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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic temporarily, yet significantly, reshuffled the position, functions and (mediated) constructions of
cities and urban places. The national lockdown, implemented by Austria on 16 March 2020, turned cities overnight from
centres of hybrid cultural, economic, social, political life and power to places where urban life(styles) were put on hold. This
article begins by presenting first key results of a longitudinal study with young adults studying in educational institutions
in the state of Tyrol through the harshest country-wide lockdown measures and their gradual withdrawal. We analyse how
participants coped with the disruption of their urban lives and lifestyles and the strategies they employed to compensate.
We highlight three main insights. First, participants who had originally migrated to the city from their (often rural) home-
towns largely returned to join their families. From there, no longer being an object of physical experience, the city became
adigitally imagined, constructed and communicated place, reiterating public discourses that condemned the city as a place
where lockdown measures were breached, and the virus spread unchecked. Second, where possible and adapted to the
affordances of digital media, students shifted their previous lifestyles to digital space as well as created innovative ways of
socialising digitally—thus producing alternative digital forms of urban lifestyles and digitally-mediated urban experiences.
Third, during the lockdown period, the importance, use intensity as well as a variety of digital media peaked tremendous-
ly. This trend, however, was short-lived as yearned-for offline sociability largely returned to the city once measures were
relaxed, leaving those in rural homes detached from their urban peers.
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1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic struck unprepared global soci-
eties in 2020 and, within weeks, it “profoundly trans-
formed the familial spaces of home, modes of living, and
the geographies of everyday lives” (Rose-Redwood et al.,
2020, p. 99). In the (social) media discourses accompany-
ing the pandemic, the city is framed in contrasting ways:
Visuals either show the city as deserted space, bereft of
all that makes it liveable or as urban public place filled

with (often young) people ignoring social distancing reg-
ulations, signalling an indifference to social others in the
city. Hence, in the public discourse, the pandemic shifted
the position of the city from a place where life is happen-
ing to a place decried for its population numbers and den-
sity, for people breaching regulations that are intended
to contain the virus and to, overall, a place that poten-
tially reinforces virus transmission. During the Covid-19
pandemic, mediated discourses and imaginaries of cities
emerged, which remind us, as urban scholars, of con-
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structions of the city as urban ill that had prominent-
ly been produced, particularly by sociologists, from the
19th century onward (see Hubbard, 2006).

This article presents results of the first two phas-
es of an on-going longitudinal study that accompa-
nied students enrolled in universities in the Austrian
city of Innsbruck in the province of Tyrol, throughout
the pandemic and during the state’s and country’s far-
reaching lockdown measures and their gradual with-
drawal in spring 2020. Innsbruck, the provincial capital
and one of the university towns of Austria, has a popu-
lation of 133,206 (as of January 2020; Landeshauptstadt
Innsbruck, 2020) and is located in the scenic Alps in the
West of the country. Some 35,000 students are enrolled
in the city’s higher education institutions (Austrian
Agency for International Cooperation in Education and
Research, 2017). During the pandemic, Tyrol involuntar-
ily rose to fame when some of its popular ski resorts,
among them most prominently the resort of Ischgl, were
identified as early hotspots of the Covid-19 spreading
in spring 2020 across Austria and Europe. In face of
the devastating pandemic events in Italy, just across
the Southern border of Tyrol, the Austrian Government
decreed a national lockdown as well as ordered an even
stricter quarantine for the heavily affected province of
Tyrol. Spaces of public life were shut down, tourists fled
the resorts and the province as such, and students lost
their jobs in tourism and gastronomy. Deprived of their
urban social lives and facing a deeply unsettling situation,
many young adults, too, left the city to return to their
parents’ homes or moved in with friends and partners to
avoid social isolation. The quarantine for Tyrol was grad-
ually lifted in April and also on a national level, a gradual
withdrawal of measures started in mid-April (“100 Tage
Corona,” 2020).

This health crisis and the resultant societal crisis had
been unprecedented for the young adults in particu-
lar but also the country as a whole in decades. Thus,
the events unfolding in Austria, and particularly in Tyrol,
with its provincial capital and single university town of
Innsbruck, gave us a unique opportunity to research the
agency and strategies of young adults in such a funda-
mental crisis. While the lives of young people in the
Global North such as university students are often thriv-
ing on their digital connections in the form of a mobile
youth culture (Vanden Abeele, 2016), the pandemic sit-
uation proved to be ambivalent for the young adults:
It was both a cause for creative innovation in making up
for their urban student lives but also an insufficient sub-
stitute of these lives, a time of social distancing and of
overwhelming connectivity keeping up with online learn-
ing and sociability.

