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From community space to no man’s land? — The use of public space by
vulnerable social groups in post-socialist housing estates.
A case from Budapest, Hungary

KornELia KISSFAZEKAS! and TamAs EGEDY?

Abstract

Under state socialist planning, large housing estates were built as inclusive, community-centred environments.
These spaces were particularly safe for women and children, reinforced by intense social control and close
neighbourhood ties. Our study examines the transformation and use of public spaces in post-socialist housing
estates, with a particular focus on vulnerable social groups. The research sample area was the Central Housing
Estate of Budapest-Pesterzsébet (20th district). The research is based on a complex methodology; in addition to
secondary methods, we conducted quantitative and qualitative primary research (resident questionnaire sur-
vey, walking interviews/in-depth field interviews, mental map studies, and mapping of pedestrian movement
patterns). According to our findings, community areas that were previously actively used have now mostly
become underused, neglected spaces that pose a risk to safety. These changes particularly affect young and
middle-aged women and young people, limiting their movement and participation in urban life. Research on
pedestrian space utilisation has shown that residents’ spatial movement basically follows traditional routes,
avoiding originally protected and traffic-free routes. This proves that socially oriented planning and the physi-
cal infrastructure created as a result do not, in themselves, guarantee the creation of inclusive, safe spaces that
can be occupied by communities. A static public space that maintains its former characteristics can lose its social
base. For the population to return to community areas, it is necessary to conduct a detailed assessment of the
needs of different age groups and genders, and to take them into account in urban planning and development.
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Introduction space should be a socially inclusive territo-

rial unit. Spatial inclusion in the urban en-

A key issue in the design and development
of cities, neighbourhoods and residential
areas is what kind of living conditions and
quality of life they provide for the local com-
munity. It is no coincidence that a major area
of research in urban studies is the develop-
ment of space utilisation (Jacoss, J. 1961;
Leresvre, H. 1991 [1974]; MONTGOMERY, J. 2007;
GeHL, J. 2010; Sere, M. 2025). Ideally, urban

vironment refers to the process and state in
which all social groups are guaranteed equal
access to urban spaces, services and oppor-
tunities, as well as the opportunity to partici-
pate in their design and use (PaTrick, M. and
McxkinNoN, 1. 2022).

Large housing estates are obvious areas of
research regarding of community space, space
utilisation, spatial inclusion, and mobility.
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Given that, in post-socialist cities of Central
and Eastern Europe, large housing estates be-
came dominant features of post-war housing
development and housing estates represent a
significant part of the local housing stock, a
more thorough examination of space utilisa-
tion in housing estates is certainly warrant-
ed. Especially because these housing estates
satisfy the needs of a great variety of socio-
economic groups, mainly the less affluent seg-
ments of society (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018).

The construction of large housing estates in
the state-socialist bloc of Central and Eastern
Europe, dominated by the former Soviet
Union, was influenced not only by the hous-
ing shortage but also by political ideology.
One of the main promises of the communist
system was the right to affordable housing
and access to free community services for all.
Although the rejection of any architectural/ur-
ban planning ideas originating from beyond
the Iron Curtain was a matter of principle,
the Soviet Union adapted Clarence PErrY's
concept of neighbourhood units under the
name ,rayon theory” (PErry, C. 1998 [1929];
GogrsnviLy, D. ef al. 2017), and its guidelines
lived on as major organisational principles in
post-World War II housing estates constructed
as part of housing development programmes
in state-socialist countries (Hirt, S.A. 2012).
The importance of community life was a key
message of the political system, and the spe-
cific function, size, and design of public spac-
es were also the focus of attention for design-
ers (KaLm, K. et al. 2023). As the importance
of community life was an important message
of the political system, open spaces were also
well designed and intensively used. Thanks
to all this, the public spaces of large housing
estates in former socialist countries were par-
ticularly inclusive and not exclusionary.

The change of regime brought significant
changes in ownership and the composition
of housing estate communities, which also
affected patterns of space use. Due to trends
in the housing market, large housing estates
in Hungary and Budapest have become gath-
ering places for the lower middle class over
the past three decades (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018).

Nevertheless, the inherited built environment

and the physical characteristics of the spaces

between buildings have not fundamentally
changed.

Our study focuses on exploring and pre-
senting the space utilisation by vulnerable
social groups (women and young people)
living in a housing estate environment.

Our research questions are as follows:

1. What processes characterise the space uti-
lisation preferences and actual space utili-
sation of vulnerable groups (women and
young people) in housing estates?

2.How has the formerly welcoming and safe
character of housing estate’s public spaces
changed?

3. Where and in what ways do the space utili-
sation characteristics of women and young
people contradict the original design
guidelines and urban planning intentions?
We seek answers to the above questions

based on the results of an international re-

search project that has been ongoing since

2024. The DUT 15minESTATES project

(https://15minestates.eu/), focusing on sus-

tainable mobility in large housing estates

(LHEs), investigates the correlation between

urban space, mobility options, and users’

needs and opportunities. The main aim of
the project is to investigate the adaptability
of Carlos MoreNO’s 15-minute city princi-
ples (MorenNo, C. 2024) in the partner coun-
tries (Bulgaria, Germany, Hungary, Latvia,

Switzerland and The Netherlands). Results

presented in the paper are based on the re-

search carried out in the Hungarian case
study area, in the Central Housing Estate of

Pesterzsébet (20th district).

