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Abstract 
 

The outbreak of COVID-19 has brought the world to a standstill, affecting 
every aspect of human life. The impact can be felt more vehemently in cities, 
where economic activities have slowed down and people are forced to be 
confined within the four walls of their homes because of prolonged lockdown. 
The urban open spaces are naturally being underused as they are perceived 
to be potential hotspots for the outbreak, while the need for open spaces 
within the houses and the buildings are immensely felt. To cope with this 
need, people seem to be using the available open spaces within their houses 
and their buildings like verandahs, roofs, parking spaces etc. In a highly dense 
and heavily built up city like Dhaka, where open spaces in both house and 
community scale is already scarce, it is imperative to see how people are 
fulfilling their needs for open spaces during this pandemic. Dhaka having both 
planned and organically grown residential neighbourhoods, provides a 
chance to study whether these two are coping with the pandemic situation 
similarly or differently. The objective of this paper is to explore the use and 
the modification of open spaces within the housing units and the buildings 
during the pandemic. This paper focuses on how the need for the use of open 
spaces has changed and how people are fulfilling their space-based 
interactions. To develop a comprehensive understanding, this paper focuses 
on both formal and organically grown neighbourhoods of Dhaka city. Due to 
the potential risk inherent in physical survey, primary data was collected 
through online questionnaires and semi structured interviews.  
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Introduction  
 
“Stay Home, Stay Safe”, has been the slogan for the year 2020 with the outbreak of COVID-19 
pandemic. Also known as the coronavirus pandemic, it is caused due to severe acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-COV-2) (Xu et al., 2020, WHO 2020), was first identified in 
December 2019 in Wuhan, China. It eventually spread in many countries all over the world (Huang 
et al. 2020, Jiang et al., 2020; Lipistch et al., 2020). An outbreak of Public Health Emergency of 
International Concern was declared by World Health Organization on January 30 and by March 11 
it was a pandemic. According to COVID-19 Dashboard by the Centre for Systems Science and 
Engineering (CSSE) at Johns Hopkins University (JHU), as of September 15, 2020, more than 
29 million cases of COVID-19 have been reported in more than 188 countries and territories, 
resulting in more than 926,544  deaths and 16.4 million people recovered. 

 
The virus was confirmed to have spread in Bangladesh in March 2020. Institute of Epidemiology, 
Disease Control and Research (IEDCR) reported the first three known cases on March 8 with the 
number increasing with time identifying Bangladesh to be the second most affected country in 
South Asia. To keep the spread of corona virus in control, many countries took different measures 
and surveillance tools like temporary closure of educational institutes, shopping complexes, 
restaurants, prohibiting public events, imposing work from home and maintaining a social 
distance. The Government of Bangladesh, like many other countries such as China, Italy, Spain, 
and India enforced social distancing by imposing a lockdown in the country. This lockdown 
situation forced people to stay at home and attain their regular works like office, school and 
universities online from home. Dhaka, one of the most densely populated cities with a population 
of 17 million (Amin, 2018) is also trying to fight the pandemic situation accordingly.  
 
Dhaka, like many other cities has gone through a process of changes and adjustments witnessing 
imprints of socio-cultural, geo-climatic, technological and economic influences in its growth 
pattern. Two distinctive types of spatial formations of neighbourhoods are seen in the pattern of 
Dhaka; the organically grown and the planned. The planned neighbourhoods are laid out in 
gridiron pattern; plots with designated amenities and facilities and are identified to be more 
convenient in terms of Wide Street, housing standards, community facilities, open space and 
amenities. On the contrary, organic neighbourhoods are often seen to have irregular shaped plots 
with buildings not having enough setbacks. They often lack facilities inevitable for neighbourhood 
design, like wide streets, footpaths, playfields and shopping complexes in walking distances etc. 
Informal shops and vendors generally provide the support. In both these types of 
neighbourhoods, different types of residential buildings are seen. Single-family residences are 
generally two to three stories and multiple-family residences are generally are more than four 
stories. Again, there are buildings made by single or multiple owners owned which are popularly 
known as Individually Developed Apartment Buildings (IDAB), and there are Real Estate Developer 
built Buildings, more popularly known Real Estate Apartments (REA). The IDAB are generally four 
to six stories high whereas the REA are up to fifteen floors high depending upon the location. The 
residential units of these generally are organized against a staircase and a lift lobby having the 
ground floor and roof as the major shared facilities. The units generally have rooms with common 
spaces and verandahs or balconies are outdoors. Often these verandahs are not big enough and 
face the road or another building next to them.  
 