Against this background, the article reflects on the
following question: How are young adults coping with
the disruption of their urban lives and lifestyles and
what strategies do they employ to compensate for
it? The results shed light on shifted, now dominant-
ly digitally-mediated discourses and imaginaries of the

city as well as attempts, successes and pitfalls of digital
mediation of urban experiences and activities. Through
a qualitative and longitudinal approach that accompa-
nied young adults through the phases of the (first) lock-
down and its gradual withdrawal, we seek to reveal the
immediate effects of the pandemic on university stu-
dents’ disrupted urban lifestyles and their digital medi-
ation under Covid-19.

2. The Digitally-Mediated and Imagined City

In the last two decades geographers, urban planners,
media and communication scholars, computer scientists
and sociologists have increasingly turned to analysing
a variety of foci related to the digital mediation of the
city (Bauriedl & Striver, 2018; Georgiou, 2011; Leurs
& Georgiou, 2016; Rose, 2017; Willems, 2019). One of
these foci is the mediation of everyday urban life and
practices through ubiquitous media in the city and urban
spaces (see Bork-Huffer, 2016; Leurs, 2014). This work
is particularly engaging with people’s everyday mediat-
ed practices and experiences of the city. In the context
of his work on Chinese cyber-urbanism, Marolt (2014,
p. 3) claims that “all online activities by urban Internet
users...are at the same time inherently urban and are
augmenting traditional understandings of urban space
in the sense that the bodies and minds of the people
involved are inhabiting and performing urban space.”
Although we do not agree to the body/mind dichoto-
my implied in this quote, we do share the idea of the
conflation of digital realms to the extent that digital
and physical urban spaces can no longer be separated
(see Kitchin & Dodge, 2011; Sumartojo, Pink, Lupton,
& LaBond, 2016). Rather, they must be regarded as
“interlinked and entangled socio-material-technological
spaces” (Bork-Huffer, Mahlknecht, & Kaufmann, 2020,
p. 1). Such spaces are not only imprinted by mobil-
ities of data, goods, people and more-than-human
materialities but as well by cognitive and imaginary
mobilities (Bork-Huffer, 2016; Cresswell, 2010; Lemos,
2008; Merriman, 2014; Sheller & Urry, 2006). The lat-
ter do not require physical presence but are based
on ‘connected presence’ (Licoppe, 2004) that enables
the co-experience of place through digital means from
a distance or ‘spatial presence’ (Croitoru, Wayant,
Crooks, Radzikowski, & Stefanidis, 2015) encompass-
ing the cognitive-psychological relation to place with-
out physically-materially being in those places. Referring
to young people’s online sociability, Thulin, Vilhelmson,
and Schwanen (2020, p. 167) speak of “absent friends,”
where friendship activities “such as making and updat-
ing plans, exchanging and discussing thoughts and expe-
riences, hanging out in groups, confirming feelings, shar-
ing and keeping track of vital events and happenings in
each other’s lives” are performed online.

Mobile media and mobile communication have
further changed everyday practices in urban spaces.
Their “anytime, anyplace connectivity” (Vanden Abeele,
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De Wolf, & Ling, 2018, p. 6) affords individuals a ‘microco-
ordination’ (Ling & Lai, 2016; Ling & Yttri, 2002) of their
social interactions, i.e., the “fine-grained instrumental
coordination of everyday life” (Ling & Lai, 2016, p. 836)
on mobile devices while being on the move. The locata-
bility of mobile media devices via GPS also makes it pos-
sible for users to engage with places in novel ways in
the form of location-based services and spatial media
that open up new layers of meaning (Gazzard, 2011;
Leszczynski, 2015). For young adults who leave their
hometowns, the connectivity of their mobile devices
enables them to stay in touch with families and friends
despite the physical separation, allowing them “to move
geographically from the home and yet remain connect-
ed, tethered to a sense of home as an emotional and
psychological space of belonging” (Hjorth, 2012, p. 142).
On mobile devices, home thus becomes “perpetually
experienced—as both lived and imagined—while physi-
cally away” (Hjorth, 2012, p. 142). The relief to be able to
stay connected to their families back home, at least via
smartphones, has been noted to be important to people
in crises (see e.g., Kaufmann, 2018).

