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Abstract

The importance of neighbourhood-level public space and its benefits have been discussed at large during the Covid-19
pandemic. While demands for public space increase, restrictions imposed by the containment policies such as social
distancing and public space use have made profound health impacts on the general public. Such impact may further
widen the gaps of existing health and social inequalities and engender well-being issues in vulnerable populations liv-
ing in dense urban environments. To better understand vulnerable groups’ perception and experience of access to public
spaces and its association with well-being, we conducted participatory action research during the pandemic (October 2020
to April 2021) via surveys, focus group discussions, mapping, and co-creation workshops in Sham Shui Po, a hyper-dense
and poverty-stricken district in Hong Kong. Participants reported demands for public space use and its significance to
well-being and pointed to several environmental and social factors that hindered their usage, including perceived safety,
hygiene concerns, and issues between different genders and ethnic groups in the neighbourhood. Pandemic-containment
measures and the fear of infections may contribute to heightened anxiety and stress to some degree among the partici-
pants. Directions for local interventions of spatial improvement were identified. Our study further highlights the strength
of participatory action research for the development of more user-oriented planning solutions and the potential of com-
munity mapping and co-creation activities to empower vulnerable groups and enhance their spatial competence.
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1. Introduction

The impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic are devastat-
ing worldwide, with vulnerable populations (e.g., urban
poor, unemployed, homeless) bearing the brunt of
health, social, and economic inequalities to a great
extent (World Health Organization, 2020). Such impact
can be observed notably in Hong Kong with its ris-
ing socio-spatial inequalities (CUHK Institute of Health

Equity, 2021). While restricting social contact prevents
the spread of infections, containment measures have
subsequently led to the closure of or limited access
to public amenities, welfare and recreational facilities,
and schools. Such closure disproportionately impacts
the vulnerable groups who heavily rely on these pub-
lic spaces and their services. Furthermore, there is a ris-
ing concern over the impact of the pandemic on peo-
ple’s well-being as the prevalence and burden of mental
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disorders appear to be ongoing and sustained since early
lockdown (Ettman et al., 2022; Holttum, 2020).

Public space, ranging from parks to alleys, has widely
proven to be vital for both individual and social well-
being (Maas et al., 2006; Mehaffy, 2021; Thompson
et al., 2016; UN-Habitat, 2020). Recent studies consis-
tently indicate a great need for public space access
among urban dwellers during the pandemic, especially
for those residing in economically deprived neighbour-
hoods or those without private garden access (Hubbard
et al., 2021; Larson et al., 2021; Poortinga et al., 2021).
For many urban poor, public space is an essential living
environment for everyday life, with economic, social, and
well-being importance. Overall, the emergence of prior
evidence highlights the significance of having nearby
public spaces to mitigate stress, promote health and
well-being, and maintain spatial and social connections
in times of crisis.

While the importance of public space has gained
increasing recognition during the pandemic, free out-
door public space is a limited resource in dense urban
areas, and the situation is even worse in underprivileged
districts. Hong Kong, characterised by its compact, high-
density urban form, has long faced a dearth of urban
public space, with an average of 29 sq. ft. of open
space per person (Civic Exchange, 2018). Moreover, its
urban public space is unequally distributed, designed,
and managed, with a large proportion located closer
to upmarket housing areas rather than densely popu-
lated low-income neighbourhoods (CABE Space, 2005;
Tang, 2017). Previous studies have investigated arrays
of socio-demographics, environmental-spatial attributes,
and individual factors concerning public space usage,
e.g., population density, neighbourhood affluence, prox-
imity, accessibility, spatial equity of provision, and indi-
vidual perceived quality, safety, and attitudes towards
public space (Liu et al.,, 2017; Tan & Samsudin, 2017;
Wan et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021; Zanon et al., 2013).
Socio-demographic factors of income and gender (Liu
et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2021; Zanon et al., 2013) are
shown to be associated with the frequency of park visits,
in which women tended to report more barriers such as
time constraints and fear of crime. Yet, significant knowl-
edge gaps remain in the context of small neighbourhood
public spaces in dense underprivileged urban areas and
additionally, engaging socially disadvantaged groups in
the study of public space and the planning process is
rather limited.