The current pandemic situation has forced people to stay home and the use of space within the 
home and the neighbourhood has increased multiple folds than the public urban places. The 
pandemic situation has affected how people lived, interacted, worked and mostly how people 
fulfilled their social and emotional needs. Studies on Health and wellbeing focusing on the need 
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of physical and mental health and need for physical exercise and proximity to natural elements 
and green for wellbeing (Mitra et al 2020, Jacob et al 2020, Alessandro et al 2020, Amerio et al 
2020, Sinha et al 2020, Hanzl 2020) is seen. Importance of Housing Research (Rogers and Power 
2020) and divisions due to ownership (Peters et al 2020) focuses on research in housing. The 
changes in the nature of city and neighbourhood (Lai et al 2020, Maccun 2020), impact of COVID-
19 on public spaces (Roses et al 2020) shed light on the changes in urban scale level. Neighbouring, 
socializing, and use of the neighbourhood spaces (Glover 2020, Mehta 2020) puts forward how 
residents have adopted to the neighbourhood level.  
 
As the current pandemic situation has restricted the movement of the inhabitants and most of 
the time they spend time at home, a question of how they fulfill the need of open space arises. It 
is observed that the use of roofs and the verandahs has increased during the pandemic. Often 
people are seen to be interacting more with their neighbours than previously in the roof or the 
ground floor. This paper focuses on how the use of open spaces has changed during the pandemic 
situation if any, and how people are fulfilling their space-based interactions. A study of different 
types of residential buildings in both the organic and planned areas will also give an opportunity 
to compare how both the situations are dealing with the pandemic situation.   
 
Theoretical Background 
   
The outbreak of COVID-19 has resulted in a sudden stop in the overall global pace. As no vaccines 
or antiviral drugs have yet been approved, non-therapeutic interventions in controlling the spread 
of the virus are still the most effective way (Bootsma and Ferguson, 2007). Preventive measures 
like working from home, international travel bans, mandatory lockdown, social distancing etc. are 
being adopted by many countries to minimize the transmission of the virus. Bangladesh like many 
other countries is also fighting the battle in its own way. With the first case identified in March 
08, between March 9 and September 15, 2020, there were 3,41,056 COVID-19 confirmed cases 
including 4,802 related deaths according to the Institute of Epidemiology, Disease Control and 
Research (IEDCR). In response to the emergence of the virus, Bangladesh admittedly reduced 
international flights, imposed thermal scanner checking, and closed down educational institutes. 
However, offices maintained their regular schedules until March 26. To avoid mass gatherings in 
order to prevent the spread of the coronavirus in the country, on March 19, the government 
instructed the local administrations to stop political and religious rallies, social and cultural 
gatherings and on March 21, cancelled all state public programs and events, including celebration 
of the Independence Day. On the March 23, the government announced the closure of all public 
and private offices from March 26 to April 4 except for hospitals, kitchen markets, drug stores, 
and other emergency services, which are to remain open. During this period everyone is advised 
to stay at home and not to go out except for urgent needs such as limited circulation of public 
transport, limited banking services (WHO 2020). The lockdown has been extended periodically 
and other than emergency services, most of the offices and institutions are still working from 
home. Dhaka, being one of the most densely populated cities, (Amin, 2018) is facing the most 
cases of COVID-19 affected patients and the risk of spreading is also high. Moreover, the 
complicated nexus of variety of people working throughout Dhaka city from home and physical 
travel makes a case for studying the overall situation of COVID-19 situation in Dhaka. 
  
