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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant disruptions in everyday life, including restrictions on social
activities and physical separation. Urban public spaces have become popular places for people to relax and
socialize while keeping physical distance. Gender and other social identities, on the other hand, have a major
influence on people's perceptions of safety in these public places. The goal of this research was to look into
the relationship between perceptions of safety, relaxation, and gender in urban public places during the
pandemic. The study's findings revealed that women were more likely than men to report feeling unsafe in
public places. This result indicates that gender identity influences women's perceptions of safety in public
places. Furthermore, women's feelings of insecurity hampered their ability to relax and enjoy these spaces,
possibly limiting their access to public spaces and the benefits they provide. There is an obvious interrelation
between easily accessible open public spaces and safety The study's findings outline the significance of
inclusive design and planning for public spaces in order to guarantee safety and promote well-being.

Keywords: urban public space quality, safety, gender perspective, relaxation, urban space management,
inclusivity.

The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on global social cohesiveness and urban sus-
tainability. Numerous studies have shown that urban public space engagement has a positive
impact on citizens' health and social growth, leading to a renewed emphasis on public space and
the importance of long-term management (Addas and Maghrabi, 2022; Mela and Varelidis, 2022).
The importance of maintaining the safety of public spaces in urban areas cannot be overstated, as
it has a direct impact on the well-being and security of both individuals and communities (Condon et
al., 2007; Erkan and Topcu, 2021) Public spaces, which include parks, streets, and squares, serve as
important venues for social interaction, physical activity, and economic pursuits. However, if these
spaces are perceived as unsafe, people may refrain from using them or avoid them altogether,
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leading to negative consequences for both individuals and the community as a whole (World Health
Organization, 2020). Moreover, ensuring safety in public spaces is crucial for promoting social in-
clusion and equity, as it ensures that everyone, regardless of gender, age, nationality, or disability,
can access and enjoy public spaces without fear (United Nations Women, 2021). Maintaining safe-
ty in public spaces is a key factor for building thriving, livable communities.

Questions regarding issues of quality in public spaces focusing on safety have been addressed
by researchers during the past decades. Particularly, the perception of safety in public spaces is
influenced by people's ability to relax and enjoy their surroundings. This ability varies following
gender and other social identities. The current study aims to contribute to the topic of urban safety
by investigating the following: a) exploring the relationship between safety perceptions and relax-
ation in public spaces b) identifying factors that contribute to feelings of safety in public spaces
and c¢) understanding the impact of gender identity on the perception of safety in public spaces.

Research comprises a literature review and fieldwork. To conduct the cross-sectional survey, the
researchers selected Athens, Greece, during the second wave of restriction measures, from April
27 to June 27, 2021. To design this survey, authors have taken into account other similar surveys
(Vatavali et al., 2020) in order not only to include frequently asked questions but also to introduce
new crucial issues.

The sample consisted of 745 residents of Attica, Greece, aged over 18 years old, who voluntarily
and consensually participated in the survey. The participants' responses were self-reported, and
the researchers provided detailed information about the nature and scope of the research before
collecting the responses. The researchers used convenient and snowball sampling techniques
to recruit the participants. The participants were invited via personal e-mails and social media
posts on Facebook and Instagram. Each participant received a separate questionnaire, and some
participants forwarded the questionnaire to their friends and family.

The questionnaire collected socio-demographic information, including gender, ethnicity, age,
place of residence, marital status, type of household, house size, educational status, occupation,
and annual income. The questionnaire also included questions about the characteristics of pub-
lic spaces, such as quantity, quality, safety during the day and night, maintenance, and mobility
information. The participants answered the questions either through a Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) or from close-ended questions of multiple choices
(Mela and Varelidis, 2022). The research concludes with interesting findings regarding safety in
public spaces of Attica that could be used for further consideration.