Yet, the city is not only a stage and reference point
for digitally-mediated practices. It is also a contested and
desired object of urban imaginaries that goes beyond
the physical and corporeal experience. With the increas-
ing proliferation of digital media technologies, social
and mobile media “contribute to an understanding of
place as not only geographic and physical but also
as evoking cartographies of the imaginary, emotional,
mnemonic, and psychological” (Hjorth, 2012, p. 140),
thus co-producing and amplifying the omnipresent dis-
courses surrounding cities—as well as complicating our
relation to the city (see also Leurs & Georgiou, 2016,
p. 3694). Here, the city becomes a “space of imagination”
(Leurs & Georgiou, 2016, p. 3697) that leaves room for
“making sense of the self and the proximate and distant
world” (Leurs & Georgiou, 2016, p. 3697). The sudden
occurrence of the Covid-19 pandemic indeed provoked
novel negotiations of established relations and imaginar-
ies of the city, as we will show below.

3. Methodology: Collecting Data in a Pandemic

In face of the acute Covid-19 pandemic, as well as with
view to the demands of the specific research ethics of
an approach that is sensitive to the situation of individu-
als in a crisis, we developed and applied a young people-
centred qualitative longitudinal multi-method approach.
Data collection was customised to research under social
distancing conditions and thus took place completely
online to protect the health of involved participants
and researchers. For the research design, we combined
written narratives with mobile smartphone methods to
stay in contact with participants and interact with them
in-situ. This article draws particularly on the results of the
narratives. Narratives are an effective qualitative method
for exploring individual experiences with and reflections

on complex processes of change (Carlsson, Wangqvist,
& Frisén, 2015; Laughland-Booy, Skrbis, & Newcombe,
2018; McAdams, 2001, 2011). The method gives young
participants a voice of their own and room for subjective
descriptions and interpretations of their experiences and
feelings (see Atkinson, 1998; Pabian & Erreygers, 2019)
as well as more time to reflect on, structure, build and
revise their thoughts (see Schulze, 2010). We applied nar-
ratives to reveal the breadth of the immediate effects of
the pandemic on University students’ everyday spaces
and practices, as well as their potential variegated and
flexible active responses to it. In this way, we wanted
to learn in detail how participants make their everyday
spaces and practices throughout the pandemic.

Data collection step 1 (DC1, 1-7 April 2020) of the
longitudinal study was initiated during the strict lock-
down and quarantine measures that were implemented
in the federal province of Tyrol to curtail the spread of the
new coronavirus. Only shopping for the most basic needs,
commuting by essential workers and taking a stroll alone
within the borders of each administrative community
were allowed at that time. In this phase of data collection,
we were especially interested in how the strict lockdown
changed our participants’ everyday life (contacts, educa-
tion, sports, work) and everyday practices (both online
and offline).

In early April 2020, it was impossible, even for
health experts, to foresee for how long the measures
taken by the Austrian and Tyrolean governments in
response to the pandemic would need to remain in
place. Accordingly, we were not able to predict the exact
times and end of the data collection steps following DC1
and had to retain flexibility in the implementation of
the next DCs. Eventually, DC2 (20-27 April 2020) was
realised when the strict quarantine measures in Tyrol
were slightly relaxed, and, for example, the reopening
of small shops and the crossing of community borders
was allowed. DC3 (2—-14 June 2020) was conducted in
the transition phase directly following the termination
of the (first) lockdown to track how the return to life,
free from lockdown and self-isolation, is being experi-
enced. We aim to conduct a fourth round of data collec-
tion (DC4) during the next lecture period from autumn
2020 onwards, to track to what extent participants’ lives
have changed to previous daily or new routines (depend-
ing on whether the pandemic will change for the better
or worse in Autumn). In this article, we draw on results
from the narratives of DC1 and DC2, as we are focus-
ing on how life under lockdown conditions was expe-
rienced and how study participants coped. The partici-
pants were students enrolled at universities in Tyrol aged
18 years or older (thus, legally adults) at the time of DC1.
Recruiting took place via snowball sampling, i.e., via the
broad networks of our student project team members.
This approach enabled us to act swiftly in face of the
pandemic and ensured voluntary participation. 98 young
adults participated in DC1, 93 in DC2. Both those stu-
dents who left Innsbruck during the quarantine period
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for their hometowns and less-urban areas and those stu-
dents who remained in Innsbruck were included in our
study. Not only was the development of their relations
to Innsbruck investigated, but also to their hometowns,
where they stayed during the quarantine period. All par-
ticipants received a written storytelling prompt for each
of the narratives in a Microsoft Word file. In the prompt,
they were invited to write a narrative, to file it in a text-
processing software and to return the file directly to us
after completion. Participants were asked to report their
personal situation, their experiences and thoughts on
the continued restrictions (or easing of restrictions) in
response to the lead question: “How does the Corona
pandemic and the current lockdown change your life?”
Also, in every DC step we posed in the narratives ques-
tions as further points for reflection, e.g.: “How does the
lockdown change your everyday life (contacts, education,
sports, work) and your everyday practices? How do your
everyday places change (online/offline)? How does your
media use change?”

