
indicates further considerations on which behaviors should be prohibited and how to meet 
residents’ needs.

The participants in the Guomao case marked locations on the map that they con
sidered to be youth-friendly or non-friendly to the youth, providing evaluations and 
suggestions in accompanying notes (Figure 6(b)). Following the discussions, members of 
each group shared their perceptions of the city based on their experiences walking the 
streets or assuming the roles of different characters. During the sharing session, partici
pants also observed that the same location could be perceived differently depending on 

Table 3. Some observations captured along the walk in Guomao (all photos by participants).

Group Photos Explanation

North CBD Historical and Cultural Park is located on the west side 
of Jintai Xizhao Metro Station. In the urban 
environment of high-rise buildings, people enjoy the 
natural atmosphere and scenery.

The streets on both sides of the Guangmingli community 
are filled with many popular shops and small 
restaurants, providing an affordable consumption 
environment for low – and middle-income people in 
the gentrified Guomao district.

Two landmarks of Beijing, CCTV building and CITIC Tower.

South Jingdian No.1 Park originally was an empty lot on a street 
corner, which is now a place for entertainment after 
renovation.

A defunct railroad line, now a popular photo-shooting 
hotspot, is hidden within the CBD.

SKP is an experimental immersive department store.
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one’s role. For instance, the walking paths around Qingfeng Park were found to be 
unfriendly for individuals with mobility issues but highly suitable for sports enthusiasts.

Detailed insights on the status quo of the two communities and implications for future 
strategies are summarized in Table 4.

The observations collected from the participants reflect the disparity in spatial capital 
in these two cases, as illustrated in Figure 7.

Various forms of spatial capital are distributed throughout Shichahai. A wide range of 
activities can be observed as residents engage in public spaces that were not originally 
designed for these purposes or where such activities are even forbidden. The middle-aged 
and the elderly play instruments on the stone steps and engage in physical exercise in the 
pavilion; A group of people swim in the lake even if it is forbidden by the regulations; People 
play chess and picnic on walkways; some sit on the lakeside to rest or socialize. These 
practices resemble social capital, which can be accumulated by providing residents with 
appropriate spaces and revised regulations. A diverse array of small businesses can be 
observed along the waterfront, vividly showcasing the area’s vibrant economic capital, 
which is rooted in its spatial advantages. While Shichahai’s natural landscapes are 
a valuable feature in the densely urbanized city center, there is room for improvement in 
the quality of its ecological habitats. It is essential to carefully manage the interaction between 
visitors and wildlife to ensure their well-being. Additionally, the traditional practice of 
releasing goldfish into the lake, rooted in Buddhist and Daoist beliefs and intended to 
accumulate good karma, may have unknown effects on the local biotope, which highlights 
tensions between cultural and ecological capital. These present opportunities to enhance the 
ecological capital of Shichahai while seeking a balance with other forms of capital.

Guomao exhibits a drastic spatial capital disparity between its northern and southern 
sections. The south, characterized by Qingfeng Park and the waterfront, caters to diverse 
leisure and social needs, while the 22 Courtyard Street Art District and Langyuan Vintage 
Park foster a vibrant cultural scene. Bottom-up initiatives have transformed under
utilized areas into pocket parks, enriching local social capital. In contrast, the north’s 
development is more centralized, hindering community-led revitalization. The construc
tion on the northern side of the barbecue market has affected its business and residents’ 
well-being. Nevertheless, efforts are found to resist gentrification such as preserving 

Figure 6. Mapping in co-production workshop in Shichahai (a) and Guomao (b).
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Table 4. Summary of the main outcomes from the two cases.

Case
Focus 
group

Observation and 
documentation of space 

practices and habitus
Analysis of primary form(s) of 

spatial capital
Strategies to mobilize spatial 

capital

Shichahai Living 1. The signs list various 
prohibited activities, yet 
local residents are seen 
enjoying many of them.

The sports and social activities 
carried out by the middle- 
aged and elderly residents, 
which are forbidden by park 
regulations, resemble 
a suppressed potential of 
social capital.

Redesign what behavior 
should be prohibited and 
how to fulfill residents’ 
needs by providing relevant 
facilities. In such a way, 
social capital can be 
enhanced.

2. A variety of modified 
vehicles is observed: 
shopping carts transformed 
into makeshift wheelchairs, 
all sorts of elderly scooters, 
electric bikes repurposed as 
garbage collection vehicles, 
and so on.