Theoretical framework and literature
review

Spatial and demographic characteristics of space
usage in large housing estates

In the large-scale housing estate construction
projects that followed World War II, urban
planning principles, building density, and
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spatial characteristics show many similari-
ties between the Western and Eastern Euro-
pean countries. The findings of the research
overlap in many respects, as identical spatial
characteristics generate similar or repetitive
behaviour patterns. The use of space in hous-
ing estates has also been the subject of ex-
tensive comparative research (SEnpi, R. et al.
2009, 2023; DekkER, K. et al. 2011; BENkS, M.
et al. 2018; KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018).

Central and Eastern European countries
face greater problems in terms of the man-
agement, maintenance, and use of public
spaces than in other parts of Europe. The
deterioration of the condition and quality of
public spaces in housing estates essentially
began with the construction of the estates
themselves. The planned infrastructure, and
community spaces were rarely properly com-
pleted to the standard specified in the origi-
nal plans (Leetmaa, K. and Hess, D.B. 2019).
Furthermore, in Central and Eastern European
countries, years of underfunding during the
socialist period were followed by a complete
funding shortfall in the transitional years after
the change of regime. This process continues
to this day, with minor changes, and interna-
tional literature has already drawn attention
to the deteriorating condition and quality of
public space and its role in the deterioration of
living conditions (PETsiMERts, P. 2018).

The study of the social and economic im-
pacts of urban public spaces gained signifi-
cant momentum in the 2010s. Such research
has also taken off in Central and Eastern
European countries, strengthening local so-
cial movements for the improvement of public
spaces (LEtmaa, K. and Hess, D.B. 2019). The
results of spatial and social analyses confirmed
the contradictions between the needs of the
population and the mono-functional design
of housing estates. From the outset, large,
monotonous housing estates with separate
pedestrian lanes have been associated with
urban planning problems such as insecurity
and a lack of social control (WAsseNBERG, F.
2018). NewmaN, O. (1972) drew attention to the
no man’s land between homes and transport
routes (streets) as early as the 1970s. Crime,

vandalism, and feelings of insecurity are most
common in areas of this type (ELsinca, M. and
WaASSENBERG, F. 1991).

The demographic trends of the housing es-
tates built after World War II in Central and
Eastern Europe, and particularly in Hungary,
were consistently characterized by the influx
of young families with small children. On the
one hand, these newly arrived young residents
grew old alongside the housing estates, while
new young families continued to move in. As
time went on, therefore, young families with
children and the elderly became the dominant
groups in the housing estates (KovAcs, Z. et al.
2018; Leetmaa, K. and Hzss, D.B. 2019).

In presenting the theoretical background,
we focus primarily on those groups that are
most affected in terms of the safe use of pub-
lic space in housing estates. This relevance is
related to the historical fact that the public
spaces under study were predominantly used
by adolescents and women, who were the tar-
get groups for decades. Currently, adolescents
and women (primarily those with young chil-
dren and/or pensioners) continue to show the
most intensive presence in these public spaces.

Access to and use of public spaces have sig-
nificant social, emotional, and psychological
benefits, but these benefits are not evenly dis-
tributed among social groups. According to
Doreen Massey’s relational concept of place
(1994), the meaning of places varies across
different social positions; that is, a place is
not a closed, stable entity, but an open for-
mation consisting of networked relation-
ships, connections, and processes, where
these networked relationships also encom-
pass economic, social, and mobility contexts.
Public space, therefore, is constantly evolving
precisely because of its social openness and
changing network of relationships. Moreover,
the same space holds different meanings for
young people, the elderly, or newcomers,
making it not a single entity but a constel-
lation of diverse identities. Public spaces are
shaped not only by relationships but also by
unequal “power geometry”. Since not every-
one moves through space in the same way,
not everyone has equal access to the resources
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of the place — that is, mobility and safety are
socially differentiated. The same public space
may be perceived as safe by some groups,
while others may perceive it as threatening.

This is directly linked to the issue of land
use and movement patterns, which reveal how
individuals and groups actually use public
spaces. In this regard, the issue of perception is
crucial, encompassing perceptions, meanings,
and experiences related to space, particularly
the perception of safety, and fear. Fear is not
merely a reflection of crime risks, but a social-
ly and spatially mediated experience. These
perceptions directly influence one’s relation-
ship to space and determine which places be-
come “places to avoid” or “places considered
safe.” In this context, fear and perceptions
thus manifest in specific behavioural strate-
gies, such as altering routes, avoiding certain
places, or restricting the use of public spaces
to certain times. These practices can result in
a partial restriction of space use, particularly
among vulnerable groups — women, young
people, and the elderly. A growing body of
research indicates that women and young peo-
ple feel less safe in public spaces than adult
men, which significantly affects their move-
ment, presence and participation in urban life
(Garcia-Ramon, M.D. ef al. 2004; MEnTa, V.
2013; ANDERSON, J. et al. 2017).

The three defining characteristics — struc-
tural conditions, specific modes of spatial use,
and perceptions of space — are interconnected
through reciprocal relationships: structural
conditions shape perceptions, perceptions
influence practices of space use, and these
practices, in turn, affect both the meaning of
space and its structural reproduction (redefi-
nition and transformation) (Soja, E.W. 1996).

Creating inclusive, safe, and visually ap-
pealing environments is key to encouraging
walking and the use of public spaces, espe-
cially for women. Women’s walking and
space use preferences are fundamentally
shaped by gendered experiences of visibility,
safety, and belonging. In this sense, walking
is not merely a form of transport, but also an
act that expresses the right to public space
(PerEIRA, A. and ReBELO, E.M. 2024).