For an analysis of narratives, content analysis is wide-
ly employed and recommended as an analysis strate-
gy (see e.g., Vandebosch & Green, 2019). As we aimed
to investigate young adults’ disrupted urban lifestyles
and their digital mediation under Covid-19, we con-
ducted the ‘inductive category development’ procedure
by Mayring (2000, 2014) with the analysis software
MaxQDA. For the analysis, we first went through all nar-
ratives, gaining an overview of discussed topics. We for-
mulated inductive categories while determining the lev-
el of abstraction, and wherever necessary, subsuming
and revising existing categories before we completed the
qualitative content analysis.

4. Results: The Flight from the City, Urban llls and the
(Temporary) Digital Mediation of the City

In this results section, which sheds light on our findings,
we first look into what we came to refer to as ‘flight’
from Innsbruck as experienced by young adults who left
the city after lockdown measures were implemented.
Second, for these students, from afar, the city was then
only experienced through digitally-mediated contents
and discourses through which it became constructed as
a place of urban ills. Third, bereft of their urban activities
and sociability, the participants engaged in digital media
appropriation to rearrange their urban lives in the digital
sphere for their digitally-mediated urban lives during the
pandemic. In terms of their place of stay before the pan-
demic, in the data, we identified three segments among
our participants: (1) A small group of students originally
from Innsbruck, who either live with their families or in
their rented accommodation in Innsbruck; (2) students
who live in the larger region and commute to Innsbruck
(including students from bordering communities to some
that commute up to three hours by public transport one
way, comprising trans-border commutes to neighbour-
ing Northern Italy or Southern Germany regions); and

(3) students from other places in Austria or from abroad
who have rented places to stay in Innsbruck. During the
pandemic, those based in Innsbruck remained in the city
(first segment), whereas those of the second segment
remained in their home places outside of Innsbruck.
Many students of the third segment left the city early
once the pandemic spread through Tyrol and Austria and
related lockdown and social distancing measures were
implemented by the regional and national governments.
Hence, overall, a high number of our study participants
spent at least the period of DC1 and DC2 outside the
city of Innsbruck, while their experiences and imaginar-
ies of the city became now mediated and constructed
from afar.

4.1. The Flight from the City

For those participants who temporarily relocated, leav-
ing the city usually meant moving back in with their par-
ent(s) and siblings. For many, it also involved moving
from the city of Innsbruck to either smaller urban or rural
communities. As higher education institutions in Tyrol
are home to a large number of students from abroad—
particularly from the bordering states of Southern Tyrol,
Italy, and Bavaria and Baden-Wirttemberg, Germany—
for some, their temporary relocation was transborder.
As these states and countries were implementing oth-
er local and national measures, this relocation signifi-
cantly affected the students’ exposure to such measures
but also their possibilities of return once borders were
closed. Travelling home was described by these partic-
ipants as a solitary and surreal experience. Alexander,
who left the city a few weeks into the lockdown and the
start of self-isolation measures, described the estrange-
ment to the city when he set out to travel to his fami-
ly based in another part of Tyrol after his flatmate had
also left the city and he eventually no longer endured liv-
ing alone:

The AnichstraRe [main street in front of the universi-
ty building] was empty, in front of the clinic entrance
[there was] a white tent for corona patients and emp-
ty streets. The restaurants and shops were closed.
On the way to the station, a strange feeling came up
in me. The fact that a country can be shut down from
100 to 0 within a few days frightens me a little. There
were two people on the bus and the station hall was
empty. My journey home took place on 7 April, that
is before the mask obligation in the public transport
came into force. To be on the safe side | still wore
mouth and nose protection. | met only two people
on the way from Innsbruck to Kitzblhel. Even when
changing trains at the station in Worgl, [there was] not
a soul. (Alexander, 22, DC2)

Besides those study participants who left Innsbruck by
temporarily relocating, those who stayed, every once
in a while, “fled the city” for activities such as walk-
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ing, hiking, biking, climbing, in the mountains surround-
ing Innsbruck. According to the Covid-19 regulations in
Tyrol, however, only going for a walk within administra-
tive community borders was allowed during the strictest
lockdown regulations enforced from around mid-March
to mid-April. Several students, such as Sarah, who had
moved to Innsbruck from Germany for her studies and
in face of the pandemic decided to stay in Innsbruck,
reported a new connection to the natural environment
surrounding the city, almost a relation they had never
felt before:

It finally rained today, yay! | think | have never felt
so connected to nature as | do now. There is nothing
more beautiful for me than to walk in the forest to
the Hottinger painting and breathe in the smell of the
forest. Lovely. (Sarah, 25, DC2)