The diverse everyday vehicles 
reveal how local groups 
creatively adapt to the 
space according to their 
mobility needs, which on 
one hand forms the local 
social capital while on the 
other hand reflects a lack of 
institutional support for 
better access to spatial 
capital.

Improve the traffic 
management and redesign 
parking infrastructure to 
support more inclusive and 
efficient mobility, thereby 
enabling both residents and 
tourists to better access and 
utilize the spatial capital in 
the area.

3. People of different ages, 
genders, and backgrounds 
communicate in the open 
public spaces of Shichahai.

The open public spaces of 
Shichahai facilitate 
spontaneous social 
interactions, which 
indicates a high level of 
accessible social and 
cultural capital embedded 
in the spatial configuration.

Use urban design for 
maintaining and facilitating 
communications in public 
spaces, thereby enabling 
inclusive social 
engagement and the 
cultivation of community 
ties.

4. Small businesses are 
captured along the 
waterfront, including fruit 
carts selling persimmons, 
portrait, sketching booths, 
mini antique markets, 
candy-coated hawthorn 
carts, and stalls run by 
woodcarvers selling small 
toys, etc.

Informal yet flexible 
commercial activities 
demonstrate a dynamic 
interplay between spatial 
and economic capital.

Enable various vendors to 
gather to sell their goods, 
snacks, and local delicacies, 
creating a lively, all-age- 
friendly, and culturally rich 
environment to increase 
the potential economic 
capital and social capital.

Ecology 5. A child hesitates to 
approach the water, 
expressing fear while 
walking on the boardwalk 
by the lake.

The behavior of the vulnerable 
user reveals a gap in the 
perceived safety or 
accessibility of the space, 
indicating a potential 
limitation in the spatial 
capital.

Create progressive, gradually 
submerging lakefront 
boardwalks, intermittent 
tidal flats, and sloping 
shallow beaches, allowing 
people to approach the 
water more naturally. In this 
way, the ecological capital 
of the site can be activated 
and made accessible.

6. There are too few trees on 
Bird Island, making it look 
barren, which birds and 
ducks ‘won’t appreciate’.

The site’s ecological capital is 
limited.

Improve the landscape design 
of the island to enhance 
ecological capital.

7. The distance between 
human and animals is too 
close, causing insecurity for 
the animals.

The proximity between 
human and animals might 
undermine the ecological 
capital of the site.

Keep a certain distance 
between people and 
animals, and observation 
decks and telescopes could 
be set up.

(Continued)
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Table 4. (Continued).

Case
Focus 
group

Observation and 
documentation of space 

practices and habitus
Analysis of primary form(s) of 

spatial capital
Strategies to mobilize spatial 

capital

8. The ritual of goldfish 
releasing is captured.

The behavior has cultural 
significance but raises 
concerns about 
environmental impacts. It 
highlights tensions 
between cultural and 
ecological capital.

Further research is needed on 
whether releasing fish 
impacts the local 
ecosystem. Specific areas 
for ritual activities can be 
designated as buffer zones 
to balance the two forms of 
capital.

Guomao Synergy 1. The Rider’s Rest Stop 
ensembles care for manual 
workers, but the interior is 
too formal.

Significant economic capital 
but lack of social capital.

Improve the interior design 
and facilities to make users 
feel cozier, and also to 
enhance social capital of 
this area.

2. The market is situated in an 
enclosed courtyard, 
currently undergoing 
construction on its northern 
side. Originally, the market 
aimed to provide a relaxed 
and enjoyable dining 
experience for all, 
reminiscent of casual street- 
side dining. However, the 
ongoing construction has 
resulted in poor air quality 
and noise disturbances.

The environment has the 
potential to accumulate 
more social capital and 
economic capital.

Improve accessibility to the 
market and adjust its 
operating hours to avoid 
construction times. 
Enhance the attractiveness 
of the market in this way 
and transform social capital 
into economic capital.

3. Employees working near the 
southern boundary have 
the opportunity to walk in 
Qingfeng Park or along the 
Tonghui River, allowing 
them to relax, enjoy fresh 
air, and temporarily escape 
office life.

Abundant ecological capital 
attracts employees 
gathering in Qingfeng Park, 
which can potentially bring 
more social capital.

Use urban design to create 
more spaces in the park and 
along the river to maintain 
ecological capital while 
enhancing social capital.

4. Many places have 
implemented the design 
methods and principles of 
child-friendly communities, 
such as the transformation 
of small spaces in the 
Baiziwan area, turning this 
area into a ‘community 
living room,’ which looks 
harmonious.