There is an emerging trend of applying participatory
action research (PAR) to the design field to enhance
transferable knowledge, such as participants’ experience
of physical or perceived barriers to public space use,
and to better address specific practical problems through
bottom-up local interventions for improvements. In this
study, the PAR approach was adopted to provide oppor-
tunities for empowerment, collective inquiry, and collab-
orations in practice where participants actively engaged
as partners in the research process and benefited

from participation. The validity and effectiveness of this
approach were documented in prior research (Ku &
Kwok, 2008; Qi & Gu, 2020).

This study is a swift response to observations and con-
cerns of a local charity (Caritas Hong Kong), which has
long engaged in frontline mental health support to grass-
roots residents in Sham Shui Po (SSP), one of the poor-
est and densest districts in Hong Kong. Caritas’ social
workers observed their clients triggered mental health
problems during Hong Kong’s pandemic containment
policies and suspected the relationship between clients’
well-being issues and the difficulties in accessing public
spaces and public resources. With such first-hand obser-
vation and the aforementioned research gaps, this study
aims to understand the overlooked vulnerable groups’
perception and experience of public space in a hyper-
dense environment and to examine the degree to which
its association with well-being during the Covid-19 pan-
demic using the PAR approach. Surveys, focus group
interviews and community mapping activities were con-
ducted to explore (a) participants’ public space usage pat-
terns, (b) encouraging and hindering factors from access-
ing or using public spaces, and (c) impacts of Covid-19
and containment measures on daily life and well-being.

2. Study Site: Sham Shui Po

The selected study site, SSP, characterised by a pre-
dominantly working-class population, a diverse mix of
ethnicities, and hyper-dense urban habitation, repre-
sents a typical underprivileged area in Hong Kong. SSP
has the second-highest poverty rate in Hong Kong; of
431,090 SSP residents, 96,800 (22.5%) were classified
as “poor population” below the poverty line (Office of
the Government Economist, 2020). The population den-
sity of SSP is 46,067/km2, with increasing groups of
ethnic minorities coming from South Asia and main-
land China (Census and Statistics Department, 2021).
The district’s urban form is characterised by two main
patterns: a dense urban street grid, and large urban
blocks with public and private housing estates (Figure 1).
Private permanent housing, mostly tenement buildings,
is the dominant housing type in the district (59.0%), fol-
lowed by public rental housing (35%; Kan et al., 2022).
SSP has the second-highest concentration of subdivided
units, mostly in dilapidated tenement buildings, with a
median area of 107.6 sq. ft. per unit, which, on average,
accommodates a median household size of 2.3 persons
(Census and Statistics Department, 2018). Poverty, heavy
workloads, and cramped living environments potentially
arouse mental health concerns in the district, especially
among middle-aged females (Hong Kong Young Women's
Christian Association, 2021). Furthermore, the accessibil-
ity to public spaces and the social discomfort of using
public spaces in SSP are widely reported as unsatisfy-
ing as compared to other districts in Hong Kong (Civic
Exchange, 2018).
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Figure 1. The geographical scope of the study. Note: Research catchment area is defined by participants’ residential neigh-
bourhoods and locals’ correlation between neighbourhood boundaries.

3. Methodology and Research Design
3.1. Research Design

The research team was composed purposefully of mem-
bers working in social work, public and mental health,
architecture, and urban design to address the complex
issues affecting the residents in the district. All mem-
bers worked together to contribute to the research
design using their expertise and related experiences in
their fields.

The team adopted a PAR approach, which is “an
iterative process in which researchers and practition-
ers act together in the context of an identified prob-
lem to discover and effect positive change within a
mutually acceptable ethical framework” (Lingard et al.,
2008, p. 461). The benefits of PAR include generating
transferable knowledge to create effective local solu-
tions, consciousness-raising, and community empower-
ment (Park, 1999), which the team deemed important
for the here-involved vulnerable groups in the moment
of pandemic crisis. It also permits the team to review and
adjust the study to accommodate participants’ feedback
at different stages (Stringer, 2007).

The PAR approach in this study includes quantitative
(questionnaire survey) and qualitative methods (focus
group discussion with mapping exercise and co-creation
workshops; Figure 2). With a strategic relationship
among the methods, this mixed method approach can

create greater insights than a single method could
(Lingard et al., 2008) and is conducive to our interdisci-
plinary research. The questionnaire survey was designed
for an overview of the participants’ self-rated psycholog-
ical distress, daily routines, and patterns of public space
usage during the pandemic and the degree to which
the pandemic may impact participants’ livelihood and
daily life. The development of the study survey and focus
group was informed by related scientific literature and
theory, the authors’ prior field study observation and
spatial knowledge of the district, and the frontline work-
ing experience with the charity during the pandemic.