4.2. Urban llis as Mediated from Afar

Those from the second and third segments of partici-
pants (students commuting to Innsbruck from the wider
region and students with rented places in the city), who
either had always been living outside of Innsbruck or
who had temporarily relocated, found themselves loca-
tionally and socio-materially separated from urban life
and space—at least as far as Innsbruck was concerned.
Actual happenings in Innsbruck were now followed on
(usually online) media or conveyed on social media by
those friends and acquaintances that were still based in
the city. While not all of these research subjects were
concerned with what was going on in Innsbruck, those
who did mention the city and urban life in our study
often did so in reference to accounts of transgressions
of on-going Covid-19 measures such as stay-home orders,
social distancing and mask-wearing and risks associated
with population densities in cities. Alexander, for exam-
ple, reported how he was worried by Instagram stories
that made him “doubt the sanity of many. Barbecues,
birthday parties, family reunions, all this is becoming nor-
mal again, although officially the relaxation hasn’t even
taken effect yet” (Alexander, 22, DC2). Particularly dur-
ing DC1 and partly during DC2, research subjects were
upset by a perceived lack of responsibility of people in
urban public places, potentially boosting the spread of
the virus and, as a result, prolonging lockdown measures
and related economic, social and psychological effects.
In these narratives, the city was equated with a place
of deviant behaviour and increased dangers in contract-
ing the virus in dense and crowded city spaces and pub-
lic transport. Strikingly, such accounts were narrated by
those not present in the city such as Lukas, who lived
in a community neighbouring Innsbruck, just 8km from
Innsbruck main train station. He recalled:

| heard from a friend of mine who lives in Innsbruck
that there are a lot of people on the Inn [river next
to the university campus] promenade in the evening,

either for jogging/cycling or just to meet each other.
For me, it is questionable how useful it is to meet
more often now (when it is not necessary), and to do
this without a mask. (Lukas, 20, DC2)

However, many participants’ worries were not only
based on digitally-mediated accounts of the city of
Innsbruck, but they referred to the situation in cities
more generally. Nele (23, DC1), who had moved back to
her family’s place in Eastern Tyrol wrote how she was
“shocked by images of crowded parks, etc.” mediated
online. In a similar vein, Emil (25, DC2) reported how
“this [relaxed behaviour] worries me a lot because as we
have seen in Germany, the parks and city centres fill with
crowds after the loosening as if the virus had already
gone.” Here, the city becomes mediated and imagined
as a place of deviance and ill on a more general level.

While the city was seen by the young adults as a
space whose dwellers do not have much scope to act in
a pandemic to keep them and others safe, rural homes
and the countryside were associated with low popula-
tion density and thus less crowded conditions, health
security, solitude, closeness to nature and the freedom
to move—particularly during DC1 that was conduct-
ed during the strict lockdown and stay-at-home orders.
Knowing that digital connectivity would ensure them to
stay in touch with friends and peers, many young adults
preferred in this situation the countryside over the urban
centre of Innsbruck.

4.3. Digitally-Mediated Urban Life

With their university friends scattered across Tyrol and
beyond and all public life put in lockdown, our study
participants needed to find ways to make up for their
urban social life and urban lifestyles that had suddenly
been put on a hold. The urban activities that our partici-
pants described as disrupted were diverse, but most cen-
trally the students suffered from a lack of mingling with
friends at their homes, at cafés, restaurants, clubs, in
the city’s open spaces such as the Inn promenade. They
missed participating in urban events, such as festivities,
or being part of and contributing to non-governmental
and community associations based in the city. They
missed shopping and wandering through urban space.
Further, some dearly struggled with opportunities of
keeping up their sportive goals—once they were not able
to do sports outside, go to fitness studios and join sports
classes—and worried about their educational goals after
abruptly being confronted with previously unknown and
highly varied ways of distance learning. Yet, as we will
show, many were inventive in adapting and shifting parts
of these activities and sociability to the digital sphere.
However, the degree to which they were satisfied with
these mediated activities and experiences of the city and
urban life varied greatly.