Housing being the primary ground where COVID-19 is experienced (Garber, 2020) the experience 
of home and in home is probably to be impacted the most in the present situation (Rogers and 
Power, 2020). As staying at home or quarantining (Hang, 2020; Ren, 2020) and social distancing 
(Ricco, 2020) have been the key measures, the issue of becoming socially disconnected along with 
experiencing home differently becomes important. Work life balance, mental and physical health, 
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daily routine of life, family time, household chores etc. became more primary concerns during the 
pandemic lockdown. With the benefits of work from home like saving travel time, having 
intermediate breaks, avoiding dressing up etc. (Liang, 2020), few serious drawbacks like work life 
balance, mental health issues, gender role at home etc. are also seen (Ahsan, 2020).  The 24/7 
digital connectivity has overlain the boundary of office and home time and work meetings are 
inevitably carried on any time of the day even for an unlimited duration. A survey by Entrepreneur 
magazine showed that remote workers were likely to clock an additional 60 hours a month as a 
result of Covid-19 in the USA. A similar online survey on working women in Bangladesh conducted 
by the Bangladesh Institute of Governance and Management (BIGM) with the objective of 
understanding the impact of Covid-19 on the professional and personal lives of working women 
during the lockdown came up with the responses of personal life being affected (Ahsan, 2020). 
The World Health Organization has recognized that increase anxiousness, anger, stress, agitation 
and withdrawal might result due to measures like lockdown and social distancing (WHO, 2020). 
Recent research has shown that levels of poor mental health are high during COVID-19 related 
social distancing (Jacob et al, 2020; Smith et al, 2020). It is expected that the psychological fallout 
of the Covid-19 pandemic will be felt for some time and to have a balanced mental health and 
wellbeing. Moderate to physical activities, balanced diet, proximity to open space and nature, 
communication with people are few of the mediators (Jacob et al, 2020; Alessandro et.al, 2020).  
 
Various studies have documented that the level of exposure to natural environments affect the 
physical and mental health for all age groups both in indoor and outdoor spaces (Thompson, 2013; 
Wilkie et al, 2018, cited in Alessandro 2020; Amerio, 2020; Collado et al, 2017). There are even 
studies that show that interacting with natural elements or even looking at them improves 
attention, reduces stress and is beneficiary for mental health and wellbeing (Roe et al, 2013; 
Tennessen, 1996; Thompson, 2012; Jo et at, 2019 cited in Alessandro, 2020). The confinement at 
home due to the COVID-19 situation has raised the question of if having a view of the natural 
element like green, sky, water etc. or even growing plants in the home could contribute to 
wellbeing and mental health (Jacob et al, 2020; Alessandro et.al, 2020). Besides being close to 
nature, one more thing that becomes important is that the housing situation needs to satisfy 
different needs which grew in this pandemic situation. The multi-family housing like apartments 
and condominiums probably need the most flexibility as they are shared by a large number of 
people compared to a single-family residence. The common shared spaces like roof, ground floor, 
and open spaces in other levels can become the most flexible space for the residents to use for 
day-to-day activities and interaction (Alessandro et.al, 2020; Islam 2018). Issues like residential 
division between the house and the flat and between those who own them and those who do not 
is compounded by a great spatial divide (Peters, 2020), and these issues might have impact on 
people’s access and frequency to use the shared spaces. 
 
The relationship between the distances of human beings that determines the range of social 
behaviour is seen in the works of Edward T Hall. In his book “The Hidden Dimension”, Hall (1966) 
defined four scales of distances between people: intimate (less than 1.5 feet – shared with close 
ones), personal (1.5 to 4 feet – shared with friends and family), social (4 to 12 feet – shared with 
acquaintances) and public (12 to 25 feet and more – shared with all). Similarly, the space a person 
needs to fulfill his social needs within home-private and urban-public scenario is hierarchical in 
character: private, which can be related to the intimate distance within home; contact at door 
steps, relates to personal distance; neighbourhood level, relates to social distance and finally 
urban level or public distance (Chermayeff and Alexander, 1963; Correa, 1989). Social distancing 
thus implies that a person needs to maintain a distance and not bring people to the personal scale. 
Public space being out of bound during the pandemic situation leaves the spaces within the 
neighbourhood and within the building for fulfilling people’s social needs. In a study on low-
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density neighbourhoods in USA, Vikas Mehta found that a new proxemics is showing up, as people 
are tending to use their immediate neighbourhood space more and interact with the 
acquaintances and neighbours more (Mehta, 2020). But the question remains that what happens 
to the densely built neighbourhoods and how people fulfill their need of social space. Moreover, 
most of the educational institutes being closed, children and young people are being confined 
within the house and the pattern of their activities both physical and sedentary affects their 
mental health (Mitra et.al, 2020). The similar situation is applicable for elderly people as well.  
 