Focus group discussions were conducted to add more
depth to the quantitative findings to enhance a com-
prehensive understanding of space meaning, facilitators
and barriers to access and its relationship with well-
being. Mapping is a common method used in delineat-
ing spatial relationships with open space (Qi & Gu, 2020).
Mapping enhances the dialogue by encouraging the par-
ticipants to “think aloud” about spatial factors and helps
researchers efficiently identify the spatial aspects and
boundaries in the discussion (Rohrbach et al., 2018).
In this study, the focus group discussion, together with
the mapping exercise, allowed further understanding
of participants’ public space experiences, use patterns,
rationales behind everyday usage, and the impacts of the
pandemic on usage and well-being.

Due to the swift set-up of the project in response
to the frontline social workers’ observations during the
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pandemic, the research team used convenience sam-
pling from Caritas’ client database of its community-
based project on mental wellness. Fifty participants
were recruited, and each signed a written consent form.
Participants were informed about their right to with-
draw from the research at any time, and all agreed
to participate in the survey and focus group session.
Upon completion of the focus group discussion, partici-
pants were each paid a cash voucher of HK$250 (equiv-
alent to US$31.85). Among them, 23 participants fur-
ther took part in the co-creation workshops. The study
was approved by the university’s Survey and Behavioural
Research Ethics Committee.

The project was set up by the research team and
the social workers from Caritas. In the first stage, the
social workers acted as coordinators in facilitating par-
ticipant recruitment, survey conduction, focus group dis-
cussion, and finding consolidation. After the research
team decided to launch the second stage, the co-creation
workshops, the social workers again helped to facilitate
workshop activities with the research team. The long-
standing relationships between the research team and
Caritas, and Caritas’ trustful relationship with vulnerable
groups in SSP, effectively facilitated the implementation
of the PAR approach.

3.1.1. First Stage: Survey and Focus Group Interviews

After identifying the research questions collaboratively,
the first stage took place in October 2020 with 10 ses-
sions conducted, each including survey-filling, semi-
structured focus group discussion and mapping exercises.
Each session hosted five participants. The small group
size responded to the tight pandemic regulations at that
time. After filling out the surveys, participants joined
the focus group discussion, accompanied by a mapping
exercise where study participants mapped out their daily
routes and identified their frequently used public spaces.
This led to a discussion about their motivations for visit-
ing these spaces and their experiences.

3.1.2. Research Design Iterations

The first stage revealed three unforeseen issues. First,
many participants did not pay attention to their daily
routes or did not have any regular routes. Second, par-
ticipants found it difficult to comprehend the maps, so

facilitators had to take the role of mapping instead. Third,
many participants discovered new places during the
focus group discussion and learnt new information from
other participants about their neighbourhoods. Such
observations led to corresponding iterations and adjust-
ments to the research design. The unfamiliarity and the
interest in learning about public spaces among study par-
ticipants motivated the decision to iterate and adjust the
study to accommodate participants’ feedback, which has
subsequently enriched both research methods and out-
puts. Regarding output, the team decided to co-create a
map of local public spaces with the study participants to
build up their spatial competence and relationship to the
neighbourhood.

3.1.3. Second Stage: Co-Creation Workshops

Three engagement co-creation workshops were organ-
ised in April 2021 to collect feedback from study partic-
ipants regarding (a) key public spaces which were not
represented on the map, (b) suggestions for useful addi-
tional map content, and (c) the recommended distribu-
tion of the map after its completion. The participants
also discussed the map layout design and size. Finally, a
co-created community map was produced in the format
of a double-sided, foldable 50 cm x 70 cm leaflet with a
PDF version (Figure 7).

3.1.4. Finding Analysis

Upon completion of the first stage, the focus group
discussions were transcribed, and the mapping out-
puts were digitalised. The transcriptions were analy-
sed according to general and place-specific concerns.
Recurring themes were uncovered, and, within each
of them, further content analyses were performed.
The result was categorised into encouraging and hinder-
ing factors of public space usage, while specificinfluences
related to the pandemic were identified as well. Such
qualitative outcomes were mapped onto digitised spa-
tial results of the mapping exercise to corroborate find-
ings and present an understanding of neighbourhood-
level public spaces. They were also cross-checked with
the findings of the quantitative survey to deduce further
relationships between usage patterns and demographic
details. The co-creation workshops’ facilitated discus-
sions were recorded as researchers’ notes, with findings

Raise Research \ ’ Survey & Focus \ ’ Consolidation & 3 Map Production / Receiving \ .
[ Questions ] ] [Group Discussions] ] Revision ? Feedbacks ] ’ Project Outcome

Stage 1 : Stage 2

Figure 2. The two-stage approach.
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directly integrated into the map production process, and
other insights regarding participants’ preferred informa-
tion channels and spatial knowledge learning collected.

