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Introduction


The Covid-19 pandemic brought major changes to people’s everyday lives. Even as it increasingly feels like a “thing of the past”, its long-lasting effects remain relevant and are worth studying today.


The pandemic’s immediate impact was a sudden and significant shutdown of productive activity, leading to a global GDP contraction of 20% in March-April 2020. However, the recovery was largely swift, as companies adapted to necessary changes during the “crisis” period (2020-22), assessing which changes could be sustained in the long term. For many companies, the pandemic served as a catalyst to accelerate transformation toward a “new” working framework: remote work. Although some forms of teleworking existed before the pandemic, they involved only a marginal segment of the workforce. Its widespread, forced adoption reshaped the balance between private and professional life. With offices – and entire cities – shut down, companies and municipalities were compelled to find ways to keep moving forward.


Today, cities host more than half of the world’s population, and this figure is projected to double within the next 25 years. Consequently, Global Cities (being pivotal hubs of economic activity) are at the forefront of adaptation and continue to evolve to internalize shifts that could transform both their environment and structure. The remote/hybrid work paradigm introduces both challenges and opportunities, leaving it to municipal management and companies to navigate the former and leverage the latter.


As with any innovation process, remote work produces both winners and losers. Its impact varies across different economic sectors, affecting employees in diverse, and sometimes divergent, ways. This shift can influence their choices in an increasingly globalized labor market. However, the transition to remote work is not entirely linear. A gradual scaling back began after the reopening of 2021-22 and continues today. Shifting productivity trends and the need for worker monitoring (exacerbating the blurred separation between personal and professional life) have significantly influenced this process.


In their chapter Edoardo Croci and Tania Molteni evaluate the relationship between urban indoor and outdoor spaces, analyzing how Covid-19 reshaped citizens’ habits and preferences in both living and working environments. They explore how the pandemic experience might inform future urban planning, with a particular focus on mixed-use neighborhoods and their potential to enhance resilience.


The next chapter, authored by Philipp Rode and Sudeep Bhargava, highlights how hybrid work and hybrid retail are disrupting urban mobility. Pandemic-era restrictions renewed attention to hyperlocal mobility, emphasizing the need for urban management to proactively support the equitable and sustainable development of multifunctional neighborhoods.


Carlos Moreno delves into the concept of polycentric cities, from its initial development to its adaptation to new work models. He examines the impact of flexible work and long commutes on citizens’ well-being, emphasizing how decentralized urban structures could foster a stronger sense of community and belonging. Nonetheless, the transition is not without challenges, as Moreno outlines both strategies and obstacles in this evolution.


Building on the theme of long commutes, Roberta Roberto and Alessandro Zini investigate the environmental implications of remote work adoption. Travel patterns are shaped by preferences and constraints, and as constraints shift, so do these patterns. The authors identify two contrasting mechanisms: while more remote work reduces commuting days, the absence of proximity constraints can lead to longer trips on days when employees do go to the office. The net effect remains difficult to quantify due to still-limited literature on the topic.


Claudia Abreu Lopes, Teresa Farinha and Johanna Riha provide an example of how workforce digitalization in the healthcare sector could unlock new working paradigms. Although traditionally resistant to remote work, new technologies in the sector are enabling communication, collaboration, and the infrastructure needed for teleworking. However, the authors also highlight the risks of digitalization, which may negatively impact workers’ health, contribute to job losses, and exacerbate existing gender inequalities. This raises a critical question: how can urban management collaborate with the private sector to ensure no citizens are left behind?


Finally, Pietro Reviglio and André Sobczak explore the effects of remote and hybrid work on corporate demand for office space and how this shift could address Europe’s housing crisis. They underscore the role urban management can play in this transformation, concluding with an assessment of varying conditions across European capitals.