Dhaka, one of the oldest and major cities in the history has grown from a small trading center to 
a large metropolis. Advancement in technology, transportation and communication, and 
construction section not only reflects in the physical character of Dhaka but also has an enormous 
effect on the life of its inhabitants. Organic growth in different areas reflects the inherent growth 
pattern of Dhaka since the Pre-Mughal and Mughal era. The close knit similar professional based 
neighbourhoods of Dhaka saw its first planned development during the British rule in the form of 
government colonies and Wari. The planned development kept growing in Dhaka as the 
administrative center for East Pakistan though the organic development kept growing side by 
side. Dhaka became the hub of development as it became the capital after independence. The 
city with a high density of 1521 person per kilometer (BBS, 2016) is growing in a high rate creating 
a huge demand for housing and physical infrastructure. Several new satellite towns, residential 
areas are laid out and many more are on their way. The planned areas are laid out in a grid-iron 
pattern following a masterplan with designated plots for residences, community facilities, open 
space and amenities. These neighbourhood generally have facilities inevitable for neighbourhood 
design, like wide streets, footpaths, playfields, shopping complexes in walking distances etc., with 
designed in the western/universal concept following a typical module of perfect neighbourhood. 
Many of these perfect neighbourhoods are seen to be not working as expected and turning into 
mixed used and unplanned state to serve the local needs (Khan, 2008). Small shops, hawkers, 
temporary food stalls, vans etc. various types of informal solutions are seen to be growing to 
support the daily needs. Many of these planned neighbourhoods are debated to be livable in 
terms of basic amenities, walkability, proximity to amenities compared to the organic 
neighbourhoods (Satu and Chiu, 2017) though the socio-cultural aspects have not been clearly 
depicted. Besides these planned developments, lands owned by private ownership are developing 
in a spontaneous manner by accommodating taller buildings in recent time. The organic areas of 
Dhaka are growing in its own pace. 
 
In terms of Residential built forms, both single family and multiple family residences are seen in 
both planned and organic neighbourhoods. Amongst the multiple family residences, owner built 
buildings and real estate apartments are more popular. The owner built residences are mentioned 
as Individually Developed Apartment Buildings (IDAB), and Real Estate Developer built Building 
are mentioned as Real Estate Apartments (REA) this study. The IDAB are generally four to six 
stories high whereas the REA are up to fifteen floor high depending upon location. Study on the 
apartments show that a heterogeneous group of people from different socio-economic 
background are seen to be living in these apartments which gives rise to a new kind of 
heterogeneous neighbourhood, contrary to what was traditionally seen in homogenous 
Government colonies which were the early prototypes for apartment living (Hussain, 2010). Both 
Owner and Tenants are seen in these apartments. The residential units of these are generally 
organized against the staircase and lift lobby having the ground floor and roof as the major shared 
facility. The units are generally seen to be having rooms with common spaces and verandahs or 
balconies are outdoors. Often these verandahs are not big enough and face the road or another 
building beside. Among the shared facilities, roof and the ground floor level are seen to be used 
by most of the residents for meeting their need for social interaction. Again stairs cases besides 
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an open space are also places for interacting (Islam, 2012). Though the extent of use and social 
interaction changes with time and often depends upon the socio-demographic profile of the users 
(Islam, 2018).  
 
Methodology 
 
The paper depends on both primary and secondary data. Secondary data is used to understand 
the nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government's response in trying to contain the spread 
of the virus and its effect on people’s lifestyle. Secondary data collected from books, journal 
papers, and research papers also help to establish the need of open spaces for interaction and 
mental health. The types of open spaces in different scales of spaces such as within the 
neighbourhood, within the building and the apartment as well as the types of residential buildings 
are identified through secondary data which establishes the parameters for collecting and 
analyzing primary data.  
 
Respondents from the planned neighbourhoods are located in Mirpur, Uttara, Baridhara, 
Lalmatia, Dhanmondi, Bashundhara, Mohammadpur and Gulshan 2. In the case of organic 
neighbourhoods, respondents live in Gopibag, Siddeshwari, Keraniganj, Adabor, Bashabo, 
Eskaton, Azimpur, Malibag, Tollabag, Khilgaon, Rampura, Moghbazar, Farmgate, Mugda, Badda. 
 

 
 

Figure 01: Selected Residential Neighbourhoods (Source: Google maps with annotation by authors) 
 

Due to the potential risk inherent in a physical survey, primary data was collected through online 
questionnaires and semi structured interviews. The respondents of the survey were chosen by a 
random sampling method and an online Google form was used to collect the data. The Google 
form was circulated in several online social media platforms. The questionnaire form had a total 
of 62 responses, but 8 of those responses were discarded as the respondents did not answer all 
of the questions in the form.  
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The questionnaire was elaborate and had four sections. The first section intended to understand 
the demography of the samples in terms of, age, gender, family type, household number, 
occupation, neighbourhood type, residence type, detail of residences and tenure type. The next 
two sections questioned about the variety and extent of use of space and interactions within the 
neighbourhood and within the building prior to and during the pandemic situation to understand 
the changes taking place. And the last section tried to find out the adaptation and changes within 
the residential unit. Besides questionnaire survey, semi-structured interviews were conducted in 
order to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the space use in relation to type of 
housing, neighbourhood and family and tenure status. To avoid the risk inherent in face-to-face 
interviews, the interviews were conducted using online platforms. For the convenience of 
collecting information and comparison between pre-pandemic and post-pandemic lifestyles, 
familiarity with the cases has also informed the selection process. Due to time constrains and 
unavailability, four cases could be interviewed. 