3.2. Demographics of Study Participants

Study participants were predominantly females (86%),
with a higher concentration (32%) of age 35—-44 years
old (Table 1). Participants were all ethnically Chinese.
A majority (60%) of the participants reside in subdi-
vided units. Approximately, two-thirds (62%) live in a
flat smaller than 200 sq. ft., and the average household
size is 2.6 members. More than half (58%) were not
employed at the time of the survey, being either unem-
ployed (28%) or housewives (30%). Furthermore, many
participants did not grow up in the district. The survey

Table 1. Demographics of study participants (n = 50).

included the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10;
Kessler et al., 2002) to assess participants’ self-rated psy-
chological distress. The scale has 10 screening questions
to measure emotional state using a five-point scale from
one (none of the time) to five (all of the time). The sum-
mary score ranges from 10 to 50, with higher scores indi-
cating greater levels of psychological distress. A cut-off
of the summary score is used to identify the likelihood of
having a mental disorder: 10-19 likely to be well, 20-24
likely to have a mild disorder, 25-29 likely to have a mod-
erate disorder, and 30-50 likely to have a severe disorder.
In this study, of 50 participants, 33 (66%) endorsed expe-
riencing a substantial likelihood of psychological distress,
with 12 (24%) likely to have a mild disorder, three (6%)
likely to have a moderate disorder, and 18 (36%) likely to
have a severe disorder (Table 1).

Gender No. of participants n (%)
Male 7 (14%)
Female 43 (86%)

Age No. of participants n (%)
18-24 1(2%)

23-34 4 (8%)

35-44 16 (32%)

45-54 9 (18%)

55-64 11 (22%)

65-74 9 (18%)
Property Type* No. of participants n (%)
Private Property (Individual Unit) 9 (18%)

Private Property (Subdivided Unit) 30 (60%)

Public Housing 7 (14%)
Subsidised Housing 1(2%)
Transitional Housing 2 (4%)

Living Area* No. of participants n (%)
Below 100 sq. ft. 14 (28%)
100-199 sq. ft. 17 (34%)
200-299 sq. ft. 8 (16%)
300-399 sq. ft. 5(10%)
400-499 sq. ft. 3 (6%)

500 sq. ft. or above 2 (4%)
Occupation Status No. of participants n (%)
Housekeeper 15 (30%)
Unemployed 14 (28%)
Salaried 20 (40%)
Retired 1(2%)

Results of Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) No. of participants n (%)
Under 20 (likely to be well) 17 (34%)

20-24 (likely to have a mild mental disorder) 12 (24%)

25-29 (likely to have moderate mental disorder) 3 (6%)

30 and over (likely to have a severe mental disorder) 18 (36%)

Note: * One participant did not answer the question.
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4. Results
4.1. Usage Patterns of Public Spaces

Seventeen frequently used public spaces were mapped
by the participants during the mapping exercise
(Figure 3). Large parks (five out of 17), indoor public
spaces (five out of 17), and playgrounds or sitting-out
areas (four out of 17) rank the top three among all the
categories of public spaces. Nearly all of the district’s
large parks and indoor public spaces (e.g., municipal
services buildings and shopping malls) were identified
as popular public spaces by the participants, indicating
a preference for spaciousness, greenery, and diverse
facilities. Moreover, the frequently used public spaces
are mostly concentrated in the district’s centre. Many
participants emphasised convenience as a key factor
influencing daily routes and the use of space amid their
heavy workload and long working hours. Findings further
illustrate clear point-to-point travel patterns between
necessary destinations, such as home and market (see
Figure 4 for a travel route example extracted from the
mapping analysis). Few participants would go beyond
their utilitarian daily routines to visit new places. There
is a general negative sentiment regarding the serious
lack of public space in crowded SSP. Meanwhile, several
spaces were seldom mentioned by the participants, such
as the waterfront promenade and small sitting-out areas
(see Figure 5, for example).