While our respondents belong to an age group that
is usually associated with high media use, under con-
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ditions of lockdown, many participants reported an
even increased use of digital devices and digital media
both in intensity and breadth of use. For example,
Luca described:

All in all, I'm using online media and digital devices
much more than before to keep up face-to-face con-
tacts, to educate myself, to distract myself or just to
pass the time. Also, the frequency has changed, before
the pandemic | was much less on YouTube, etc., but at
the moment it is really daily due to study, pastime or
entertainment....| have therefore downloaded several
apps over the last few weeks, for example, Houseparty,
Jitsi and Zoom for video chats. (Luca, 25, DC2)

For many, regular video conferences through Skype,
Zoom, WhatsApp, Houseparty, Jitsi in the digital sphere
were a way of relating to their now “absent friends”
(Thulin et al., 2020, p. 167). These meetings in digital
spaces were crucial for a feeling of maintained sociabil-
ity in general but also for being and staying together and
supporting each other through the pandemic as Elisa’s
account shows:

The social contacts and the spaces in which social con-
tacts take place have changed. For example, my clos-
est friends and | have agreed to have a video confer-
ence at least once a week via Skype or WhatsApp. This
has worked very well so far and | think it is important,
especially in this situation, to take advantage of the
opportunity to stay in touch with your friends. (Elisa,
24, DC1)

In DC1, these exchanges were particularly deliberately
used by our participants to stay up-to-date and discuss
worries, which became already less important at the
time of DC2 when infection rates in Tyrol and Austria
were in decline and social activities shifted more to hav-
ing a good time despite the restrictions. In this way, the
participants came up with pandemic-compatible solu-
tions for popular joint pastimes such as watching a series
together, as Sarah described: “For example, I'm current-
ly watching a series on Netflix with a friend and we’re
talking on the phone, which is really fun” (Sarah, 25,
DC2). Often confined to just a single room in their par-
ents’ places, for the young adults, digital media felt
all the more “like a gateway to the outside world and
friends/acquaintances” (Nele, 23, DC2).

Interestingly, the lockdown and social distancing
measures were perceived as freeing the participants
also from what now struck them as a “too much” of
social meetings and peer pressure that had characterised
their lives before Covid-19. These ambivalences in the
experiences made by the young adults in the pandemic
becomes apparent in Sarah’s account who—while highly
enjoying novel social activities such as telephoning while
watching Netflix (see above)—thrived on the inner peace
that suddenly filled her life:

But I hardly miss many things that were once taken for
granted. For example: Drinking a lot of alcohol, having
house parties or having to do a lot every day. | hope
that | can integrate the peace | have gained into my
everyday life and that I don’t fall back into old patterns
too quickly, i.e., that | take the time to read and con-
tinue to go out into the fresh air a lot. (Sarah, 25, DC2)

Besides shifting their social activities, many respondents
experimented with new applications and platforms to
keep themselves occupied, as in the case of Sophia who
took up the habit of using the group video chat app
Houseparty: “I use the app Houseparty a lot to talk to
several people at the same time. | didn’t know the app
before, but since the beginning of the pandemic, it has
been in use almost daily” (Sophia, 22, DC2). The experi-
mentation and appropriation of new apps and tools were
not limited to social activities but came up in the narra-
tives also concerning music and sports activities. Bereft
of their places of physical exercise, the students searched
for digital means that helped them keep in shape and
found them in the form of live online sports classes,
online sports challenges, fitness videos or workout apps.
For example, Nele (23, DC2) reflected on her behaviour:
“The usage of fitness videos and home workouts has
increased many times over (since | usually go to the
gym for that).” Likewise, Elena was excited to be able to
attend a local yoga course via digital means: “A yoga stu-
dio from Innsbruck now offers yoga through Instagram
and through Zoom online, which | think is a really nice
thing! So, there is the possibility to do sports together
with others via video chat” (Elena, 21, DC2). Similarly,
Linius (21, DC2) reported having started learning playing
the guitar with the help of an app, while Theo, who in
turn taught guitar lessons, appropriated a video editing
software to be able to move his music lessons online:

In times of Distance Learning, | also changed my guitar
lessons so that | create learning videos and tutorials
with my mobile phone or record a song over sever-
al tracks and then cut it together as ‘play along’ with
the help of Shotcut [video editing software]. Before
the pandemic, | had no experience with this video
editing program, but | have learned this program for
my own benefit and am now profiting from it myself.
(Theo, 28, DC2)

Indeed, Theo was not alone with this more or less forced
acquisition of new digital skills. Nina, too, saw the digi-
tal platforms they had to use for university once courses
were shifted to the digital sphere as an investment for
their future career:

| have never dealt with platforms like ‘Zoom, ‘Easy
Conference, etc., before. Some of the professors
wanted us to create virtual lectureships, but since
| have little experience in this area, | had to learn
about these platforms first and teach myself how they
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work. But | have to say that | am very happy about this
because | think that it can be very useful in my later
profession. (Nina, 22, DC2)

Taken together, despite the lockdown measures, all
these digital means helped the participants to retain
a “halfway normal life, which otherwise would not be
imaginable,” as Nora (23, DC2) concluded. Luis (22, DC2)
agreed in their narrative to this high relevance stating
that “online media and digital devices are very important
right now. Without them, this crisis would be much more
difficult and costly for me to manage.”