The sites have strong social 
capital as child-friendly 
design leads to more social 
activities with children and 
parents gathering there.

Upscale the practice of child- 
friendly design.

Conflict 5. Some sidewalks are 
discontinuous, and there 
are obstacles on the blind 
paths. The youth-friendly 
neighborhood should serve 
as an open social space, 
providing a safe and 
inclusive environment for 
everyone, considering the 
rights of people with 
disabilities as well.

Although the area has rich 
cultural capital, access to 
the spatial capital is limited 
to people with disabilities.

Improve the infrastructure for 
the handicapped to 
enhance social capital and 
ensure spatial justice.

(Continued)
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affordable stores, providing rider rest stops, developing child-friendly communities, 
mitigating the impact on marginalized groups. The spatial inequality of Guomao under
scores the need for balanced development strategies in its urban renewal process.

In light of the observed results, renewal strategies are proposed from the four dimen
sions of economic, cultural, social, and ecological capital. The economic capital of 
Shichahai can be enhanced through boosting economic opportunities for underrepre
sented groups, such as small business vendors. Shichahai also needs to strengthen its 
social and cultural capital by preserving and enabling residents’ habitus. The ecological 
capital of Shichahai should be enhanced while seeking a balance with other forms of 
capital. As for Guomao, it is essential to balance the cultural capital of the north and 
south. An artistic ambiance can be fostered among the commuting residents in the 
northern area through the provision of state-of-the-art exhibition facilities and art 
venues. In terms of social capital, it is imperative to consider how space-use limitations 
and the habitus of people with disabilities and low-income groups influence their access 
to and engagement with space. This entails ensuring the walkability of blind sidewalks. 

Table 4. (Continued).

Case
Focus 
group

Observation and 
documentation of space 

practices and habitus
Analysis of primary form(s) of 

spatial capital
Strategies to mobilize spatial 

capital

6. The densely packed 
building in CBD causes 
feelings of oppression and 
constriction.

Economic capital is 
particularly prominent in 
the Guomao commercial 
zone.

Use nature-based urban 
design and landscaping to 
mitigate the impacts of grey 
infrastructure and bring 
more psychological benefits 
to enhance social capital 
and ecological capital.

7. The recreational and artistic 
spaces that appeal to young 
people are rarely found 
along the northern route.

Lack of cultural capital and 
ecological capital.

Create more small-scale art 
devices and/or public 
recreational spaces with 
nature-based design in the 
northern part.

Figure 7. Spatial capital distribution in Shichahai (a) and Guomao (b). The circle size represents the 
significance of each form of capital, with numbering corresponding to those in Tables 4.
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Furthermore, both the south and north areas must prioritize the preservation and 
enhancement of the ecological capital in waterfronts and parks.

3.3. Feedback

Participant A reflected on their key takeaways from the event: ‘I signed up for my mom, 
and she had a great time participating in the event. She noticed some details she hadn’t 
paid attention to when strolling through the hutongs before and had a very different 
experience.’ Walking sessions also provide planners with an opportunity to ‘observe and 
think about the day-to-day experienced spaces . . . and perform continuous data collec
tion . . . ’ (Planner J). The lectures given in the workshop are believed to fill the 
information gap during the walk session, as well as to disseminate technical knowledge 
of urban planning: participant D mentioned: ’After the street walk, we had a lecture by 
a professional teacher who filled in the missed information from the southern route and 
shared some inconveniences we usually encounter in this area. Despite the criticisms 
about Beijing’s planning, listening to the sharing gave us hope for our city’s improvement’; 
participant F, a high school student, said, ‘The subsequent speeches and discussions also 
taught me a lot.’ Planner D claimed ‘In practical planning work, I often encounter 
difficulties in the downward transmission of urban planning, mainly because planning 
concepts are not adequately communicated to the public. However, such activities involve 
two-way interactions, not only promoting the dissemination of planning concepts but 
also fostering consensus on future urban development.’

The role-playing also helps participants observe the sites from different perspectives. 
During the walk, attention is drawn to the marginalized and vulnerable groups, such as 
children’s fear of water, the well-being of manual workers, the requirements of the 
handicapped, and the potential for creating child-friendly communities. Moreover, discus
sions on the relationship between humans and animals reflect considerations for environ
mental justice in the context of the Shichahai case. Planner Y also confirmed the benefit of 
such multi-disciplinary participation in discovering new perspectives to understand the 
city: ‘ . . . city walks with people from various age groups and different professional back
grounds provide fresh perspectives on urban spaces. This experience fosters empathy and 
encourages the incorporation of diverse viewpoints in future urban design and management’.