Social relationships fundamentally influ-
ence the sense of security. Mixed-use, lively
neighbourhoods - according to Jane Jacoss’
,€eyes on the street” concept — increase so-
cial cohesion and perceived safety (Jacoss, J.
1961). Green spaces can help reduce loneli-
ness and promote community connections,
which, when carefully planned, indirectly
contribute to improving the sense of security
among women and young people (NAVARRETE
HerNnANDEZ, P. et al. 2021; Te Braak, P. and
Van Tienoven, T.P. 2025). At the same time,
the physical security of public spaces alone
does not guarantee their use. The meaning of
spaces, their perceived quality, and the oppor-
tunities for social interaction play a key role in
how women and young people feel comfort-
able and safe in public spaces. Concerns about
personal safety often cause women to modify
their routes or avoid using certain places al-
together, which, over time, may result in par-
tial exclusion from public life (VALENTINE, G.
1990; BLoBauM, A. and Hunecke, M. 2005;
Porko, P. and Kimic, K. 2022; Zvysk, E. 2024;
AvAR, S. and Karivi, M. 2025).

However, the sense of safety is not solely
dependent on crime statistics. It is closely
related to gender, age, income status, and
the social context of the living environment
(JAmBOR, V.E. and Vepripi, K. 2016). The
gender safety gap — the difference between
women’s and men’s perceptions of safety —is
a persistent phenomenon and is consistent
with historical trends (Mooreg, G. et al. 2023).
According to this, women and young people
consistently report feeling less safe in public
spaces, particularly in less crowded areas
and after dark.

Women's behavioural responses to fear are
shaped not only by fear of violence or crime,
but also by the quality of social relationships
in their living environment. Avoiding places
is often more related to weak social cohe-
sion and a lack of community control than
to the actual risk of crime. (YaTEsa, A. and
Ceccaro, V. 2020).

Young people’s sense of safety also shows
a specific pattern. Girls and young women
generally experience a heightened sense of
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threat, while adolescent boys are more con-
cerned about physical violence or conflicts
between peer groups. Adolescents’ use of
space is strongly influenced by peer pres-
sure, which determines where they appear
and where they avoid (Moorg, G. et al. 2023).
The concept of ,place as partner” highlights
that young people’s emotional attachments
and space utilisation are in dynamic interac-
tion with built and natural elements.

Despite this, urban planning and regenera-
tion processes are often based on the mod-
ernist concept of the ‘neutral user’, which
reflects the perspective of adult, healthy men
(SANDSTROM, L. et al. 2024). Planning consulta-
tions are typically considered to be an “adult
space”, which marginalises young people,
and ignores the emotional and relational
experiences that children and young people
contribute to the meaning of public spaces
(O’suLLivan, S. et al. 2020; GuTiERREZ-UJAQUE,
D. et al. 2025).

The local context in Hungary and Budapest

After World War 11, the new state-socialist
political and social order in the Eastern Bloc,
including Hungary promised equal opportu-
nities for all. Housing construction became a
central element of the political narrative of
the ,welfare state” and affordable housing
(Kissrazekas, K. 2022). The new forms of de-
velopment and the intermediate spaces sig-
nificantly improved the quality of life com-
pared to the previous, often unhealthy living
conditions (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018). Housing
estates carried the promise of modernity: they
were characterised by comfortable, serviced
flats, uniform infrastructure, and planned
community spaces. One of the central princi-
ples was to ensure good pedestrian access to
primary institutions of neighbourhood units
(schools, kindergartens, shops) and to sepa-
rate pedestrian and motor vehicle traffic.

In line with the political aspirations and
social message of the system, greater atten-
tion was paid to equality and the accessibility
of shared (state-owned) spaces for all. The

main feature of the housing estates was their
large green areas, so the housing estates were
indeed very airy and breezy. The green areas
between residential buildings were planned
in detail, with the definition of functional
zones, public space elements, and footpaths.
From the time of their construction during
the era of state socialism, the public spaces
of the housing estate were used intensively.
Playgrounds and benches were primar-
ily places for women to socialize (5zaB6, B.
2024). The public spaces in the housing estate
were considered semi-private spaces, where
everyday life was visible and controlled.
The users of public spaces were primarily
young women supervising small children
and walking with babies, as well as children
and teenagers without parental control. For
children, the public spaces of housing estates
functioned as quasi-outdoor living spaces:
they could play all day in the spacious ar-
eas between the houses, which were mostly
free of car traffic (Photo 1a-b). After school, it
was common to see children hanging out in
parks, which were an integral part of hous-
ing estate’s public parks. Compared to a
traditional urban environment, the spaces
in housing estates were truly transparent,
accessible on foot, and, due to the low vol-
ume of traffic at the time and the separate
traffic system, they were particularly safe
(NAVARRETE HERNANDEZ, P. et al. 2021).
After the political and economic system
change in Hungary, the centralised, pater-
nalistic role of the state, which had previ-
ously ensured the uniform maintenance,
upkeep, and social operation of housing es-
tates, ended (Syxora, L. and Bouzarovski,
S. 2012). Housing estates built in different
decades took divergent paths in the hous-
ing market following the political transition.
The large-panel housing estates of the 1970s
found themselves in the most unfavourable
position, increasingly becoming part of the
lower-middle-class segment of the housing
market. Due to the population’s lack of capi-
tal and the delayed launch of renovation pro-
grams, we witnessed a decline in the value
of prefabricated housing estates in the 1990s
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Photo 1a-b. Housing estates in Budapest. Teenagers are playing without adult supervision in the 1970s.
Source: Fortepan (ID: 195718; 97523).

(KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018). The economic transi-
tion entailed a transformation of the space
utilisation and everyday life in the housing
estates (Boros, L. et al. 2016; OUREDNICEK, M.
and KoPecka4, Z. 2023). The personal relation-
ships and community spirit that had charac-
terised them for several decades since their
construction broke down.

As a consequence of the so-called give-
away privatisation in Hungary (sale of apart-
ments at very low prices to former tenants),
the housing stock passed into private hands,
while public spaces and green areas re-
mained essentially in municipal ownership,
generating legal and urban management
problems that continue to this day (Van
KemreN, R. et al. 2005). This determined their
fate, as without central state support, they
completely lost the resources necessary for
their renovation and maintenance. In many
cases, this led to the physical deterioration
of public spaces, the ageing of infrastruc-
ture, and the loss of function of community
spaces. The size of the open spaces became
disproportionately large in relation to the
functions they offered and became under-
used. They give the impression of being a no
man’s land, where at most pedestrians pass
through to shorten their routes. However, for
many people, this is not an option, as cross-
ing large, uncontrolled, and unmaintained
areas poses the greatest risk. The sense of
security has basically disappeared.

We can conclude that the airy development
created in the wake of the former modern-
ist design idea, the freely accessible, flow-
ing community green space, is now in most
places synonymous with excess, unused,
and neglected areas. This primarily affects
the more sensitive groups in terms of public
space use, namely, minors regardless of gen-
der and women regardless of age. These are
the people who continue to use or would use
pedestrian public spaces more intensively at
different times of the day. In many places,
however, this is now without the protective
network of community ties that once existed
in public spaces.

Methodological background
Presentation of the sample area

The sample area is the Central Housing Es-
tate of Pesterzsébet in Budapest’s 20th dis-
trict. The formerly independent settlement
was annexed to Budapest in 1950. The aim
was to create a self-sufficient working-class
town centre by modernising and densifying
the existing housing stock, with ,modern”
residential buildings, large green spaces and
basic amenities. The central area, built up
with existing suburban family houses, was
designated for the housing estate. During
the construction of the housing estate, some
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of the more important historic streets and
a few historic buildings were retained (e.g.
the Town Hall, built in 1906, and the cultural
centre, which has played a significant role in
local public life ever since).

The Central Housing Estate was built in
three main phases from the 1960s to the end
of the 1980s, with the construction of approxi-
mately 7,200 flats (Figure 1). In the first phase
(1960s — marked 1 in Figure 1), five-storey
houses and ten-storey tower blocks were
built. In the second phase (1970s — marked 2 in
Figure 1), the previous stock of single-family
houses was demolished, and 5,000 new flats
were constructed in their place. A key ele-
ment of the uniqueness of the second-phase
Scandinavian houses is the system of passage-
ways on the ground floor of the long, articu-
lated residential buildings, which connect to
the network of public spaces and park foot-
paths. In the third phase (1980s — marked 3 in
Figure 1), the number of flats was increased
using large-panel technology. The super-
blocks are criss-crossed by footpaths leading

in different directions, some of which lead to
the entrances of the residential buildings, oth-
ers to important structural points, institutions,
and public transport stops.

The market perception of housing estates
is well reflected in the trend of average prices
for apartments in these estates. In general,
we can say that between 2014 and 2025, the
market for apartments in housing estates
was one of the most dynamic segments of
the Hungarian and Budapest housing mar-
kets. During this period, housing prices in
housing estates skyrocketed, with a 368
percent increase in value in this segment
and peaked in the first quarter of 2026 (av-
erage price for high-end housing estates in
Budapest is around 1 million HUF/m?; ap-
prox. 2,600 EUR/m?) (www.otp.hu, 2025).
Nevertheless, the unfavourable position of
the Pesterzsébet Central Housing Estate in
the housing market is reflected in the fact
that, at the end of 2025, it was among the
housing estates with the lowest average
prices in Budapest (650,000 HUF/m?; ap-

Fig. 1. The three construction phases (left), and site plan (right) for the area under study. 1-3 = For explanation
see the text. Source: Google Maps / Planning archive.
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prox. 1,700 EUR/m?). At the same time, the
low average price represents a good entry
point into the housing market for those with
limited financial resources. This unfavour-
able position in the housing market can also
be attributed to the fact that, according to the
FHB Family-Friendly Neighbourhood Index,
Pesterzsébet has traditionally been among
the least family-friendly residential areas in
Budapest (www.mbhindex.hu, 2016).

The population of the Central Housing Estate
of Pesterzsébet is 16,500 (2022), which is 26 per-
cent of the district’s population. The housing
estate is characterised by unfavourable demo-
graphic trends. The population is declining, the
proportion of elderly people is higher, and the
proportion of children is lower compared to the
district’s indices, and there is a much higher
proportion of single-person households. On
the positive side, the unemployment rate in the
housing estate is low (2.4%). The more educat-
ed, wealthier, and older segments of the popu-
lation live in the southern part of the housing
estate, while the younger, less educated, and
often unemployed segments of the population
are found in the northern part of the housing
estate. It is no coincidence that newcomers to
the housing estate also prefer the central and
southern residential buildings.

Research methods

Between 2022 and 2025, the research team
conducted extensive empirical studies in the
case study area to explore and evaluate the
characteristics of public space use and the
quality of the living environment in the sam-
ple area. The methods used were as follows:

1) Online and face-to-face resident ques-
tionnaire survey.