In contrast to keeping up sociability and maintain-
ing health, work and engagement in associations were
hardly suited to be moved online and were instead
put on a hold, with some exceptions. For example,
while physical demonstrations and charity concerts in
public spaces were not possible during the lockdown,
Alexander (22, DC2) reported to appreciate and to have
engaged with the #leavenoonebehind initiative which
conveyed to him a feeling of solidarity with the wider
community and those less fortunate in this global crisis:

Especially the #leavenoonebehind community is
strongly represented on this app. The live concerts
try to ease the time until postponed concert dates.
Personally, | think it is a good idea that many artists
use the time to share their skills online with the world.
It’s a nice feeling to know that at the same time,
people from England, the USA or maybe even your
own neighbours are listening to the same concert.
The well-known pianist Igor Levit, who usually fills
halls like the Hamburg Elbphilharmonie, gives a short
online concert almost every day. I’'m glad to see that
people who normally couldn’t afford concert tickets
like Mr Levit’s can also get access to such artists in
such a crisis. It gives a feeling of cohesion and shows
that we are all in the same boat. It does not matter
whether it is the Prime Minister of Great Britain who
falls ill with Covid-19 or an ordinary citizen. No one is
immune to the disease. Yet some are better protect-
ed, some are barely protected, and others are simply
denied protection from the virus. This injustice often
makes me think. (Alexander, 22, DC2)

However, particularly in DC2, almost all participants soon
commented on the disadvantages of digital sociability
and the aspects of urban life they increasingly missed,
as mentioned at the beginning of this section. While
they were first eager and happy to use digital means
of interaction, many of the young adults in our study
realised the lacking capabilities of social media to replace
face-to-face meetings, the variety of social activities they
had previously engaged in and also the physical-material
experience of cityscapes. Digital space was appreciat-
ed as a way of maintaining friendships throughout the
lockdown, yet it did not work for the participants to
interact in more meaningful ways. Among the report-

ed shortcomings were in particular the lacking quality
and depth of digital relationality. Alexander (22, DC2)
criticised digitality’s lacking ability for bodily and hap-
tic experiences, making him miss “a simple pat on the
back or a hug.” David (20, DC2) described how he was
aware that many people even under strict lockdown had
kept on meeting people in physical space. He said that
he had some sympathy for them “because otherwise,
you’ll break down inside. Everyone needs friends or fam-
ily” meaning thereby one needs them in physical space.
Here, it becomes visible that for the young adults used
to a socially rich urban life, digital sociability proves to
be an insufficient substitute and no more than a tem-
porary solution. Concerning the physical-material experi-
ence of the city, Sarah (25, DC2), for example, was eager
to “go for a stroll...so just wandering through stores with-
out buying anything.”

Already during DC2, when the first relaxation of lock-
down measures was enacted in Tyrol, a large part of
those respondents who had remained in Innsbruck start-
ed meeting friends again in physical space—although
most under specified conditions, e.g., encounters restrict-
ed to one or very few others to still minimise possibilities
for a spread of the virus. While trying to act as reflex-
ive as possible, these respondents invented their own
rules of whom to meet, when and how—seeking to con-
form to regulations while simultaneously breaking them.
However, particularly those who had moved to their par-
ents’ home or were not living in Innsbruck were now
deprived of that possibility and also complained that dig-
ital meetings, as a result, were decreasing, cutting them
off from their friends even more.

5. City Life No More? Discussion and Conclusions

The Covid-19 pandemic has been affecting all parts of
daily life for hundreds of millions of people. Students
are a group facing tremendous impacts; being in their
qualification periods, they are per se in a period of life
course change and uncertainty—even without a pan-
demic around. In this article, we have shed light on how
students from the city of Innsbruck coped in very con-
crete ways with the interruption of their urban lives,
lifestyles and activities. Innsbruck was—along with the
rest of the province of Tyrol—subject to some of the
harshest restrictions related to the Covid-19 pandemic
within Austria and north of the Alps. Our findings make
visible how despite their often-precarious situation, stu-
dents were able to manage and showed resilience and
resourcefulness in dealing with the situation.