Paolo Magri


ISPI Managing Director and Chair Advisory Board









1.  Remote Work: Here to Stay?


Tobia Zevi, Giovanni Maria Della Gatta


This chapter introduces a report dedicated to the various implications that the widespread adoption of remote working has had for the urban environment. While, on the surface, remote working could be perceived only as an innovation within the traditional labour framework, its ramifications impact many other areas linked to workers’ preferences and attitudes. New mobility patterns have had an impact on emissions and pollution and given rise to new conceptions of public space and the work environment. Renewed interest in the work-life balance, changing trends in the housing market and a re-distribution of population within the urban environment are other developments deriving from the adoption of remote working. Though the phenomenon presently affects only a minority of the population, to some extent it represents the work paradigm of the future, and this is one of the main reasons why the topic should be studied in greater detail.


Cities are places where human beings live, grow and express their potential. It is only logical, therefore, that as people’s needs change, cities must evolve to meet them. As with all opportunities, this change comes with embedded challenges for companies, citizens and urban managers that cannot be overlooked without increasing inequality or losing attractiveness. This is especially true for Global Cities at the forefront of innovation, whose advantage is based on the ability to attract the best human capital on the market through the many opportunities and amenities they offer. A city’s failure to exploit this phenomenon properly might mean losing its competitive edge over other destinations, which now abound in the global labour market.


In 2023, most of the world’s population (56% or 4.4 billion people) lived in cities, and this figure is expected to double in the next 25 years when 7 out of 10 people will live in urban areas. This means that cities need to evolve alongside their communities in the management of public spaces and human capital. In order to do so, Global Cities need to retain the ability to identify and embrace new trends, and welcome innovations, including those stemming from crisis.


The global pandemic of 2020 affected many aspects of everyday life. One of the biggest changes was definitely represented by people’s perception of work, its location and ways to perform it. When the pandemic struck, the vast majority of jobs were performed in presence with just a small fraction of employees able to work from home, and even then only for a limited number of days a week. According to US Census Bureau estimates, in 2019, before the pandemic, only 5.7% (around 9 million workers) in the US worked primarily from home. By 2021, only two years later, this number had tripled to 17.9% (27.6 million).1 Delving into the spillover from this shift in urban and metropolitan areas, we see that average commuting time to work decreased from 27.6 minutes in 2019 to 25.6 in 2021, with evident benefits for the environment. This drop was possible due to the lower percentage of people commuting daily. The number of workers travelling to work by car dropped from 76% to 68% (a difference of around 15 million people) while the number of those commuting on public transport almost halved in the same period. Of course, this shift towards remote working did not affect urban and rural areas in the same way: while in 2019 the percentage of people working from home was pretty much comparable for city dwellers (6%) and non-city dwellers (5%), after only two years the groups assumed highly divergent trajectories, with roughly 19% of the urban population working from home compared to only 9% outside urban areas.


We see a similar trend if we look at the European context. As reported by the European Data Journalism Network, according to Eurostat, people working from home regularly or occasionally made up 14% of the employed population before the pandemic.2 Two years later, this percentage had risen by around 10%, touching a peak of 40% at the height of the pandemic. The figure for those regularly working from home rose from 5.5% in 2019 to 13.5% in 2021. To grasp the significance of this shift, it is sufficient to realise that before 2019 only 15% of the employed ever worked from home. While employers initially saw this as an inevitable reality, the shock of the pandemic forced them to adapt in order to continue to do business. 


A Double-Edged Sword


Despite the fact that widespread adoption of remote working is a relatively new phenomenon, it is important to point out some of the pros and cons already raised by this new working paradigm. First of all, office spaces, often located in central business districts, are expensive for companies to maintain. Secondly, increasing traffic pressure and rising travel times make commuting to the workplace less appealing for employees too. Remote work tackles both these problems by relieving companies of burdening costs and saving employees time that they can dedicate to their tasks, while also offering them greater freedom in managing their spare time. Unsurprisingly, in the absence of clear and established boundaries between work and personal life, this can also make it more challenging for employees to disconnect from work, increasing the risk of burnout. Exploiting the possibilities offered by remote work, employees tend to organise daily or weekly tasks around their personal schedule, bending conventional working times. Problems also arise when companies take for granted that employees will be available outside of regular office hours.