Between March and September 2025, the
research team surveyed the mobility habits
of the local population, their perception of
the housing estate and the state of (public)
safety in the living environment. We posted
the online survey on social media platforms,
while the offline surveys were conducted
at public institutions (e.g. libraries) and

through street interviews. The questionnaire
included single-choice and multiple-choice
questions. During the survey period, a total
of 143 online and 123 offline questionnaires
were completed, primarily using a conveni-
ence sampling method. From a methodologi-
cal standpoint, the sample is not representa-
tive; however, from a statistical standpoint,
it approximates the 2 percent sampling size
typically used in microcensuses, so the re-
sults obtained can be considered relevant.

2) Walking interviews (in-depth field in-
terviews).

Between March and May 2025, we con-
ducted in-depth field interviews with resi-
dents using a random stop method. The
walking interview method reduces barriers
to participation, moderates power imbalanc-
es between the researcher and participants,
and provides opportunities to observe partic-
ipants in their familiar environments (Evans,
J. and Jongs, P. 2011). The conversations were
digitally recorded, transcribed, and then sub-
jected to content analysis. The route taken
during the conversation was recorded using
the STRAVA application. As part of the sur-
vey, 49 walking interviews were conducted,
with an average route length of 3.2 km, and
an average interview length of 94 minutes.
The questions covered ways and habits of us-
ing public spaces, as well as concerns, fears,
and positive experiences related to life and
the environment in the housing estate.

3) Fieldwork — mental map and route map-
ping survey, pedestrian space utilisation.

On 5 September 2025, on a typical school
day between 12:00 and 17:00, at the end of
kindergarten and school activities, we con-
ducted a route mapping mental map among
children and young people with the help of
28 architecture students. The survey was car-
ried at 1 kindergarten, 2 primary schools (7-
14 age group), one specialised music school,
and one combined primary and secondary
school (ages 7-18).

With the help of the university students,
the respondents drew their main walking
routes on a sketch map of the housing estate
and marked the places to be avoided. We
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then compiled the on-site route sketches on a
shared map. Using educational institutions as
starting points, we drew the dominant routes
used by young people daily. The routes taken
by young people travelling alone and with
their parents are marked separately. A total
of 90 respondents’ pedestrian mobility routes
were mapped using this method.

4) Public workshops — drawing data for
community planning.

In March and September 2025, we con-
ducted two public workshops using interac-
tive mapping to assess residents’ opinions
on the use and perception (good and bad
places) of locations in the housing estate. The
workshops were preceded by two months
of preparatory work, during which the re-
search team defined the empirical tasks to
be carried out (the objectives, methodology,
and implementation of the use and percep-
tion surveys) and assigned responsibilities,
developed the marketing strategy, and put
together the workshop program. We publi-
cized the program on municipal and public
online platforms, in local newspapers, and on
advertising platforms. A total of 78 residents
took part in the workshops, and a further

20 residents later commented on the aggre-
gated results with the help of moderators.
Thanks to the combined methodology, we
were able to gain a comprehensive under-
standing of various aspects of the housing
estate environment (e.g. questionnaire sur-
vey — mobility characteristics; mental map-
ping, route drawing, and walking interviews
— space usage preferences and characteristics;
workshops — perceptions of public space).
The objectives of the methods used, as well
as their target groups (participants and rel-
evant stakeholders), differed, so the results
of each method complemented one another
well (Table 1). Thus, the basic information ob-
tained from the public survey was effectively
supplemented and enriched by the results of
fieldwork, public activities held during the
workshop, and walking interviews.

Results

Our basic hypothesis was that large, con-
tiguous but unsupervised green spaces are
avoided by women and young people walk-
ing alone, even if shorter.

Table 1. Summary table of applied methods

.. Implementation Date / Participants /
Methods Objective Target group method duration respondents
Residential Asse.s.smg . thne and .
Uestionnaire mobility habits Local residents | -person resi- March- 266 respon-
gurve and characte- dential question- | October 2025 | dents
y ristics naire survey
Fieldrese- | Identifying | Couirenand - Inperson
arch — mental pedestrian young peop . . 5 September | 119 partici-
. from local drawing sessions
mapping and space-use ducational ivolvi hi 2025 pants
route drawing | preferences educationa IMVOIVING arcil”
institutions tecture students
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Figure 2 shows the responses of the entire
sample without breakdown by gender and
age. The lack of public safety in housing es-
tates was often mentioned as a negative fac-
tor in public discourse and street interviews.
Residents cited a wide variety of reasons for
this, ranging from the presence of drug users
to vandalism. However, criticisms regarding
public safety were not reflected in our ques-
tionnaire survey results: respondents rated the
safety of their neighbourhood as moderate.

Respondents rated the immediate vicin-
ity of their homes as the safest in terms of
public safety, which can basically be attrib-
uted to their knowledge of their immedi-
ate neighbourhood and community, and
the trust based on personal relationships.
Public spaces (parks, playgrounds, and car
parks) also received very good ratings in
responses. Thanks to strong and targeted
central support over the past decade, the
infrastructure (equipment, condition) and

supervision (mostly fenced and well lit) of
Hungarian playgrounds has been of a much
higher standard than that of other public
spaces. All this has, of course, resulted in
positive developments in the areas of safety,
and public security. Criticism of the safety
of public transport stops was raised several
times in the walk-through interviews. This is
also less reflected in the results of the entire
sample, although respondents undoubtedly
feel less safe there than around the entrance
to their own home or in public spaces in gen-
eral (Figure 3).

Figure 3 also reveals the pronounced dif-
ferences — discussed in detail later in the pa-
per — in perceived safety between male and
female residents, which are associated with
their differing life situations and everyday
experiences.