Comments from participants B and C indicate their critical thinking on the prohibi
tion of certain activities and the direction of future urban studies, respectively: 
’Everything written on the “prohibited” signs has corresponding practices. Since affinity 
to water is inherent to humans, why not change our approach to management and 
guidance?’ (B); ’The pandemic has led to the diversified use of urban public spaces. The 
alley spaces around Shichahai can be seen as vivid examples of the diversified use of 
traditional Beijing spaces. Exploring the complex interactions among people, behaviors, 
activities, and public spaces can be an interesting direction for future urban studies, to 
see if there are hidden potential in the spaces surrounding our daily lives’ (C). Planners 
also benefit from such a learning process by exploratory walking and co-creating with the 
participants. Planner Z reflected on both problem identification and planning education, 
stating that the activity ‘enables direct dialogue and observation with people, prompting 
reflection on issues that may have been overlooked in textbooks and drawings . . . [and] 
allows planners to reappreciate the vitality of cities and how people creatively use spaces, 

20 S. CHEN ET AL.



serving as supplementary education for planners.’ Planner J reflected on the improve
ment of future work in urban planning after experiencing the sessions: ‘[I would] pay 
more attention to preliminary research and field surveys in urban planning, willing to 
collect the needs of people from different occasions and social backgrounds, find the 
possibility of the greatest common divisor, and achieve spatial diversity as much as 
possible’. Good interpersonal relationships are also fostered during the walk (Bazuń & 
Kwiatkowski, 2022), as stated by participants A and E: ‘It was inspiring for her to interact 
with a group of young friends. It feels great to be accepted by the young social force.’ (A); 
‘I’m very happy and honored to participate in this event . . . Getting to know fellow 
strangers and becoming friends made me realize how outstanding and lovely everyone 
is’ (E).

Moreover, the role of planners, as mediators and beyond, is demonstrated in the case 
studies. Planner D said, ‘My role in the activity was more like a platform builder . . . 
I established a mechanism for communication and positive feedback. This included 
recruiting volunteers to develop activity themes based on the characteristics of the area and 
the season, selecting activity routes, and determining specific activity details while integrat
ing some planning cases and planning concepts. I also gathered participants for the activity, 
using walking tours and public participation games to convey planning ideas and 
encourage them to actively express their understanding of the city.’ Planner 
Y outlined the dual roles during the process: event designer for ‘preliminary site visits, 
coordination, and guest invitations’ and guide for ‘assisting the walk and workshop 
sessions’. Planner Z shared similar roles of both ‘designing the activity with professional 
skill’ and ‘guiding participants during the walk with professional perspectives’.

4. Discussion

4.1. Key findings

The planner-mediated exploratory walk, proposed as a participatory approach, is effec
tively applied in two case studies in Beijing. The two cases exemplify two types of urban 
renewal with distinct spatial capitals: one in a historic area featuring natural landscapes 
and lively social activities, and the other in a modern CBD area characterized by fewer 
blue-green spaces but hosting various creative hubs.

Walking, as a diverging ‘Discover’ process, can significantly stimulate the 
observation of spatial practice and understanding capital (im)balance, which is 
demonstrated in both cases. Participants identified previously unnoticed details 
and observed unexpected social activities, which aligns with the previous research 
that exploratory walks can contribute to deeper and more continuous place-based 
insights amid uncertainties along the journey (Kwiatkowski, 2016; O’Neill & 
Roberts, 2019). Additionally, the walk sessions expose opportunities for collective 
learning and reflective learning (Bazuń & Kwiatkowski, 2022; Moon, 2013; Piga,  
2021). The study extends existing exploratory walk practices (Bazuń & 
Kwiatkowski, 2020, 2022), by incorporating follow-up workshops for knowledge 
exchange and co-production for future interventions. Such a consecutive setting 
facilitates the exchange of views among participants from diverse backgrounds, 
increasing the level of participation. The case studies demonstrate the efficacy of 
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the responsible planner’s mediation role in the participatory process, who can 
facilitate the observation, documentation, analysis, and further mobilization of 
spatial capital in pursuit of spatial justice in community renewal.