For companies, remote working policies effectively allow the job market to become globalised, greatly expanding the available talent pool as employees are no longer bound by mobility constraints. This can boost innovation and competitiveness as teams become more dynamic due to greater heterogeneity in personal and professional backgrounds. 


Companies must face two different challenges in order to exploit the full potential offered by a digital workspace. The first is to tackle the growing network security risks intrinsic to remote working: employees using their own computer and network equipment can be more easily targeted by hackers and cybercriminals due to overreliance on emails and other forms of digital communication. The second problem has to do with the suitability of digital infrastructure at the urban, regional and national levels. This issue, though not directly under companies’ authority or responsibility, can have a significant influence on performance. If we take Italy as an example, an ISTAT survey (conducted between December 2020 and January 2021) of people who continued to enjoy remote working even after Covid-19 restrictions were eased highlights the potential downsides identified above: the most common problem raised by respondents in dealing with remote work was inadequate internet connections (28.6%) followed by difficulty in concentrating (26%), overlap with personal/family activities (23.4%), inadequate space (23%) or even lack of space at home (21.3%)3. While most of these issues are not directly attributable to the companies concerned, they can nevertheless hinder performance and output. At least some of these issues need to be addressed by political actors at municipal and national level if we are to unlock the true potential of remote working, which has already become a phenomenon that can no longer be ignored. Despite its potential, many companies are now scaling down remote working due to concerns about productivity, inability to monitor employees, and the potentially negative impact of a blurred separation between personal life and work.


Undoubtably, Covid-19 accelerated changes that would have taken years if not decades to come about, even if the technology had been already available. While these changes affected mainly individuals and companies, they also had an indirect impact on city environments, changing demographic composition, population distribution, data flows and the management of municipal transport and housing. This becomes evident if we look at workers’ preferences. While the most historically successful cities used to attract talent and workforce because of the variety of opportunities they offered, both in terms of career development and amenities, the validity of this straightforward dynamic today can be questioned, as the constraint of residing near a place of employment is disappearing. Competition between nations and cities for highly-skilled and low-skilled workers alike might therefore become less and less dependent of economic factors and more on living standards and social conditions. The ability of cities to attract workers might also be impacted by other factors like the cost of living, green spaces, environmental sustainability, mobility management and, of course, the housing market. Tackling these different factors may be challenging for urban administrators but it could also prove vital: its population is the underlying strength of any urban environment and when a city is no longer able to attract new citizens, it is doomed to perish. As will be explained below, the new opportunities offered by these changes have not affected all segments of the working population equally, and this has created potentially dangerous diverging paths.


Remote Work: A New Route to Inequality?


Is it matter of skills?


Opportunities for remote working have not impacted the working population transversely; rather, they have created winners and losers in the transition.


In a study published in 2021, the OECD found a clear correlation between the skill level required for a job and its potential for remote working4. This means that people with higher educational attainments are more likely to work in knowledge-intensive sectors with a higher percentage of jobs open to remote working. Delving further in the characteristics of these two distinct populations, we also find a positive correlation between salary (which is closely linked to level of education) and remote working potential. If we look at the 10% of workers on the lowest salaries, only 25% are able to benefit from remote working while in the top 10% of earners this figure is more than double. In addition, it seems that skill level plays an even larger role than location in determining remote working practices in both urban and rural areas. 


Divergence between sectors:
The service sector vs. consumer services


The transition to remote working also affects cities differently on the basis of industrial specialisation and the distribution of urban population among different economic sectors. 