The results broken down by age show that
respondents are generally not concerned
about public safety in the housing estate. All

Do you agree with these statements about the safety in your block and neighbourhood?

| do not worry about crime in my neighbourhood. 1

| change my routes after dark because | feel lless safe  —

| feel safe when | cycle in my neighbourhoo

| feel safe when | use public transport (incl. waiting for the bus, tram, etc.) 15—

1 feel safe when | walk in my neighbourho o

| feel safe when I'm in a public space (park, car park, playground, etc.) 15—

| feel safe around the entrance, staircase andyor lift of my apartment buil i —

0.00 0.50

1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50

Fig. 2. Assessment of the safety of housing estates and public spaces in the entire sample, n = 266.
Source: Authors’ own compilation.

Do you agree with these statements about the safety in your block and neighbourhood?

boad

| do not worry about crime in my neighb

| feel safe when | cycle in my neight
| change my routes after dark because | feel less safe

| feel safe when | walk in my
| feel safe when | use public transport (incl. waiting for the bus, tram, etc.)

b
9!

| feel safe when I'm in a public space (park, car park, playground, etc.)
| feel safe around the entrance, staircase and/or lift of my apartment building

0.00 0.50

1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50

Male = Female

Fig. 3. Assessment of the safety of the housing estate and public spaces by gender, n = 266.
Source: Authors” own compilation.
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age groups consider the immediate surround-
ings of their residential building to be the saf-
est, and respondents also consider parks and
public spaces to be particularly safe.

Despite widespread stereotypes, the oldest
age group, those over 65, feel the most secure
compared to other age groups. Our findings
are consistent with international findings and
provide strong support for them (K6sER, G. et
al. 2022). The higher sense of security among
the oldest age group can be attributed to the
fact that this group was the first to move into
the housing estate after it was built, and they
have essentially grown old together with the
estate. Due to their age, they are a group with
a high degree of local knowledge and extensive
personal and social connections. Their sense
of security is closely linked to the place and
the higher sense of security they have become
accustomed to in previous decades. Their per-
sonal acquaintances and social relationships
are also likely to be stronger than those of
younger people, as they have decades of his-
tory behind them. The values of the under 25,
and over 65 age groups are similar in many
cases. These results deserve greater attention

because these are the age groups that do not
travel exclusively for specific purposes in pub-
lic spaces and residential areas. The 26-65 age
group reports the lowest sense of security in all
examined. Our results therefore, did not sup-
port our basic hypothesis that the sense of se-
curity among young people (under 25) and the
elderly (over 65) would be the lowest (Figure 4).

When examining the responses by gender,
fundamental differences between the opin-
ions of men and women in the entire sample
become apparent in questions concerning the
safety of housing estates and public spaces.
(Figure 5a-f). The differences between male
and female perceptions are clearly visible.
With one exception, the sense of security
among the women surveyed is noticeably
lower than that of the men. The exception is
the sense of security experienced in the vicin-
ity of public transport stops, as mentioned
above. This is obviously due to the presence
of other people, and public lighting. It is not
surprising that the most striking difference
between the sexes is in their assessment of
their sense of safety after dark (3.54 for men
versus 2.87 for women).

Do you agree with these statements about the safety in your block and neighbourhood

5.00

450

4.00

3.50

3.00

2.50

2.00

1.50

1.00

0.50

0.00

16-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 66-75

| feel safe when | walk in my neighbourhood

| feel safe when | cycle in my neighbourhood

| feel safe when | use public transport (incl.
waiting for the bus, tram, etc.)

| feel safe around the entrance, staircase
and/or lift of my apartment building

| feel safe when I'm in a public space (park,
car park, playground, etc.)

| change my routes after dark because | feel
less safe

I do not worry about crime in my
neighbourhood

76-85 85+

Fig. 4. Assessment of the safety of housing estates and public spaces by age, n =266.
Source: Authors” own compilation.
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Fig. 5a-f. Assessment of sense of security based on gender and age groups, n = 266.
Source: Authors” own compilation.
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In the case of women, the differences be-
tween age groups are also striking. Women
under the age of 35 feel significantly less safe
than men and women in other age groups.

Our findings support our assumption that the
public spaces in housing estates, which were
traditionally used and dominated by women
without fear before the change of regime, have
now lost this characteristic in post-socialist con-
ditions. For young women, the housing estate
environment increasingly represents an uncer-
tain and less safe living environment.

The results of the walking interviews cor-
roborated the findings obtained through other
methods. The interviewees are generally sat-
isfied with the opportunities offered by the
housing estate environment; however, the
use of public spaces and the sense of safety
(a decline in the subjective sense of safety, an
increase in feelings of insecurity, especially in
the evening hours) mean that the quality of ur-
ban life is problematic in many cases. One rea-
son for this is that the attitudes of young peo-
ple, and older residents toward public spaces
differ and are often in conflict (e.g. the use of
benches and playgrounds). These factors also
contribute to the decline in pedestrian traffic.

The main lesson to be learned from the re-
sults of the study mapping pedestrian routes
is that respondents practically only use tra-
ditional streets between school (work) and
home (Figure 6). Despite the extensive pe-
destrian network and shorter routes, they
are reluctant to walk through parks. Women
walking their young children and young peo-
ple travelling alone prefer streets with heavy
motor vehicle traffic to the protected internal
roads designed specifically for pedestrians, of
which there are many in the area (Figure 7).