Urban spaces are intentionally created by the spatial behaviors of various groups. However, un-
derstanding the multiple users who may be in conflict or create gendered patterns of exclusion is
rarely the focus of planning, let alone policy actions (Williams et al., 2020). Particularly in Greece,
there was no reference to urban planning policy in the National Action Plan on Gender Equality
of 2016-2020. In addition, spatial planning in Greece lacks adequate pragmatic focus at various
levels of administration authorities, leaving room for further improvement in bridging the gap
between academic approaches and policy paths. According to the EU’'s Urban Compendium on
the Greek Urban Planning Policies, a critique has been made that planning in Greece focuses
purely on physical aspects. Thus, social aspects of planning are perceived as secondary issues in
the realm of a general top-down policy. As far as EU-funded urban programs are concerned, the
gender equality criterion was fulfilled in general terms as a part of a checklist of EU objectives,
paying little attention to the complexity of gender issues in practice. Moreover, dispersed guidance
in scattered policy documents for vulnerable population groups (ACCESS TO ALL Program) does not
set a stable starting point, to begin with. Furthermore, the relatively new urban planning legislation
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of July 2014, did not integrate gender insights or social inclusion. Sustainability rhetoric has been
incorporated into pertinent legislation since the late 1990s (laws N2508/97 and 2742/99,) but never
contextualized in practice. In this context, gender-mainstreaming strategies are only rare in Greek
urban public spaces as also bottom-up initiatives.

Expanding the discussion beyond Greece, the fear of crime is a significant concern for many peo-
ple, particularly those living in larger cities where crime rates may be higher. The fear of crime
can be influenced by a variety of factors, including an individual's perception of their surroundings
and their evaluation of their ability to stay safe in those surroundings (Erkan and Topcu, 2021).
Researchers have discovered that people's perception of safety is closely related to the patterns
of behavior within public spaces in numerous surveys, with those who perceive spaces as secure,
being more likely to use them for social and recreational activities (Aguila et al., 2019). However,
women's experiences and views of safety in public places frequently differ from men's. According
to studies, women are more likely to face harassment and violence in public places, which can
lead to feelings of dread and anxiety (Madriz, 1997). As a result, women may avoid certain public
places or alter their behavior to reduce their chances of harassment and violence. Gender-specific
design and management strategies can enhance the safety and quality of public spaces for all
members of society. The research community also discovered that women were more likely to
use managed and maintained public spaces, manned by security staff to offer a sense of safety.

Existing research highlights the importance of addressing security in public spaces from a gen-
der viewpoint. Gender-sensitive planning and management strategies can enhance public space
safety and quality for all members of society (Beebeejaun, 2017). The perception of safety is an
important factor in how people use and enjoy public spaces. Given gender-specific factors such as
harassment and violence, women are more likely than men to feel unsafe in public places. From
this point of view, gender-specific design and management strategies can enhance the safety and
quality of public spaces for all members of society.

Towards this direction, certain theoretical outlooks can facilitate the creation of frameworks for
improving the quality of public space through the lens of inclusion. First and foremost, the New
Urbanism movement outlines the significance of creating accessible mixed-use neighborhoods
that encourage community participation and social interaction. By emphasizing the emotional and
psychological connections that people make with their natural environment, the principles of New
Urbanism can contribute to the design of public spaces that support gender inclusion and equality.
Designers can create spaces that are meaningful and accessible to diverse groups by understand-
ing how people form attachments to public spaces (Smith, 2007).

Furthermore, “Inclusive design” is a crucial aspect of building safe and welcoming public spaces
for all individuals, especially those with disabilities and diverse gender identities. Gender-inclusive
planning requires an interdisciplinary approach that considers the unique experiences of individuals
from different social identities. By adopting inclusive design principles, planners and designers can
promote social inclusion and well-being, leading to more equitable and sustainable cities (Patrick
and McKinnon, 2022; Widegren and Sand, 2021). In addition, “gender mainstreaming” strategies may
include improvements such as efficient artificial lighting during evening/night hours, visibility in pub-
lic areas, the establishment of safe walking and cycling routes, and accessibility of public transpor-
tation. Last but not least, combating societal norms that contribute to gender-based violence and
discrimination may also be included in the public space planning agenda (UN-Habitat, 2012).