4.2. Encouraging Factors of Public Space Usage
4.2.1. Space and Nature

The mere presence of space is an attraction for most par-
ticipants who live in a very small unit. Their desire to
use public spaces is driven by depressing indoor personal
space conditions. In some cases, participants only have a
bed space where it is difficult for them to turn around or
stretch their legs properly while seated. Going out is nec-
essary and sometimes regarded as an emotional refuge.
With space also comes the possibility to exercise and
play. For children, open spaces are important for them
to release energy. For adults, parks give them a space
to pursue both active and passive activities, e.g., tai chi
and dance.

Some public spaces allow access to nature, such as
hills and larger recreation areas away from the urban
centre. Participants enjoy better air quality, sunshine,
and greenery in these open areas and express that such
areas provide a place to breathe and rest, help calm
their minds, and release stress amidst the “concrete
jungle” (hyper-dense urban environment). Many partic-
ipants mention that public spaces make them “feel bet-
ter” and “happier”:

You feel different when you are outside, you can at
least calm your mind, not only the birds, you can also
hear the wind. | spend more time on the hill than at
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Figure 3. Map of public spaces in the research catchment area. Note: Black pins indicate 17 frequently used public spaces

mapped by study participants during the mapping exercises.
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Figure 5. Example of an underutilised small sitting-out area.
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home. The air is better and it’s spacious. My mood
is better if | take a walk there. | feel bad when | stay
home because my legs can’t stretch....It’s 6070 sq. ft.

4.2.2. Caretaking and Socialising

For many participants, usage and choice of public spaces
are driven by the needs and preferences of their children
and senior family members. For instance, spaces with
ball game facilities are preferred for children, while the
availability of shaded seating and fitness equipment is
important for the elderly. As for companionship matters,
participants express the need and hope to enjoy public
spaces with others, such as friends and grandchildren; it
is unlikely for some to visit places alone, especially fur-
ther ones. Public spaces facilitate socialising and meet-
ing new friends, who potentially become part of partici-
pants’ support networks.

4.3. Hindering Factors of Public Space Usage
4.3.1. Sense of Insecurity

Many participants feel insecure in the district and recall
sightings of smoking, fights, illegal gambling, cigarettes
and drugs trade, and sex businesses. Many female par-
ticipants raise issues of male-dominated spaces, which
they generally avoid. Middle-aged and senior local men
often gather in groups and occupy huge parts of pub-
lic spaces for a prolonged period of time to play chess,
gamble, or smoke, leaving the impression of being unhy-
gienic, sexually intimidating, ignoring rules, and engaging
in illegal activities. A few participants recall accounts of
being approached, intimidated, or harassed:

My hands would turn cold; I’'m so scared....I don’t look
at the pavilions where they play chess and smoke.
| look at the exit in front of me....One day | went in
by mistake. You must dash all the way to the end, so
we kept running even though we were carrying a lot.

Participants (all ethnically Chinese) show strong con-
cerns about the South Asian community. They observe
that public spaces and streets in the study neighbour-
hoods are often occupied by big groups of South Asians
and therefore feel scared and uncomfortable getting
close to them. Some are particularly uncomfortable
at night as the number of South Asian groups would
increase, and many shops would be closed. Additionally,
drug users and the homeless community also arouse
mixed feelings. Some feel a sense of insecurity and try
to avoid places where the drug users gather, but others
are not intimidated.

4.3.2. Poor Hygiene and Management

The issues of rats, littering, dirty facilities, stinks, fleas,
and bugs bother many participants. Public toilets are gen-

erally seen as unhygienic, and participants would rather
rush home when needed. Insufficient cleaning in the
parks, lack of management over users’ behaviours, and
the difficulty of seeking help are mentioned too. The high
density of the district population and spaces amplify
these issues, particularly during weekends with the influx
of visitors.

4.3.3. Insufficient Accessibility

In addition to access to space, access to relevant informa-
tion about the public spaces and facilities in the neigh-
bourhood is an important issue. Many participants did
not grow up in SSP, but they moved here for lower rents.
Many are not aware of the available places and facilities
in the area and have no idea where to find such informa-
tion despite their need for space. Affordability also poses
a concern for some participants who prefer free facilities
and services.

4.4. The Impacts of Covid-19 and Related Containment
Measures on Participants’ Daily Life and Well-being

4.4.1. Livelihood

Thirty participants encountered a salary reduction dur-
ing the pandemic, and of them, 19 shared that they
faced economic pressure due to the loss of jobs (Table 2).
The decrease in salary was mainly due to the reduction of
part-time job opportunities, insufficient working hours,
and the higher priority and time needed for childcare as
schools were closed. Participants who worked as janitors
reported a strong increase in workload due to a cutin the
overall labour force and a heightened need to sanitise
during the pandemic.