The results of community planning in pub-
lic workshops support our earlier findings
regarding pedestrian routes. In other words,
participants essentially only evaluated tradi-
tional streets in tasks related to both the fre-
quency of space use and public spaces and
places considered good or bad. Figure 8§ and
9 show the paths and public spaces within
residential blocks that appear for pedestri-
ans as blind spots. The bad places are basi-

cally linked to the busy main road passing
through the area. The good locations are
concentrated along the historic main street
(Kossuth Lajos Street) that was retained dur-
ing the construction of the housing estate.
It stands out among the most visited places
during the week as well. The popularity of
the main street is not due to its lack of traf-
fic or shopping opportunities, as a significant
part of the housing estate is traffic-free, and
the shops sell cheap mass-produced goods.
As a traditional street, the main street repre-
sents history, tradition, and local identity. Its
popularity is, in many ways, a critique of the
modernist housing estate environment.

To sum up, in the local community, middle-
aged people tend to have a negative attitude
towards the sense of security and public
safety in relation to the housing estate and
its public spaces, while the oldest age group
has a positive attitude. In terms of gender,
women are clearly less satisfied with public
safety. The most vulnerable group is young
to middle-aged women, who have the lowest
sense of security and are the most critical of
public safety in the housing estate. As a result
of changes in the state of public spaces and a
decline in the subjective sense of safety (pri-
marily a sense of insecurity), pedestrian traffic
is on the decline and is increasingly shifting to
major thoroughfares, avoiding the previously
safe, traffic-free routes and public spaces. The
use of public spaces is becoming increasingly
contentious, thereby diminishing their com-
munity-building and cohesive nature.

Discussion

In our historical overview, we showed that
during the communist period, the built and
public spaces of housing estates presented
a much more inclusive environment. The
decline in inclusiveness is closely related to
differences in perceived safety among vari-
ous social groups and the resulting differ-
ences in spatial practices. Inclusion depends
not only on physical access to public spaces,
but also on the extent to which these groups
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accompanied by parents (doted lines with different colours), versus uncompanied minors (solid lines with
different colours). Source: Authors’ own compilation.

feel safe and comfortable when using such
spaces in their everyday lives. In the decades
preceding the change of regime, housing es-
tates proved their suitability for improving
the quality of life of the local community and
their ability to function as an inclusive envi-
ronment (see also Van Kemren, R. et al. 2005).

According to our findings, housing estates
and their public spaces are not inclusive envi-
ronments in terms of how the population uses
space today. The results of the walking inter-
views revealed that the development of public

spaces has not kept pace with the challenges of
the modern era, leading different generations to
use the available space in different ways, which
in turn leads to intergenerational social conflicts
(see also LeviN, L. et al. 2014, and GRUNDSTROM,
K. and LeLEVRIER, C. 2023). Several theories ex-
ist for resolving such conflicts; however, due to
the local context, neither the nested commons
theory (community-based management of the
area — L1, W. and Kerven, C. 2024) nor gentrifi-
cation (or, more precisely, in our case, the lack
thereof) can provide a solution to these con-
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flicts. However, adapting the Swedish “smor-
gasbord of places” model could represent a step
forward, as it has gained traction amid hostil-
ity toward shared public spaces in residential
urban areas (Warwick, E. and Lggs, L. 2022;
BiopurrH, R. and Sanpserg, M. 2024). Under
this model, the network of public spaces would
be used by the relevant social groups according
to a defined, informal set of rules.

Results of the questionnaire survey show
that the general sense of security in public
spaces in housing estates is favorable and that
the assessment of public safety is generally
positive, and the difference between men and
women is less pronounced in the under-25
age group. Perceptions of safety are also posi-
tive among the older age group. However,
sophisticated results of the qualitative meth-
ods testified that women, young people, and
parents with small children in particular
avoid the internal pedestrian routes that cut
through housing estates and prefer tradi-
tional streets with heavy motor vehicle traffic.

Feelings of exclusion and insecurity are
also generated by the poor model of space
use. Public spaces that give the impression

of being abandoned and underused increase
the feeling of insecurity and further select the
circle of space users, excluding more vulner-
able groups (PErRIGO, J.L. ef al. 2025).

Our findings call into question the suc-
cess of the design intention often used and
emphasised in the construction of housing
estates, namely that protected routes and
pedestrian networks contribute to improv-
ing the quality of life in housing estates. The
carefully planned, segregated traffic system
and protected green spaces of housing es-
tates have now lost their community-build-
ing role. The loss of function of previously
intensively used community spaces, the lack
of personalisation, and the weakening of so-
cial relationships directly contribute to a de-
terioration in the sense of security, especially
among women. International research clearly
supports the view that fear-related behaviour
patterns stem not primarily from an objective
fear of crime, but from weak social cohesion
in the residential environment (FErrarO, K.F.
1995; Sampson, R.J. et al. 1997).

Returning to the questions posed in the
introduction, the public spaces of housing
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Fig. 8. Notable places of space utilisation on an average weekday and a weekend day. Time spent on an average
weekday (yellow), and on an average weekend day (blue), n = 78. Source: Co-Housing Budapest Association
and authors” own compilation.