Exploratory walks facilitate to unfold the habitus of and the capital form 
distribution (economic, social, cultural, ecological) behind the spatial practice of 
a community’s everyday life. The participatory planning process also complements 
Bourdieu’s relative silence on the agency of the less privileged. Therefore, inte
grating spatial capital with participatory planning can overcome the ‘misrecogni
tion’ and stimulate the agency of both planning professionals and various 
stakeholders to co-create urban spaces after understanding the underlying capital 
imbalance. Such integration helps bridge the gap between rational planning ideals 
and the practical, everyday experiences and needs of urban communities, thus 
leading to more just urban renewal.

4.2. Reflections

Several challenges emerged during the case studies. Firstly, the representativeness 
of the recruited participants is questioned, as noted by Planner M: ‘Those who 
participate in such activities are often already interested in urban planning or have 
a high level of community involvement, so they may not fully represent the entire 
community’. Secondly, further exploration is required to facilitate the ‘code- 
switching’ process between ‘experts’ and ‘non-experts’. Both Planners Z and 
Y mentioned the importance of introducing ‘educational entertainment’ into the 
sessions to better communicate with and engage non-professional participants. 
Thirdly, the effectiveness of integrating insights from co-production workshops 
into official urban plans remains to be assessed, with Planner M expressing 
concerns that ‘due to the limited influence of these activities, the insights generated 
during them may lead to some community improvements; but without integration 
into larger planning decision-making processes, they may struggle to have 
a significant impact at the city level’.

Moreover, this research conceptualizes spatial capital without considering social 
interactions among agents or the broader spatial scale in which communities are located. 
Future studies could further operationalize the two types of spatial dimensions of capitals 
outlined by Ripoll: the various ways physical space is appropriated underpinning all 
forms of capital and the spatial (particularly scalar) dimension of social fields, where 
capital is valued, mobilized, produced, and accumulated (Ripoll, 2024).

Nevertheless, the two case studies serve as initial applications of the planner-mediated 
exploratory walk method, highlighting the potential for further data collection and 
quantitative analysis in future implementations. Sustainable financial support for the 
method is also crucial for its broader application and potential upscaling. Furthermore, 
‘CityWalk’ in China, a variation of citizen-led walking and conversations known as Jane’s 
Walk, has been rapidly expanding (Jiang & Zhang, 2024). This presents an opportunity 
for responsible planners to integrate participatory planning with grassroots city walk 
initiatives, facilitating citizen science efforts aimed at addressing various urban 
challenges.

22 S. CHEN ET AL.



5. Conclusions

Our paper provides an operationalized participatory planning framework through 
exploratory walks and co-production workshops mediated by planners, which is tested 
for two cases in Beijing. Through the perspectives of spatial capital, derived from 
economic, social, cultural, and ecological capital, the habitus and capital forms are 
studied to deliver more equitable renewal planning.

We tested this for two urban renewal cases in Beijing, each with distinct forms of 
spatial capital: one in a historic area in the city center and the other in a modern 
commercial district. In the Shichahai case, collective mapping and discussions on 
‘living’ and ‘ecology’ allowed for the synthesis of findings on existing spaces, forms 
of spatial capitals and the formulation of implications for future interventions. In 
the Guomao case, participants identified and mapped the synergies and conflicts in 
promoting youth-friendly development within commercial areas, providing evalua
tions and suggestions in written notes. During discussions, group members shared 
their perceptions of the spaces based on their experiences walking the streets or 
assuming the roles of different characters. Both case studies examined the empirical 
observation of spatial practices and habitus and mapped how various forms of 
spatial capital (economic, social, cultural, and ecological) are distributed. The 
imbalance of these capitals revealed the embedded spatial disparities and exposed 
opportunities for future interventions. This process empowers participants to col
laboratively develop strategies with planners that mobilize spatial capital to address 
spatial injustice.

The benefits of our approach are (1) to stimulate observation of spatial practice and 
understanding of the underlying habitus and capital (im)balance; (2) to facilitate the 
exchange of views from a diverse range of stakeholders, including marginalized and 
underrepresented groups; (3) to increase the level of participation, stimulate the agency, 
and expose opportunities for collective learning, reflective learning, co-creating future 
spatial interventions for more just urban renewal, etc.; (4) to overcome the ‘misrecogni
tion’ by integrating spatial capital with participatory planning and facilitate long-term 
policymaking. We found that mobilizing spatial capital can strategically leverage eco
nomic, cultural, social, and ecological resources to transform and improve urban spaces 
that balance economic growth, cultural preservation, social well-being, and ecological 
benefits. This study provides crystallized examples of planners as mediators in partici
patory planning of community renewal. Furthermore, this article serves as a stepping 
stone for broader applications and future research on integrating participatory planning 
with grassroots city walk initiatives in China and beyond.
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