 

 

 Figure 02: Method and Criteria of Data Collection  
 

Data Analysis and Findings 
  
Respondents’ Profile 
 
54 respondents participated in the online questionnaire survey. Out of the 54 respondents, 26 
are female and 28 are male. 19 out of the 54 respondents have at least 3 other members in their 
family. 29 respondents are from planned neighborhoods whereas 25 of the respondents live in 
organic neighborhoods. The respondents predominantly live in 5-8 storied buildings (51.9%) and 
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these buildings can be broadly categorized into three groups such as Real Estate built apartment 
building, individually developed apartment building and single-family residence.  
 

Parameters Range No. of Respondents 

Gender 
Male 28 (51.9%) 

Female 26 (48.1%) 
Other 0 (0%) 

Age 

21-25 5 (9.3%) 

26-30 18 (33.3%) 
31-35 5 (9.3%) 
36-40 14 (25.9%) 
41-45 2 (3.7%) 
46-50 5 (9.3%) 
Above 50 5 (9.3%) 

Household Size 

2 7 (12.7%) 

3 16 (29.2%) 
4 19 (34.5%) 
5 7 (12.7%) 
6-9 6 (10.9%) 

Occupation 

Professional 18 (32.7%) 

Academician 10 (18.2%) 
Student 7 (12.7%) 
Govt. Service 9 (16.4%) 
Private Service 7 (12.7%) 
Business 2 (3.6%) 
Homemaker 2 (3.6%) 

Neighbourhood Type 
Planned 29 (53.7%) 

Organic 25 (46.3%) 

Housing Type 
Single family residence 8 (14.8%) 

Real-estate built apartment building 23 (42.6%) 
Individually developed apartment building 23 (42.6%) 

Building Height 

1 storeyed 0 (0%) 

2-4 storeyed 9 (16.7%) 
5-8 storeyed 28 (51.9%) 
8-10 storeyed 13 (24.1%) 
11+ storeyed 4 (7.4%) 

Apartment Size 

Below 1000 SQFT 5 (9.3%) 

1001-1200 SQFT 11 (20.4%) 
1201-1400 SQFT 8 (14.8%) 
1401-1600 SQFT 6 (11.1%) 
1601-1800 SQFT 7 (13.0%) 
1801-2000 SQFT 4 (7.4%) 
Above 2000 SQFT 13 (24.1%) 

Tenure Status 
Tenant 31 (57.4%) 

Owner 23 (42.6%) 

Figure 03: Respondents’ Profile 

Use of Space and Activities within the Neighbourhood 
 
Even prior to the pandemic, 21% of the respondents from the organic and 20% of the respondents 
from the planned neighbourhoods did not visit anywhere within the neighbourhoods. This 
percentage increased to 24% in organic neighbourhoods whereas in planned neighbourhoods, it 
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increased to 41% meaning twice as many people have stopped using the neighbourhood open 
spaces. 
 

 

  

Figure 04: Comparison between use of space within the neighbourhood pre and post lockdown 
  

As can be seen from the charts above, grocery stores are the most visited places within the 
neighbourhood in both pre and post-pandemic situations. In fact, grocery stores were more used 
by respondents in the post-pandemic period in the case of organic neighbourhoods. Places in 
organic neighbourhoods are visited by more people than in planned neighbourhoods with the 
exception of grocery stores, playfields and cafes. In the post-pandemic period, social interaction 
reduced more significantly in planned neighbourhoods compared to that in organic 
neighbourhoods. Most of the social interaction takes place in narrow lanes, tea-stalls and cafes 
along with some chance encounters in grocery stores and shops. 
 