estates, which were once designed and used
with a strong sense of community, have lost
their former positive, integrating role in our
case. This process was one of the consequenc-
es of the end of state socialism. The owner-
ship structure changed, and the population
shift intensified after the change of regime
(Gorczyca, K. 2016). The wealthier younger
generations moved away and were replaced
by lower-middle-class young families with
small children in a kind of a reverse gentri-
fication. With the end of the intensive use of

public spaces, community control over pub-
lic areas faded out. The fluctuation within
housing estate communities significantly re-
shapes the cohesion of the local community.
The cohesion is lacking among the newly
arrived, often transitory population (Haask,
A. et al. 2012). As a result of changed social
habits, newly arrived groups typically use
public spaces only for transportation. But
they don’t do this as freely and intensively
as the morphology of the development and
the logic of the internal functional layout of
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the area would dictate. Or as was originally
the case in the first decades after the housing
estate was built. Thus, the small number of
pedestrians passing through further exacer-
bates the marginalisation of public spaces.
The spatial openness of the development
and public space system, designed according
to modernist principles, is a great advantage.
The ownership situation, whereby the public
spaces are still owned by the local council, is
also a good opportunity. The potential inher-
ent in these is exploited in few housing es-
tates (OUREDNICEK, M. and KopPeck4, Z. 2023).
The development of large, unstructured,
often poorly controlled, and therefore unsafe
public spaces into areas with specific uses
(outdoor barbecue, community garden, play-
ground for teenagers, etc.) has several ad-
vantages. Community content can return to
public spaces that are increasingly becoming
,no man’s land”, allowing these areas to re-
gain their community-building and strength-
ening role, thus, allowing a responsible and
caring attitude to regain ground. The impact
of community control over public spaces
that are put back into use can also spill over
into the wider environment. By putting the
area back into use (revitalising it) and fill-
ing it with living functions, control and,
through this, public safety will also improve
(Frieprich, K. and ROssLER, S. 2023).

Conclusions

Over the past two decades, research on public
spaces has increasingly become a focal point
of urban studies. In the case of housing es-
tates, the condition of public spaces plays a
particularly significant role, since public spac-
es significantly determine the housing market
situation of housing estates. The design and
organisation of public spaces fundamentally
influence the image formed by those living
in and outside the housing estate (Sexp1, R.
et al. 2009). The condition and use of public
spaces fundamentally influence residents’
opinions about the quality of life. Improving
public spaces and promoting their use encour-

ages residents to participate more actively in
local community life, while also improving
the health and well-being of the population
(Raswor, L.M. 2018; Yussur, S.O. et al. 2021).

The fundamental aim of our research was to
examine how the freely accessible, open to all,
and, in the past, truly inclusive public space
system, which was realised through modernist
architectural ideas and state socialist urban de-
velopment, functions today. Do public spaces
still provide equal opportunities for users of
different ages and genders in their current use,
as was typical at the time of their design? Can
the original design intent still be realised?

Returning to our research questions, our
findings indicate that the use of public spaces
in housing estates underwent a significant
transformation following the political transi-
tion. In Hungary and Budapest, the commu-
nity-building role and community-forming
power of public spaces gradually faded in
the large-panel housing estates of the 1970s.
This process was particularly characteristic
of prefabricated housing estates in unfavour-
able housing market positions, such as the
Pesterzsébet Central Housing Estate, where
the unfavourable real estate market situa-
tion is coupled with a less family-friendly
environment. Social conflicts have emerged
regarding the use of public spaces (the coex-
istence of young and elderly residents), and
the active use of public spaces by mothers
with young children, a characteristic of the
area for decades, is on the decline or is often
spatially restricted or increasingly limited.

The transformation and decline in the use
of public spaces can be attributed to a de-
crease in the sense of security and an increase
in the sense of insecurity. These problems are
particularly evident among young and mid-
dle-aged women. Avoiding enclosed indoor
spaces and less-trafficked streets— previously
hailed as major advantages — has emerged
as a defensive mechanism. The mobility of
young people, and mothers with small chil-
dren has increasingly shifted to the vicinity
of major transportation routes, which runs
counter to the original design objectives of
the housing estates.
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In order to improve land use, we recom-
mend developing a target group-centric
strategy based on the needs, fears, and opin-
ions of the most vulnerable groups (young
and middle-aged women). The active in-
volvement of women and young people in
planning processes can also bring specific
spatial design considerations into the sci-
entific and urban development discourse
that are irrelevant to other members of the
community (e.g. good lighting, informal su-
pervision, transparent spaces, visual control,
specific planting considerations).

In the longer term, developing a comprehen-
sive urban regeneration strategy for the area
—one that aims to revitalize the physical, so-
cial, and economic environments collectively
— could represent a step forward. Improving
the quality of green spaces could play a key
role in the physical renewal of public spaces,
while in the social sphere, the use of “smorgas-
bord of places”-type interventions could offer
a solution. By developing services located on
the ground floors of housing estates, we can
achieve not only economic benefits but also
advantages in terms of land use (mobility).
MoReNoO’s interpretation of the 15-minute
city concept in a housing estate environment
highlights that liveable and safe public spaces
are not merely the result of physical interven-
tions but are closely linked to the functioning
of local communities and the strength of social
relations (Moreno, C. 2024).

The solution to this situation lies in a two-
pronged approach. On the one hand, there is
a need for bottom-up development that takes
into account the needs of the local community,
and on the other hand, there is a need to inte-
grate and moderate from above the potential
and social capital inherent in the local com-
munity (Lang, R. and Novy, A. 2014). In this
way, public spaces — which are increasingly
coming to resemble no man’s land — can once
again become liveable areas that serve a com-
munity purpose.

We plan to conduct further research to
explore in more detail the use and needs of
minors, young children who already travel
alone, and young adolescents. Future prefer-

ence studies allow to map the various needs
of public spaces from multiple perspectives
(age, gender and function). Our research can
contribute to identifying future trends in the
use of public spaces in housing estates.

Our findings have highlighted the need
to rethink the top-down planning approach
that remains prevalent in Central and Eastern
Europe. Instead of paternalistic, state-led
“welfare” developments, greater attention
must be paid to underutilized local resources
and better harnessing the potential inherent
in local society, as well as to closer coopera-
tion with local communities.
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