SPSS, particularly PASW Statistics 18, was used for the statistical analysis. Both descriptive and
inferential statistics were used in the study. The quantitative factors were described using descrip-
tive statistics such as relative and absolute frequencies. There were two kinds of regression anal-
yses used in inferential statistics: multivariable logistic regression and multiple linear regression.

Results and
Discussion
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The associations between the frequency of visits to free public spaces and their availability, quality,
accessibility, maintenance, safety during the day, safety during the night, and feeling of relaxation,
as well as age, gender, education level, employment status, and having children, were investigated
using multivariable logistic regression.

The link between gender and safety during day/night and the feeling of relaxation in urban public
spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic frequency was estimated using multiple linear regression.
A stepwise approach was used to establish the independent variables in both regression models.
Initially, all variables were included in each model, and then they were gradually removed until
the model's predictive adequacy was achieved. The statistical significance level was set at p<0.05,
which means that a result was deemed statistically significant if the chance of obtaining it was
less than 5%.

As presented in Fig.1 and 2 there is an evident differentiation in participants’ opinions regarding
safety during different times of the day. Based on their answers, urban public spaces of Athens
might feel more secure during the daytime while less safe during the evening and night. In par-
ticular, only 13 women stated that they feel safe in their neighborhood's public spaces during the
night while the rest of the women participants expressed the opposite opinion. As shown in the
chart below, men participants as well, challenge the narrative of “safe public spaces” as they
claim that they neither feel safe during the night (1 a total of 159 men participants).
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The majority of men, women, and non-binary participants living in the central sector of Athens
stated that they consider the existing open public spaces as unsafe during evening/night hours
(Fig.3). Compared to the rest of the Attica Region, presented in Fig.4, the central sector of Athens
presents more safety issues during evening/night hours, according to the participants’ opinion
(all genders). As for the factors that improve the sense of safety in open public spaces, women
and non-binary participants claimed a strong association between maintenance and safety. Based
on their opinion, well-preserved and well-maintained outdoor spaces in all administrative regions
of Attica, feel safer during evening and night hours, as presented in Fig. 6. Maintenance might
include the condition of green areas, quality of urban infrastructure, and artificial lightning.

As indicated by research findings (see Fig.7) there is a strong connection between feelings of
relaxation and safety in outdoor public spaces in all administrative regions of Attica. The safer
the outdoor spaces are the more relaxed the users feel. This fact is more evident among women
participants, according to the study’s results. Moreover, there is an obvious interrelation between
easily accessible open public spaces and safety. As presented in Fig.8, the easier access to the
open public space, the safer it feels. A noteworthy observation is the fact that participants of all
genders from all administrative regions of Attica converge on this idea. To characterize an open
public space as “easily accessible” might include visibility of the space from immediate surround-
ings and from a distance, ease of movement in and around, and efficient connection to the means
of public transport. Furthermore, elements of sustainable mobility such as pedestrian routes and
bike trails might enhance safety in outdoor public spaces. It is also important to mention that re-
gardless of the socio-economic background of the participants, they all tend to characterize their
neighborhood'’s open public spaces as unsafe during evening/night hours, as depicted in Fig. 9.