4.4.2. Reduced Outdoor Activities

As shown in Table 2, 80% of the participants’ daily rou-
tine was affected by Covid-19; most of them reduced out-
ings and frequency of grocery buying; instead, they pre-
ferred takeaways, avoided crowded spaces, and stayed
home. About two-thirds (62%) of the participants reflect
that the closure of public spaces affected the daily rou-
tines of themselves and their family members, with a
great proportion agreeing that it led to the lack of recre-
ational and personal space. Very few attempted to go to
alternate public spaces. Participants are very concerned
about hygiene and infection. Parents in this study gen-
erally did not allow their children to go out or would
otherwise bring their own toys to avoid touching public
facilities. Most public play equipment in parks and play-
grounds was cordoned off anyway.

4.4.3. Personal Mood and Social Relationship

As mentioned previously, a substantial proportion (66%)
of study participants endorsed psychological distress
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Table 2. Impact of Covid-19 on participants’ livelihood and daily life (n = 50).

Questions Answers Sub-Questions Answers

Was your salary reduced? Did you lose your original job during Covid-19? Yes (n =19, 63%)

Yes (n = 30, 60%)

No (n = 11, 37%)

Did you encounter the issue of inadequate Yes (n =19, 63%)
working hours during Covid-19? No (n =11, 37%)
No (n = 20, 40%)
Was your daily routine Reduce outings Yes (n = 36, 90%)
affected by Covid-197? _ 0 Avoid crowded public spaces Yes (n = 30, 75%)
Yes (n = 40, 80%) Go to an alternate type of public space Yes (n=9, 23%)
Stay at home mostly Yes (n =31,78%)
No (n = 10, 20%)
Did the closing of public Lack of play space and recreational space Yes (n =24, 77%)
spaces affect your family Yes (n = 31, 62%) Lack of space for leaning Yes (n =17, 55%)
and personal routines? oY ? Lack of assistance to take care of children Yes (n =4, 13%)
Lack of personal space Yes (n = 20, 65%)

No (n =19, 38%)

during the pandemic. In particular, 62% experienced
negative impacts on “relationships with family and
friends,” and 54% felt “loneliness” during the pandemic
(Table 3). Many participants experienced huge fear of
infection, the main reason why they reduced outings.
Particularly, as schools and playgrounds were shut down,
parents lost their only time to rest. They accumulated
great stress concerning their children’s learning progress,
increased workload, and lack of rest. Moreover, partici-
pants expressed that the prolonged stay at home led to
other problems, including boredom, uncontrolled eating,
weight increase, dizziness, and lack of rest space.

4.5. Findings and Knowledge Production of the
Co-Creation Workshops

During the co-creation workshops, group discussions
revolving around the draft of the community map encour-
aged study participants to share information regarding
where and how to access valuable public spaces and
facilities. This experience-sharing helped establish partic-
ipants’ awareness of the relationship between the envi-
ronment and well-being and enabled them to recognise,
describe, and evaluate public spaces in their neighbour-
hood. The research team also planned to organise walk-
ing tours guided by the study participants to further

Table 3. Overall impacts of Covid-19 on participants (n = 50).

empower them and spread spatial knowledge. Due to
Hong Kong’s ongoing restrictions on group gatherings in
public spaces, this idea could not yet be realised.

In addition, feedback collected during the workshops
provides insights related to information deemed useful
and important by the participants and their preferred
information distribution methods. Information regarding
available facilities such as public toilets, Wi-Fi, charging
stations, and charities were added to the map. Details
of each public space (e.g., opening hours, facilities),
descriptions of special streets, and historical assets were
also added to the back side of the map. Participants
mentioned that digital communication channels (e.g.,
WhatsApp), community centres, municipal buildings,
and district councils are suitable places to distribute
such information.