Grocery shopping is predominantly done by men in both the pre and post pandemic period (61% 
before pandemic and 67% after pandemic). Women in general do not use neighbourhood spaces 
as much as men. For example, 0% of the tea-stall users are female, only one out of the five 
respondents visiting the playfields prior to the pandemic is a female. Only 25% of the narrow lane 
users are female, and the number dropped to 0% in the post pandemic period. In general, the 
indoor neighbourhood spaces such as cafes/ restaurants are not used as much as the outdoor 
spaces, and are predominantly used by women. In the post pandemic period, women’s already 
limited activities within the neighbourhood have also reduced to only shopping for groceries and 
other daily necessities. Most of the respondents prefer these spaces due to their proximity to 
their residences. 
 

One respondent from the planned neighbourhood of Uttara noted that she still 
visits the neighbourhood cafe for socializing because it is “close to my house and 
also following the protocols for COVID 19.” Another mentioned that he can 
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interact with neighbors when he spends time in the park. One mentioned that his 
friends meet him at a shop for socialization. 

 
In organic neighbourhoods, three respondents mentioned that they are still using narrow lanes 
and tea-stalls for interaction with their friends. One respondent mentioned that he meets friends 
in front of the grocery store. They mostly meet their friends or neighbours and sometimes come 
across some acquaintances. In response to the question of how these neighbourhood spaces can 
be improved or made more usable, most of the respondents raised the issue of maintaining 
proper social distancing and other safety and hygiene measures. 
 
The findings from the interviews reaffirm the finding of the online survey that there seems to be 
more social interaction in organic neighbourhoods than in planned neighbourhoods. For example, 
multiple family members of Respondent D (her husband, brother-in-law, and nephew) had friends 
in the neighborhood with whom they would spend time in shops, and in alleys. Respondent C also 
interacted with his neighbours near his house. However, in the case of planned neighborhoods, 
both respondents A and B reported no interaction in the neighborhood level. 
 
In both neighbourhoods the most visited places within the neighbourhoods are grocery stores or 
super shops. But three out of the four respondents reported a decrease in the number of visits to 
the grocery store in the post-pandemic period as all of them have turned to online shopping. 
 
Use of Space and Activities within the Building 
 
Open spaces within the building such as rooftop, staircase and lift lobby, attached play spaces, 
etc. are used the most in real estate built apartment buildings. These spaces are being used by 
fewer respondents in the post-pandemic period in all types of residential buildings. This decrease 
in the number of users can be attributed to the fact that elevators and lobbies are seen as 
potential hotspots for spreading coronavirus and hence resulting in fewer people using the lobby 
spaces and the rooftops. This is corroborated by the interviews of Respondents B, C and D. B and 
D occasionally visited their rooftops while C used to visit the rooftop at least once every week 
prior to the pandemic, but all of them stopped going to the rooftops in the post-pandemic period 
out of apprehension against using elevators. In case of Respondent B and D, landlords have also 
imposed restrictions on using rooftop in the post-pandemic period. However, reservations against 
using elevators did not stop respondent A from using her rooftop, who goes there in the morning 
to water her new plants and also in the evening when she interacts with her neighbor and her son 
plays with kids of similar age. 
 

Figure 05: Spaces within the Buildings  
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Prior to the lockdown, open spaces within the building were mostly used for drying clothes, 
respondents also listed activities such as morning/evening walks, gardening, playing, having tea, 
flying kites and smoking. In most cases, respondents from Real Estate built apartment buildings 
and single family residences seem to be more involved in such activities. Prior to the pandemic, 
gardening and having tea in the open spaces within the building seemed to be done mostly by 
women (61% of gardening and 65% of having tea is done by female respondents). Other activities 
are done by both male and female in nearly equal ratio. 
  

Figure 06: Activities and Spaces within the Buildings 
 
During the lockdown, 25 out of 54 respondents mentioned they started doing new activities in 
the open spaces within the building, majority of them live in Real Estate built apartments. 
Gardening is the most popular new activity during the lockdown as 7 out of 25 respondents have 
mentioned that they have started gardening during this pandemic. Four of the respondents 
mentioned that they have started doing exercise in their open spaces and three others have 
mentioned that they started having walks around the open spaces. Some have taken up new 
hobbies such as playing guitar, flying kites and swimming and playing. One respondent mentioned 
interaction with family members and two mentioned that they use these open spaces for simply 
relaxing. Respondents generally seem to use these places more in the latter half of the day, 
evening being the most popular choice as chosen by 44% of the respondents and afternoon being 
chosen by 30% of the respondents. Rest of the respondents prefer mornings. 
 