The study's findings revealed that women felt less safe than men in urban public spaces during
the pandemic, particularly in the evening and night hours. This finding is consistent with prior
research that has found gender differences in public space safety perceptions (Kinsella and Hill,
2001; EU-Project 2009-2011, 2012; Warr, 1984) The research also discovered that public space
maintenance was strongly related to perceptions of safety, with well-maintained and managed
outdoor spaces viewed as safer during the evening and night hours. Furthermore, the findings
of the research show a strong relationship between feelings of relaxation and safety in outdoor
public spaces, especially among women. This finding is consistent with earlier research that has
found that public spaces improve mental health and well-being (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; Sullivan
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economic attributes
of the participants
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authors’ work
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et al,, 2004; Larson et al,, 2021). The study's findings indicate that creating and maintaining safe,
high-quality public spaces is critical to supporting public health and well-being, especially during
emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic. Several studies have documented similar results re-
garding the relationship between public space safety, maintenance, and accessibility. The studies
that follow back up the idea that the physical characteristics of public places, such as their upkeep
and accessibility, play a critical role in shaping people's perceptions of safety, regardless of the
nation or region examined (Blobaum and Hunecke, 2005; Cafuta, 2021; Hami and Maruthaveer-
an, 2018; Polko and Kimic, 2022). However, it is critical to acknowledge that cultural, social, and
political contexts can all have an impact on people's perceptions of safety and comfort in public
places (Madanipour, 2021; 2003). As a result, future research should focus on the interaction of
physical characteristics and contextual factors in shaping people's perceptions of safety and com-
fort in public places. The results of this study and previous research, taken together, highlight the
importance of keeping and designing public spaces that are accessible, secure, and comfortable
for all community members, regardless of demographic characteristics. According to the results,
well-maintained public spaces, especially those that are accessible and feel secure both during
the day and at night, are more likely to foster feelings of relaxation in users. In this way, policy-
makers and urban planners can promote social inclusion and enhance the quality of life in cities.

To accomplish the aforementioned goals, decision-makers, and public space planners can fol-
low several guidelines. The primary ones are as follows: improve visibility and lighting, increase
the number of public places, design streets and sidewalks with safety in mind, provide safe and
accessible public transportation, encourage community equality awareness, enhance women's
participation in the design process, and substantial technological inclusion. The use of modern
technological means can help to record incidents that add to women's feelings of insecurity in
public spaces, allowing for more holistic and effective risk management (Crabtree and Geara,
2018; Najafi, 2017).

It is important to note, however, that the current research has several limitations. For starters,
the study did not delve into the perspectives of the elderly or individuals with disabilities. This is a
significant limitation because older people or people with disabilities frequently face unique safety
concerns and may have differing views of safety in public places (Velasquez et al., 2021; Patrick
and McKinnon, 2022; Almeida, 2017; Sobouti and Alavi, 2017). Furthermore, the study did not
consider the special needs of people of various gender identities or immigrants. Because there
were insufficient non-binary people and immigrants in the sample, more research is required to
comprehend their experiences and perspectives. Additionally, the research relied on self-report-
ed data, which may be skewed or inaccurate. To address this limitation, future studies may use
alternative data collection techniques or a larger, more diverse sample to improve the results'
generalizability. Despite these limitations, the current study provides valuable insights into public
space safety views; however, it is critical to recognize these limitations and continue to build on
them in future studies.

This research provides useful information about the sense of security that citizens have in public
spaces and how this might be modified by urban space quality characteristics and gender. The
current study was conducted during the pandemic when the importance of the existence and use
of public spaces took on new significance for cities. The study employed statistical analysis to
investigate the correlations between free public space visitation and a range of criteria including
availability, quality, accessibility, maintenance, safety during the day and night, and a sense of re-
laxation, as well as demographic data. Regression analyses revealed significant gender differenc-
es in daytime and nighttime perceptions of safety in urban public spaces, with women feeling less
safe than men. The study also discovered that perceived safety was closely tied to maintenance
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and that the safer the outdoor places were, the more comfortable individuals felt. Moreover, there
is an apparent connection between easily accessible open public spaces and safety. These findings
emphasize the necessity of providing well-kept and safe public areas for all people in order to in-
crease their well-being and safety. This study suggests future research on the role of technology
in improving public space safety and quality, particularly from a gender perspective.
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