For the purpose of this work, it is useful to highlight the divide, identified by the sociologist Saskia Sassen, between two separate groups: service sector employees and workers in consumer services. The economic segment in which workers are employed is one of the main variables that determine the impact of remote work: service sector workers gain the most from a partial or total shift towards remote working due to the lower constraints on proximity to the workplace associated with their occupation. On the other hand, workers in consumer services find themselves in the diametrically opposite position: due to the face-to-face component of their jobs, they cannot benefit from a transition to remote working. This mechanism creates two separate groups with different mobility constraints: on one hand, highly-skilled service sector workers and on the other, lower-skilled workers in consumer services. The greater mobility now available to the first group also influences other preferences and, for example, raises questions about the cost of living in urban areas: ceteris paribus why should employees sustain high living costs if they no longer need to reside close to the office? This phenomenon affects Global Cities particularly, since there seems to be a positive correlation between population density, city size and remote working potential.


The new opportunities afforded by working remotely are opening up the door to a potential outflow of highly-skilled (and high-earning) workers from central urban locations. If this outflow finds its destination in more peripheral areas of the same city, because of lower living costs, it could lead to the evolution towards more decentralised cities. Another theoretically possible scenario is that highly-skilled workers leave the city for different destinations. The implications of this could be a net loss of human capital for the city and a net loss of customers for its consumer services. This means that the adoption of remote working might have little direct impact on consumer service workers but a potentially negative indirect impact due to the loss of customers. 


The “Donut effect”: How the movement of citizens is reshaping cities


This movement is especially significant for Global Cities. There are a number of reasons at the root of this, some of which have already been mentioned, like the greater density of highly-skilled technology or service sector jobs (in e.g. tech and finance) in larger cities. Having already examined the potentially divergent impact of remote working on different segments of the working population, we now need to consider the severity of consequences, which, even if milder than expected, might still have a major impact on city development. While it is true that high-earning, highly-skilled jobs have fewer mobility constraints and generally offer the possibility of working from home, this does not automatically imply that citizens will change their place of residence completely. On the contrary, Ramani and Bloom confirm that the mobility trends identified above are stronger in the 12 largest cities in the US, and gradually fade as metropolitan size shrinks, and also that intra-city mobility prevails over inter-city mobility.5 While forced, “full-remote” working encouraged semi-permanent relocation outside Global Cities during the pandemic, the phenomenon appears to have been temporary, with workers moving back to the city after reopening, though choosing locations slightly further away from the city centre. While this mechanism could be perceived as limited to the pandemic, it remains significant when comparing full-remote and hybrid working practices. For many employees, the end of pandemic-specific measures, like curfews and limited mobility within the city, demanded a partial return to the office, making life in a different location no longer viable. As the full-remote emergency framework scaled back, a hybrid one appeared. The necessity to go to the office on two or three days a week shifted the parameters used to evaluate the costs/benefits of living close to the workplace: daily commuting, though still a widespread practice for many, can be perceived as too burdening in terms of both time and cost. It appears that the difference in preferences for housing location during and after Covid-19 is not directly linked to the pandemic itself but rather to the working framework: when full-remote working is available, more employees have the opportunity to move to another city and inter-city relocation can be observed; when hybrid working becomes the main practice, the phenomenon of intra-city relocation (from the centre to the suburbs) prevails. 


This shift from central business districts to suburbs has been named the “Donut effect”, as the shape effectively describes the hollowing out of city centres in favour of surrounding areas. Of course, this trend is not limited to citizens but extends to businesses too. While there are no location constraints for companies in the service sector, businesses in consumer services need to follow demand and move to locations where there is a high density of potential customers. Such relocations have an additional impact on the relative attractiveness of areas peripheral to the central business district and are having an increasing impact. Amenities, to which many consumer service businesses contribute, are one of the factors that influence citizens’ residential preferences, alongside proximity to the workplace, security and, of course, living costs. Having established that proximity to the office is no longer a priority in an era when working from home is almost common practice, even if usually not in a full-remote manner, amenities play a major role in decisions to relocate. A shift in businesses to the suburbs therefore increases the palatability of moving away from the city centre. On top of that, prices also play a major role, based on the budget constraints faced by workers and citizens in general. With the spread of remote working, homes are increasingly becoming not only places of residence but places of work too, and this is generating the need or desire for those who can afford it to find new solutions further from the centre where larger living spaces are available. 