Although there are fewer respondents using these open spaces in the post pandemic period, 
those who are still using these spaces spend a longer period of time in these spaces. 64.3% of 
respondents mentioned that they spend an increased amount of time in these open spaces in the 
post pandemic period. 65.5% of the respondents spend 30 minutes to 2 hours in these spaces. 
 

  

Figure 07: Time spent in the Building 
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To develop a better understanding of social interaction in the open spaces within the buildings, 
data was collected from the interviews. Prior to the lockdown, respondent D had regular 
interaction with the residents of her building in the lift lobby on the ground floor while taking her 
kids to school, which has stopped after the lockdown. A decrease in social interaction has also 
been reported by respondent C, who used to interact with his upstairs neighbor in the ground 
floor of his building prior to the pandemic and cannot do so now. Respondent B mentions no 
change in the already non-existent interaction with his neighbors. Only respondent A confirms an 
increase in social interaction within the building which has been brought upon by regular visits to 
the rooftop. It is also interesting to note that out the three tenants, two (Respondent B and D) 
faced restrictions from their landlord against going to the roof while respondent A, who is the 
owner of her apartment, has uninterrupted access to the rooftop. 
 
Use of Space within the Apartment 
 
As people are forced to spend most of their time indoors, spaces within the house are being used 
more due to the pandemic. As people are working from home, their space preferences are being 
influenced by work related factors. For example, bedrooms and study are being used as home 
offices. People are also spending more of their free time with their family and the most popular 
family activity is watching TV. 20% of the respondents said they watch more TV with their families. 
 

 

 

 

Figure 08: Verandah within the building and their use 
 
Apartments below 1000 sq. ft. mostly have one or two verandas. But with increase of apartment 
size, the instance of the apartments having one veranda is reduced and the numbers of 
apartments having two and three verandas increase. Apartments above 1400 sq.ft only have two 
or more verandas, whereas in case of apartments above 1800 sq.ft, there are more apartments 
with three verandas than there are apartments with two verandas. 55% of the respondents from 
Real Estate built apartment buildings do not have enough space to do leisure activities in their 
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verandas, whereas this percentage is 50% in both individually developed apartment buildings and 
single family residences. It can be seen from the chart that, Real Estate built apartments have a 
larger number of verandas but these verandas seem to be smaller in size. In general, 63% of the 
respondents have plantations in their veranda. 
 
It can be deduced from the charts that in planned neighbourhoods, verandas offer greater views. 
But in general, the views are dominated by other buildings in both types of neighbourhoods. This 
can be attributed to the fact that buildings in planned neighbourhoods strictly adhere to the 
setback rules, which provides the inhabitants with bigger apertures between buildings and hence, 
a greater view angle than the buildings in organic neighbourhoods. The use of verandas has 
increased in the post-pandemic situation. Respondents seem to be spending more time with their 
families in the verandas during the lockdown. In general, verandas seem to be used more by 
female members of the family, activities such as gardening, spending time with family members 
and having tea are done mostly by female respondents. However, men started using verandas 
more often than before during the pandemic, as can be seen from the reducing percentage of 
female engagement in activities in the verandas. Smoking seems to be exclusively done by men.  
 
Information from the interviews depicted how various spatial and climatic factors influence the 
use of verandas. For example, the width and orientation of the veranda, amount of sunlight 
received, weather and climate influence the use of the veranda. Although respondent A  spends 
30 minutes to one hour in the morning tending to her plants in the south-facing veranda, she 
complains that the heat and glare maked it hard to use during the rest of the day. She predicts 
that  

“I might spend more time here (in the veranda) in the winter when the sunlight 
won’t be too strong, now the heat and glare is just too unbearable...”. She also 
complained about the small size of the veranda which has limited its use.  

 
However, the situation is not the same for respondent B, C, and D. Despite having enough space 
in the veranda, respondent B and his family use the verandas only for hanging clothes. B 
attributed the heat and glare coming from the south as well as the water accumulated in the floor 
from drying clothes as the main reasons for the verandas not being used in both pre and post 
pandemic period. While respondent B resents the glare in the veranda, respondent C describes 
the opposite scenario and blames the lack of sunlight in his veranda for limiting its use. This 
insufficient amount of sunlight is caused by the veranda’s orientation towards north and the close 
proximity of adjacent buildings. But he did mention increased use of this space as during the 
lockdown, he started spending time with his 8-month old daughter in the veranda who enjoys the 
view of the lane. C can also interact with his neighbor’s child through the veranda due to the 
proximity of the neighboring building. Respondent D, despite having five verandas, can use none 
of the verandas for any purpose other than drying clothes because of their insufficient depth and 
the placement of the outdoor unit of the air conditioning device. Only one veranda which is 
connected to the living room was used for gardening even prior to the pandemic, an activity which 
is still being continued during the pandemic. 
 