In this article we highlighted three major findings:
First, with lockdown measures coming into force, many
students left the city, turning it for this group from
a socio-materially-technologically experienced place
(Bork-Huffer et al.,, 2020) to a place solely digitally-
mediated from afar. The discourses that reached these
students through online news media and social media
often evoked perceptions and imaginaries of the city as
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a place of ills, constructed as a place where people devi-
ate from expected behaviours under lockdown measures
and framed as a risk space for the contraction of the
virus. Second, young adults came up with and engaged
in various digital activities with the intent to replace and
thus keep up urban socio-cultural offline life—reaching
from online gatherings, parties, sports classes to music
events. As one participant described it, digital media
under these conditions proved to be the “gateway to
the outside world,” being both the only way to experi-
ence their university city during the lockdown and an
indispensable, yet insufficient lifeline for their sociability.
In that sense, during Covid-19, “all online activities by
urban Internet users” were not only “inherently urban”
as stated, but it was the main (the visible and tangible)
urban life that still existed for the young adults (Marolt,
2014, p. 3, emphasis in original). Hence, (temporarily)
previous urban lifestyles, adapted to different degrees
to the affordances of digital media, were shifted into
digital space (e.g., digital house parties), as well as new
innovative ways of digital socialising were created, all
in all, producing alternative (digital) forms of an urban
lifestyle and truly digitally-mediated urban experiences.
Third, during the lockdown period, the importance, use
intensity as well as the variety of digital media used by
our study participants peaked tremendously. This trend,
however, was short-lived as yearned-for offline socia-
bility largely returned to the city once measures were
relaxed—while simultaneously, distance learning stayed
in place.

Similar to Jacklin-Jarvis and Cole’s (2019) evaluation
that digital media mainly serve as a way for maintain-
ing friendships and exchange of information, our par-
ticipants, throughout the lockdown highly appreciated
the possibility to socially connect despite the physi-
cal distance, but soon pointed to the shortcomings of
the digitally-mediated sociability and urban experiences.
They dearly missed the city’s socio-material spaces of
encounter and sociability, making clear that digitally-
mediated experiences are incapable of making up for
urban social life in the long-run. Once those young peo-
ple who were still based in the city started meeting
offline again, their online sociability quickly returned to a
state closer to the one before the pandemic. As a result,
those who had left the city to join their families in their
(often rural) homes or who had previously been com-
muting to the city from their (parents’) homes became
even more detached from their urban peers. As a further
consequence, students’ social relations became reap-
praised through the course of the pandemic in spring
2020: Those contacts to friends, fellow students and fam-
ily with whom our participants had either continued to
meet offline during lockdown or had quickly returned to
meet after the relaxation of the lockdown were signifi-
cantly strengthened, sometimes perceived as providing
an emotional anchor, while other relations to non-family
members they could not keep in touch with lost (some-
times strongly) in importance.

Even though our participants perceived digital media
and online sociability as insufficient substitutes and were
eagerly waiting for restrictions to be relaxed further, the
appropriation of new digital apps and services will proba-
bly prove useful to them in several regards. First, in case
the Covid-19 pandemic worsens in Austria and Europe
once more in winter 2020, they will be prepared to adapt
and shift their social and urban lives to the digital sphere.
They will also know on whom to rely under these circum-
stances. Second, after the pandemic, when, sooner or lat-
er, their everyday lives go back to normal, these young
people will probably be able to build on their heightened
competence, knowledge and confidence in what digital
media can afford them when needed. These affordances
were manifold during the pandemic—used for keeping
up (urban) sociability, (urban) leisure life, studying and
working. In contrast to existing narratives that portray
young people as a ‘lost’ generation that is overwhelmed
in dealing with the crisis that the pandemic constitutes
(see, e.g., Kahn, 2020; Privitera, 2020), we showed that
many of our participants proved to be resilient in sever-
al ways in dealing with this situation (see Section 4.3).
In this process, digital media played a tremendous role.
The experience of self-effectiveness in coping and weath-
ering this situation will most likely have a lasting and
formative effect on these young people. Similar to the
fundamental and probably permanent changes that cur-
rently take place in areas such as work and education,
these young adults will build on their current experiences
when faced again with disruptions in the future. The sus-
tainability of the effects that this extraordinary situation
has on our participants’ urban lifestyles and their appre-
ciation of a life closer to nature remains to be seen.

In closing, with this article, we seek to contribute to
the very recent and just emerging geographical and inter-
disciplinary scholarship on the impacts of the ongoing
Covid-19 pandemic to “bear witness and make sense of
what is happening” (Rose-Redwood et al., 2020, p. 100).
We will continue our longitudinal study with another
data collection step in autumn 2020. At the time of
writing this article in summer 2020, the near future for
young people is still more volatile than ever before in
their lifetimes. With a renewed (though small) increase
in Covid-19 infections in Austria in July 2020, it also
seems unlikely for the next study term beginning in
October 2020 to return to ‘business as usual.’ Rather, we
can expect months of distance learning ahead, while it
remains to be seen how students will continue to handle
the on-going restrictions imposed upon their urban lives
and sociability by the pandemic.
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