For Global Cities this trend represents both a challenge and an opportunity, as is often the case. The rebalancing of population density between city centres and suburbs offers an opportunity for city administrators to reconfigure conurbations into operations hubs. The challenge, of course, will be to deliver public services where they are needed. Instead of having everything concentrated in one hyper-dense, busy centre, more diverse neighbourhoods could be created, picking up on the concept of polycentric cities. This would alleviate traffic and commuting time, increase the quality of life and reduce pollution. Nonetheless, achieving this shift is not an easy task. Now that there is an apparent desire among citizens to move further away from city centres, administrators must seize the opportunity. Neighbourhoods must be transformed through investments in infrastructure like new roads, public transport lines, schools, parks and healthcare facilities in order to bring suburban living standards closer to those found in city centres. The potential problem here is represented by the political will to direct funds towards neighbourhoods that might not be pivotal to overall urban development. Security is also an issue, since peripheral areas might have been overlooked from this point of view compared to downtown areas. Gentrification is another problem urban managers have to take into account when dealing with population movements within and between cities, considering that the average price of real estate in Europe has increased faster than average wages and that housing therefore absorbs a greater percentage of personal income today than ever before. Having established that the type of citizens most affected by the widespread adoption of remote working are in highly- skilled, high-paying jobs, that price is a major factor in deciding whether to move to a different neighbourhood within a city, and that one of the main reasons for moving is the high cost of living in central business districts, it follows that an osmosis of wealth will be seen from the centre to the periphery. This could lead to an increase in real estate prices and rents in suburban areas, forcing established residents to move out. These social and community issues need to be properly addressed by city managers. In light of this, cities should start evaluating how to exploit the resources they already have, by repurposing vacant spaces like underused office buildings or abandoned commercial premises, the number of which was greatly increased by the adoption of remote working.


Conclusion


Cities are now living through a period of fundamental change, one that will probably shape and affect both their structure and their inhabitants. Global Cities, as always, must keep pace with change to avoid being left behind, as this would mean losing their competitive edge and failing to attract talent and human capital.


In light of ongoing changes, evolution is inevitable, and cities must play a pivotal role in finding practical applications for the new working framework. The challenge ahead is not an easy one and many dimensions have to be taken into account. Work is a major part of citizens’ everyday life, so it is only logical that a shift in working routines will affect the functioning of cities in different ways. First if all, individuals face a simple trade-off when making residential choices: living closer to the central business district used to be more expensive but allowed for shorter commuting times, while living in the peripheries meant opposite conditions. Remote and hybrid working have reduced proximity constraints on workers, who can now consider moving to the suburbs and away from the central business district. Other than creating a new trend in the housing market, this plain fact impacts many aspects of the urban environment. Cities therefore need to rethink their mobility in order to better link peripheries to the centre, and must also consider how to partly relocate typical consumer service businesses from the centre to the outskirts. This is because adoption of the new working framework affects some sectors more than others, creating a gap between employees in the service sector and those in consumer services like catering. Ignoring this new source of inequality could result in rising unemployment. On the other hand, harnessing the potential afforded by widespread adoption of remote or hybrid working might breathe life into a new wave of transformation for peripheral areas and lead to the creation of truly polycentric cities.


Finally, city managers need to make decisions at a time of marked uncertainty. While working away from the office offers many benefits, there are also downsides. For example, it offers greater freedom in the allocation and management of personal and working times but also blurs the lines between work and personal life, potentially leading to stress and burnout. Is also raises doubts about productivity and, whatever the data might show, companies may choose to scale back full-remote working into a milder form of hybrid work. 


Once again cities have to rise to the occasion and light the way. Where there is a challenge, there is an opportunity and an opening to improve and evolve. Competition for talent has never been so intense and globalisation of the labour market will only make it even fiercer. Despite uncertainty in the private and public sectors, cities can still shape their future provided they find a way to satisfy the demands of business, personal wellbeing and social equality.