5. Discussion
5.1. Discussion of Results

5.1.1. Significance of Neighbourhood-Level Public
Spaces

Study findings reveal that neighbourhood-level spaces
play an important role as a living environment for the

Exercising

Effects/number self-isolation/ Buying daily Relationship with family

of participants N (%) social distancing Loneliness necessities and friends Exercise
Positive 12 (24%) 2 (4%) 5 (10%) 3 (6%) 8 (16%)
Neutral 15 (30%) 13 (26%) 25 (50%) 13 (26%) 9 (18%)
Negative 18 (36%) 27 (54%) 18 (36%) 31 (62%) 23 (46%)
Not applicable 5 (10%) 8 (16%) 2 (4%) 3 (6%) 10 (20%)
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studied vulnerable groups. Many participants mentioned
that public spaces helped with stress relief and provided
a place to breathe, rest, socialise, and pursue both active
and passive activities as they generally cannot afford eco-
nomically and timewise to venture further. Specifically,
part of the improved mental well-being was a result of
the different roles public spaces played in participants’
daily life. However, during the pandemic, stringent social
distancing rules meant that study participants had fewer
options and thus more often stayed at home. Many par-
ticipants reported that staying in cramped home living
conditions all the time had led to detrimental effects on
health, caused loneliness, and negatively affected the
relationships with family and friends. While no direct
and quantifiable relationship can be drawn, given the vul-
nerable group’s undesirable living conditions and hence
heavy reliance on public spaces for well-being purposes,
the containment measures placing public space and facil-
ity access under strain might partially contribute to par-
ticipants’ heightened stress and anxiety during Covid-19.
There is a need to factor in the significance of public
spaces and their impacts on the mental health of vulner-
able groups in future pandemic closure policies.

5.1.2. Gender and Ethnicity-Related Safety Perception
of Space Use

While concurring with previous studies’ emphasis on
safety concerns (Liu et al., 2017; Zanon et al., 2013), our
research further highlights gender and ethnicity-related
safety perceptions of public space use. Apart from the
quantity and quality of public space, the social fabric
and environment, influenced by the intricate interaction
and negotiation between different user groups, is a sig-
nificant attribute to public space usage in an underpriv-
ileged area. This situation is even more salient in SSP
as it is home to many disadvantaged people, mainland
Chinese immigrants and ethnic minorities. There is also
little sense of belonging as the district has a large tran-
sient community; many come for lower rents while wait-
ing for public housing. Some participants felt inferior to
others in the city and perceived they did not belong in
nice parks and facilities. Gender concerns revealed in
this study attest to how females are more often inhib-
ited by safety concerns than males when using public
spaces. This pushes them to a more vulnerable position
regarding mental and physical health as they are less will-
ing to spend time outdoors. Overall, our study findings
indicate that, in addition to the spatial dimension, there
appear underlying social norms affecting gender and eth-
nic groups’ dynamics concerning study participants’ pub-
lic space use and experience.

5.1.3. Street Design
Overcrowding is another reason for the uncomfortable

public space experience, a common problem in dense
environments worldwide. With high density, city streets

play a critical role in providing public open spaces and
easing the crowdedness through strategies like traffic
calming (Wen et al., 2020). Participants in this research
often use public spaces along their utilitarian route.
Enhancing street space, such as sidewalk widening,
street greening, and micro-parks, might satisfy the need
for a better sense of spaciousness and access to nature.
Street space improvement has been applied as an afford-
able way to alleviate open space shortage (Do et al.,
2018). Despite the long-lasting impacts of the pandemic,
effective street design can limit the exacerbation of
existing inequalities and challenges magnified by the
pandemic (National Association of City Transportation
Officials, 2020).

5.2. Discussion of the Participatory Action Research
Process

PAR’s ongoing nature facilitates communication, obtains
an in-depth understanding of participants’ thoughts, and
enables trust-building among researchers, partner organ-
isations, and study participants. This, in turn, leads to
effective feedback on the research. The actual adoption
of comments and iteration further enhances trust among
the parties and improves coordination. Upon consolida-
tion of information collected from the focus groups, a
community map of public space was created to spread
useful but often inaccessible and overlooked informa-
tion about available open spaces and facilities in the
district (Figures 6 and 7). It provided added values to
foster explorations of co-created vision across a diverse
group of participants using their different experiences
and increasing their awareness of public space and ser-
vices usage. A similar approach has been applied in other
studies (Carpenter et al., 2021; Falco et al., 2019). In this
project, the co-creation workshops were designed to
share useful information about the local public space and
empower the participants in mastering their surround-
ings through knowledge sharing and awareness building.
Collaboration with Caritas was essential in conducting
this study. Social workers’ day-to-day contact with the
clients and their frontline work led to unique observa-
tions, which set a foundation for research questions and
design formation, enabled the recruitment of suitable
participants, enhanced trust establishment with study
participants, and facilitated focus group meetings and
co-creation workshops.