Children and Elderly People During Pandemic 
 
In the case of planned neighbourhoods, 30% of the families with children have kids who do not 
use any kind of open space inside or outside the building, whereas in organic neighbourhoods the 
number is slightly higher and is at 37.5%. But it can be seen that the children from organic 
neighbourhoods use not only the open spaces within the building more than the children from 
planned neighbourhoods, some of them also have gone outside the building where the number 



 

Proceedings of the International Conference on 'Cities, People and Places'- ICCPP-2020 
December 15th –18th, 2020, Colombo, Sri Lanka 

 
 

 
151 

 

is zero in the case of planned neighbourhoods. Veranda and rooftop are the most used spaces for 
children during the pandemic. 
 
In the case of elderly members, organic neighbourhoods seem to be more elderly people-friendly 
as open spaces both inside and outside the building are used more by the elderly people in organic 
neighbourhoods than in planned neighbourhoods, with the exception of rooftops. In organic 
neighbourhoods, rooftops are less used by elderly members; the lack of elevators in buildings in 
organic neighbourhoods, as well as reservations against using elevators in post-pandemic 
situation, may have contributed to this phenomenon. In organic neighbourhoods, verandas are 
preferred by more elderly persons. 
 

Figure 09: Children and Elderly during pandemic 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
This paper was a small attempt to understand how people in different neighbourhoods and house 
types are adapting to the COVID-19 Pandemic. Though the number of samples are not large 
enough for establishing any conclusion, a wide range of activities and variants are seen. It is 
evident that the use of open space and social interaction has indeed decreased during the 
pandemic, yet the decrease is far more significant in planned neighbourhoods than in organic 
neighbourhoods. As the growth is spontaneous and informal, the organic neighbourhoods 
provide more open spaces such as tea stalls, narrow lanes etc. for social interaction. Grocery 
shopping seems to be the most carried out activity at neighbourhood level and is predominantly 
done by men. Women use neighbourhood open spaces less than men. The planned 
neighbourhoods having more formal shopping complexes and ease in online deliveries, 
respondents are more inclined to go for online shopping rather than visiting physically. 
 
In the case of apartment buildings, open spaces within Real Estate built apartment buildings are 
more used than in individually developed apartment buildings or single family residences. From 
interviews, it can be seen that during the lockdown, rooftops have become less accessible due to 
restrictions imposed by landlords on using rooftops as well as due to the reservations against 
using elevators. It is seen that, concerns regarding mental health has resulted into various 
activities within the building during the pandemic situation. Gardening has emerged as the most 
popular new activity engendered by the excess free time during the lockdown and is mostly done 
by the residents of Real Estate built apartments. Physical exercise is also incorporated into some 
respondents' use of open space. These open spaces are used mostly in the latter half of the day, 
and the amount of time spent in these spaces by the residents have increased in the post-
pandemic period despite the decrease in number of users. However, from interviews, it was found 
that all four respondents feel the need for shaded seating in the rooftops.  



 

Proceedings of the International Conference on 'Cities, People and Places'- ICCPP-2020 
December 15th –18th, 2020, Colombo, Sri Lanka 

 
 

 
152 

 

 
It was found from the online survey that the number of verandas increases with apartment size, 
and Real Estate built apartments usually provide a greater number of verandas, although these 
verandas tend to be smaller. In fact, nearly 50% of the respondents feel that they do not have 
enough space in their verandas for leisurely activities. In the post pandemic period, use of 
verandas has increased significantly and more people are spending time with their families in the 
verandas as well as inside the house. However, from the interviews it was evident that the depth 
and orientation of verandas, amount of sunlight received, weather and climate greatly influence 
the use of the verandas.  
 
This paper can thus conclude that spaces in the organically grown neighbourhoods tend to be 
used more.  Again, the spaces within the building in Real estate Apartments are more used due 
to the ownership pattern and the availability of sufficient space to perform various activities. 
Spaces within the units depend mostly on the preferences of the user, although physical design, 
adequate natural light, ventilation and views are influencing factors. Although this paper dives 
into the search for patterns of use of open space in neighbourhood, building and apartments, a 
deeper probe is necessary to further the understanding of all the parameters working behind 
these patterns.   
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