	1 US Census Bureau, “The Number of People Primarily Working From Home Tripled Between 2019 and 2021”, 15 September 2022.



	2 European Data Journalism Network (EDJNet), “Remote work in Europe before and after the pandemic”, 28 March 2023.



	3 European Data Journalism Network (EDJNet), “Remote work in Europe before and after the pandemic”, 28 March 2023.



	4 OECD, “Telework before the Covid-19 pandemic: trends and drivers of differences across the EU”, January 2021.



	5 A. Ramani and N. Bloom, “The Donut Effect of Covid-19 on Cities”, May 2021.













2.  New Living and Working Spaces in the Post-Pandemic City: A Structural Change to Improve Wellbeing 


Edoardo Croci, Tania Molteni


The Relationship Between Indoor and Outdoor Spaces and Wellbeing


There is a deep bidirectional relationship between people and their physical environment. Interactions between a person and a specific place produce a range of individual responses, encompassing the physiological, cognitive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions.1 In the opposite direction, the environment is continuously influenced and modified, as humans use it to fulfil a range of needs and to undertake various activities.2


This dynamic interplay between people and places is particularly interesting in cities, which are large-scale built environments comprising many different material and organic components (i.e. buildings, roads, squares, bridges, green spaces), used by a wide and diverse range of people. The impact of urban environments on individuals’ health, well-being, and quality of life is a critical issue in an increasingly urbanised world. 


The relevance of this topic is also recognised in international agreements and commitments. Goal 3 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by the United Nations explicitly aims to “ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages”, with cities identified as pivotal arenas for implementing progress toward the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The New Urban Agenda adopted at Habitat III in 2016 recognised and highlighted the links between health, well-being and sustainable urban development.3 


Urban form, structure and design can affect several aspects that impact human health and wellbeing, including air pollution, noise, heat islands, access to green spaces, and opportunities for physical activity.4 The health of urban residents is affected by the natural, physical and social environment of their cities.5 Poor physical quality of the built environment also has adverse effects on mental well-being, manifesting as stress, anxiety, mood disturbances, and lower life satisfaction.6 


The quality of indoor built environments is also a critical aspect to consider, as people are estimated to spend a significant portion of their time – approximately 80-90% – indoors, including at home, in schools, workplaces, public spaces, and on transport.7 Indoor environments directly affect human health due to indoor air pollution, which is due to several sources and factors, such as building materials, cooking and heating appliances, consumer products, occupant activities, damp and mould, and the position and type of land on which buildings are located.8 Other indoor features that influence both physical and mental health and the well-being of occupants include lighting, water quality, acoustics and overall comfort, both at home and in the workplace. A large body of literature has explored the relationship between workplace features and workers’ productivity, performance, and well-being.9


The health crisis caused by the global spread of Covid-19 had a tremendous impact on the quality of life of people living in cities worldwide.10 The pandemic radically altered the way that people live, work and interact,11 with repercussions on behaviours, habits and lifestyles in every domain, especially in urban centres.12 Indeed, approximately 90% of coronavirus cases globally were detected in cities, where most of the world’s population and its economic activities are concentrated, and where urban lifestyles are based on physical proximity and social interactions more than elsewhere.13 The pandemic compelled city governments to manage and rethink urban public spaces and services, including the offer of green spaces, amenities and public services (like low-emissions public transport, active mobility infrastructure and digital infrastructure) to enhance the quality of life of citizens,14 and stimulated the rise of new lifestyles and behaviours which changed the relationship between indoor and outdoor environments, and between living places and workplaces. 