Places undergoing remodelling and renewal often
face state-led gentrification, displacement of vulnerable
groups (La Grange & Pretorius, 2016), and elimination
of the sense of community (Sullivan, 2007). Amid large-
scale government-led renewal projects in SSP, the adop-
tion of the PAR approach is of particular importance
to engage overlooked vulnerable groups throughout the
study to help cultivate a sense of community and collec-
tive action. Additionally, unlike case study research, PAR
allows significant participation, in turn, raising aware-
ness of public space, provoking participants to think
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Figure 6. The co-creation workshop. Note: All participants provided consent for publishing their photos during the research
activities.

about this seemingly unfamiliar issue, recalling expe-
riences in urban environments, and envisioning their
ideal public spaces. Empowerment also comes in the
form of new knowledge and relationships, as partici-
pants become more familiar with their residential neigh-
bourhoods and their spatial resources. We also observed
information exchanges and bonding among the study
participants during focus group discussions. This may
encourage them to explore more of their neighbourhood
surroundings and strengthen their sense of belonging
and social capital.

Additionally, sharing in groups has led to confidence
enhancement. Some participants expressed their joy of
being listened to and felt surprised that their opinions
were valued. Active participation in map co-creation
offered an opportunity for participants to shape the out-
put and enhance spatial competence and knowledge
sharing. Participatory approaches play a crucial role in
developing a sense of transformative agency among
disadvantaged groups (Cameron & Grant-Smith, 2005).
We believe that this study contributes to such agency for-
mation of the participants. Overall, the concrete space-
specific inputs build a solid foundation which may trans-
fer as a cornerstone for further bottom-up spatial inter-
vention in the neighbourhoods.

5.3. Study Limitations and Recommendations
Several limitations of this research should be noted.

Primarily, all participants are Caritas’ service clients
prone to or affected by mental health conditions, and

o

A\

thus the results might not represent the general vulner-
able population in SSP. Additionally, females comprise a
predominant proportion of the sample and study partic-
ipants were all ethnically Chinese. Opinions from male
residents and other ethnicities would be of great impor-
tance for future research.

Our preliminary finding unveils insights that point
to future research directions. First, study findings reveal
the impact of inter-group tension in public space usage,
raising questions about gender, ethnicity, and the com-
peting interest and territoriality in space. Further inves-
tigation is suggested to gain a more thorough under-
standing of these groups’ dynamics and their effects.
Secondly, while our study demonstrates the application
of using the PAR approach, its long-term impacts on dis-
advantaged urban dwellers with regard to implement-
ing improvements and enhancing well-being are of great
interest for future research. After discovering hinder-
ing and encouraging factors of public space usage in
the study, we plan to continue building the relationship
with study participants and Caritas to further co-design
and implement improvements for SSP’s neighbourhood-
scale public spaces and enhance participants’ spatial
competence and knowledge sharing. Thirdly, although
our research scope did not specifically focus on the chal-
lenges faced by families with underage children amidst
the pandemic impact, with childcare being one of the
main activities and concerns reported by the partici-
pants, future studies utilising the information of families
with children would be very important as it influences
participants’ frequency and experience of public space
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usage. Lastly, insights in this study are mostly drawn from
individual experiences in some public spaces. There is
a need to further examine neighbourhood public space
networks in their entirety, particularly the street spaces.

6. Conclusions

This participatory action research explores vulnerable
groups’ experience of public spaces and the impacts of
Covid-19 in Hong Kong’s dense grassroots district SSP.
Public spaces prove to be essential for vulnerable groups
from a well-being perspective. This is particularly true
for those suffering from cramped and undesirable liv-
ing conditions. However, factors like perceived safety
related to gender and ethnicity, and the lack of informa-
tion about available public spaces and facilities hinder
the usage of public spaces, all overlooked issues in the
neighbourhood. The adoption of PAR fosters awareness-
building, confidence enhancement, and empowerment
of vulnerable groups, which is fundamental for creat-
ing transformative agency and ownership. The produc-
tion of a tangible outcome and the community public
place map in this research significantly enhanced study
participants’ understanding of the research and its rel-
evance, and facilitated their engagement in the group
discussions. This study provides implications for public
space and street planning in an Asian dense urban envi-
ronment and points to future research directions in the
dynamics of gender, ethnicity, and self-esteem, and the
possible synergies within public space networks.
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