New Lifestyles and Behaviours in Cities After Covid-19


Following its outbreak, the Covid-19 pandemic caused severe health, economic and social crises that deeply impacted cities and communities worldwide.15 The pandemic generated massive losses in terms of fatalities as well as social and economic instability in many urban areas.16 As of the end of December 2024, the World Health Organization reported more than 777 million cases of Covid-19, including almost 7 million deaths since the start of the pandemic.17


New behaviours and lifestyles in living and work places emerged following the adoption of government restrictions to limit the spread of the virus, such as an increased use of homes for different purposes, greater use of digital services, and the extensive adoption of remote-working by companies. This had repercussions for both businesses and households. On the one hand, firms paid rents for empty offices and therefore started reconsidering their physical space requirements for the future, should hybrid models that integrate remote and on-site work be adopted in the long run.18 On the other hand, workers were forced to stay at home and often had to reconcile job and family care duties in inadequate spaces. This highlighted the importance of benefitting from adequate dwelling characteristics (e.g. larger, adaptable spaces, the presence of a balcony and/or access to outdoor spaces), and from a wide range of neighbourhood services (e.g. proximity to amenities, access to childcare and eldercare). At the same time, local governments adopted policies to support different uses of public open spaces, and these have the potential to remain in place in the post-Covid phase and to contribute to increased community cohesion and urban liveability. The next sections provide an overview of the main changes induced by Covid-19 in cities in the use of urban spaces and services, as well as in the living and working domains, discussing – to the extent possible – which of them have become structural in the post-pandemic period and how they are impacting urban life. 


Urban spaces and services


To limit the spread of the virus, several containment and mitigation measures were put in place by governments worldwide, especially in the early phases, such as workplace distancing (i.e. working from home and workplace closures), school closures, banning mass gatherings, social distancing and travel restrictions.19 Depending on the severity of the measures, any type of outdoor activities could be banned completely or be allowed only within a limited distance from premises.


Public open spaces gained a relevant role both for social resilience and individual wellbeing during and after the acute phases of the pandemic. With the lack of available alternatives, the use of green spaces rose substantially during lockdowns, where permitted, as it allowed for some forms of interaction and physical activity while maintaining safe physical distancing. As UN-Habitat (2021)20 underlines, this “contributed to community cohesion, alleviated stress and played an important role in children’s development”. Wortzel21 underlines the multiple functions performed by outdoor and green spaces, ranging from serving as an escape from home isolation and a relatively safe place to socialise, to positively influencing mental wellbeing and preventing depression and anxiety during lockdowns. Based on a systematic review on the topic, Kleinschroth et al.22 find that most studies on private gardens and forests/natural areas saw an increased use of green areas, whereas 77% of studies on public parks found a decrease. The use of urban green spaces decreased in cities with stricter Covid-19 policies and lower GDP per capita. Overall, the pandemic therefore worsened existing inequalities in access to green areas.23 


During the most acute phases of the pandemic, public spaces and buildings were repurposed for social use and to serve new emergency needs like “the set-up of temporary hospitals, warehouses, isolation sites, community health centres and other facilities” that improved the resilience of the severely hit health sector.24 Parking slots were even used as parklets and for recreation purposes.25 Urban spaces were increasingly used for outdoor interaction, and local policies and regulations were adopted in several cities to incentivise the use of public spaces for commercial activities.26 Streets and squares were repurposed to host typical indoor businesses like restaurants, cafes, theatres, cinemas and gyms, supporting livelihoods and economic activities and providing social and cultural services to communities.27 There is no consolidated mapping of still-ongoing policy initiatives to support outdoor space usage across cities worldwide in the post-pandemic phase, but in New York City, for example, the “outdoor dining” programme has recently become permanent. However, a change in the rules of the programme seem to be affecting the number of restaurants adhering to this initiative.


Local transport was particularly affected during the Covid years. In the first phase of the pandemic, use of public transport saw a significant reduction, reaching -76% in April 2020.28 A shift in modal choices was observed from public transport to private transport as well as non-motorised travel such as cycling and walking, also thanks to local measures to support walking and bike use like pop-up cycle lanes, e-bike subsidies, free bike-share use and traffic calming measures.29 The fear of contagion in crowded and shared vehicles along with restrictions on maximum capacity were the key determinants of the decline in use of public transport and shared mobility. This decline, however, was partially compensated for by an increased use of private transport modes and active mobility.30 
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